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PAN AMERICAN FLIGHT 111 FROM ROME BEGAN TO CIRCLE on its final approach to Kennedy Airport. Elizabeth pressed her forehead against the glass, drinking in the brilliance of the sun gleaming on the ocean, the distant outline of the Manhattan skyscrapers. This was the moment she had once loved at the end of a trip, the sense of coming home. But today she passionately wanted to be able to stay on the plane, to go wherever its next destination might be.

“It’s a lovely sight, isn’t it?” When she’d boarded the plane, the grandmotherly-looking woman next to her had smiled pleasantly and opened her book. Elizabeth had been relieved; the last thing she’d wanted was a seven-hour conversation with a stranger. But now it was all right. They’d be landing in a few minutes. She agreed that it was a lovely sight.

“This was my third trip to Italy,” her seatmate continued. “But it’s the last time I’ll go in August. Tourists all over the place. And so terribly hot. What countries did you visit?”

The plane banked and began its descent. Elizabeth decided it was just as easy to give a direct answer as to be noncommittal. “I’m an actress. I was working on a film in Venice.”

“How exciting. My first impression was that you reminded me a little of Candy Bergen. You’re just about as tall as she is and have the same lovely blond hair and blue-gray eyes. Should I know your name?”

“Not at all.”

There was a faint bump as the plane landed on the runway and began taxiing. To deter any more questions, Elizabeth made a business of pulling her carry-on bag from under the seat and checking its contents. If Leila were here, she thought, there wouldn’t be any question about identifying her. Everyone recognized Leila LaSalle. But Leila would have been in first class, not coach.

Would have been. After all these months, it was time the reality of her death set in.

A newsstand just beyond the Customs enclosure had stacks of the early-afternoon edition of the Globe. She couldn’t help seeing the headline: TRIAL BEGINS SEPTEMBER 8. The lead read: “A visibly angry Judge Michael Harris scathingly denied further postponements in the murder trial of multimillionaire Ted Winters.” The rest of the front page was filled with a blowup of Ted’s face. There was a stunned bitterness in his eyes, a rigid set to his mouth. It was a picture snapped after he’d learned that the grand jury had indicted him for the murder of his fiancée, Leila LaSalle.

*   *   *

As the cab sped toward the city, Elizabeth read the story—a rehash of the details of Leila’s death and the evidence against Ted. Pictures of Leila were splashed over the next three pages of the paper: Leila at a premiere, with her first husband; Leila on safari, with her second husband; Leila with Ted; Leila accepting her Oscar—stock publicity shots. One of them caught Elizabeth’s eye. In it, Leila had a hint of softness in her smile, a suggestion of vulnerability that contrasted with the arrogant tilt of her chin, the mocking expression in her eyes. Half the young girls in America had imitated that expression, copied Leila’s way of tossing her hair back, of smiling over her shoulder. . . .

“Here we are, lady.”

Startled, Elizabeth looked up. The cab had stopped in front of the Hamilton Arms, at Fifty-seventh Street and Park Avenue. The paper slid off her lap. She forced herself to try to sound calm. “I’m so sorry. I gave you the wrong address. I want to go to Eleventh and Fifth.”

“I already turned off the meter.”

“Then start a new fare.” Her hands shook as she fumbled for her wallet. She sensed the doorman was approaching and did not raise her eyes. She did not want to be recognized. Unthinkingly she had given Leila’s address. This was the building where Ted had murdered Leila. Here, in a drunken rage, he had pushed her off the terrace of her apartment.

Elizabeth began to shiver uncontrollably at the image she could not banish from her mind: Leila’s beautiful body, wrapped in the white satin pajamas, her long red hair cascading behind her, plummeting forty stories to the concrete courtyard.

And always the questions. . . . Was she conscious? How much did she realize?

How awful those last seconds must have been for her!

If I had stayed with her, Elizabeth thought, it never would have happened. . . .
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AFTER A TWO-MONTH ABSENCE, THE APARTMENT FELT close and stuffy. But as soon as she opened the windows, a breeze blew in, carrying the peculiarly satisfying combination of scents that was so specially New York: the pungent aura of the small Indian restaurant around the corner, a hint of the flowers from the terrace across the street, the acrid smell of fumes from the Fifth Avenue buses, a suggestion of sea air from the Hudson River. For a few minutes Elizabeth breathed deeply and felt herself begin to unwind. Now that she was here, it was good to be home. The job in Italy had been another escape, another temporary respite. But never out of her mind was the realization that eventually she would have to go to court, as a prosecution witness against Ted.

She unpacked quickly and placed her plants in the sink. It was clear that the superintendent’s wife had not honored her promise to water them regularly. After plucking away the dead leaves, she turned to the mail that was stacked on the dining-room table. Rapidly she skimmed through it, tossing out ads and coupons, separating personal letters from bills. She smiled eagerly at the beautiful handwriting on one envelope and the precise return address in the upper corner: Miss Dora Samuels, Cypress Point Spa, Pebble Beach, California. Sammy. But before she read that one, Elizabeth reluctantly opened the business-size envelope with the return address OFFICE OF THE DISTRICT ATTORNEY.

The letter was brief. It was a confirmation that she would phone Assistant District Attorney William Murphy upon her return on August 29 and make an appointment to review her testimony.

Even reading the newspaper and giving Leila’s address to the cabbie had not prepared her for the shock of this official notice. Her mouth went dry. The walls seemed to close in around her. The hours she had testified at the grand jury hearings flashed through her mind. The time she had fainted on the stand after being shown the pictures of Leila’s body. Oh, God, she thought, it was starting all over again. . . .

The phone rang. Her “Hello” was barely audible.

“Elizabeth,” a voice boomed. “How are you? You’re on my mind.”

It was Min von Schreiber! Of all people! Elizabeth instantly felt wearier. Min had given Leila her first modeling job, and now she was married to an Austrian baron and owned the glamorous Cypress Point Spa in Pebble Beach, California. She was an old and dear friend; but Elizabeth didn’t feel up to her today. Still, Min was one of the people Elizabeth could never say no to.

Elizabeth tried to sound cheerful. “I’m fine, Min. A little tired, maybe. I just got home a few minutes ago.”

“Don’t unpack. You’re coming to the Spa tomorrow morning. There’s a ticket waiting at the American Airlines counter. The usual flight. Jason will pick you up at the airport in San Francisco.”

“Min, I can’t.”

“As my guest.”

Elizabeth almost laughed. Leila had always said those were the three hardest words for Min to utter. “But, Min—”

“No ‘buts.’ When I saw you in Venice you looked too thin. That damn trial will be hell. So come. You need rest. You need pampering.”

Elizabeth could see Min, her raven-black hair coiled around her head, always assuming in her imperious way that what she wanted was automatically granted. After more futile protests in which she listed all the reasons why she should not come, could not, she heard herself agreeing to Min’s plans. “Tomorrow, then. It will be good to see you, Min.” She was smiling when she put the receiver down.

Three thousand miles away, Minna von Schreiber waited for the connection to break, then immediately began to dial another number. When she reached her party, she whispered, “You were right. It was easy. She agreed to come. Don’t forget to act surprised when you see her.”

Her husband entered the room as she was talking. He waited until the call was completed, then burst out, “You did invite her, then?”

Min looked up, defiantly. “Yes, I did.”

Helmut von Schreiber frowned. His china-blue eyes darkened. “After all my warnings? Minna, Elizabeth could pull this house of cards down around our ears. By the end of the week, you will regret that invitation as you have never regretted anything in your life.”

Elizabeth decided to get her call to the district attorney over with immediately. William Murphy was obviously glad to hear from her. “Miss Lange, I just started to sweat you out.”

“I told you I’d be back today. I wouldn’t have expected to find you in on Saturday.”

“There’s a lot of work. We definitely go to trial on September eighth.”

“I read that.”

“I’ll need to review your testimony with you so it will be fresh in your mind.”

“It’s never not been in my mind,” Elizabeth said.

“I understand. But I have to discuss the kind of questions the defense attorney will ask you. I suggest you come in on Monday for several hours and then let’s plan to have long sessions next weekend. You will be around?”

“I’m leaving tomorrow morning,” she told him. “Can’t we talk about everything on Friday?”

She was dismayed at the answer. “I’d rather have one preliminary meeting. It’s only three o’clock. You could be down here in a cab in fifteen minutes.”

Reluctantly she agreed. Glancing at Sammy’s letter, she decided to wait until she came back to read it. At least it would be something to look forward to. Showering quickly, she twisted her hair into a topknot and put on a blue cotton jumpsuit and sandals.

Half an hour later, she was sitting across from the assistant district attorney in his crowded office. The furniture consisted of his desk, three chairs and a row of battleship-gray steel files. There were expandable cardboard files piled on his desk, on the floor and on top of the metal cabinets. William Murphy seemed unaware of the messiness of his work space—or else, Elizabeth thought, he had finally come to terms with what could not be changed.

A balding, chubby-faced man in his late thirties with a strong New York accent, Murphy conveyed an impression of keen intelligence and driving energy. After the grand jury hearings, he had told her that her testimony was the main reason Ted had been indicted. She knew he considered that high praise.

Now he opened a thick file: The People of the State of New York v. Andrew Edward Winters III. “I know how hard this is for you,” he said. “You’re going to be forced to relive your sister’s death, and with that all the pain you experienced. And you’re going to testify against a man you liked and trusted.”

“Ted killed Leila; the man I knew doesn’t exist.”

“There are no ‘ifs’ in this case. He deprived your sister of her life; it’s my job—with your help—to see that he’s deprived of his freedom. The trial will be a terrible ordeal for you, but I promise that once it’s over it will be easier to get on with your own life. After you are sworn, you will be asked to state your name. I know ‘Lange’ is your stage name. Be sure to tell the jury your legal name is LaSalle. Let’s review your testimony again.

“You will be asked if you lived with your sister.”

“No, when I left college I got my own apartment.”

“Are your parents living?”

“No, my mother died three years after Leila and I came to New York, and I never knew my father.”

“Now let’s review again your testimony, starting with the day before the murder.”

“I had been out of town for three months with a stock company. . . . I got in on Friday night, March twenty-eighth, just in time to catch the last preview of Leila’s play.”

“How did you find your sister?”

“She was obviously under a terrible strain; she kept forgetting her lines. Her performance was a shambles. Between acts I went to her dressing room. She never drank anything but a little wine, and yet she was drinking straight Scotch. I took it from her and poured it down the sink.”

“How did she respond?”

“She was furious. She was a totally different person. She had never been a big drinker, but she was suddenly drinking a lot. . . . Ted came into the dressing room. She shouted at both of us to get out.”

“Were you surprised by her behavior?”

“I think it would be more accurate to say that I was shocked.”

“Did you discuss it with Winters?”

“He seemed bewildered. He’d been away a lot too.”

“On business?”

“Yes. I suppose so. . . .”

“The play went badly?”

“It was a disaster. Leila refused to come out for a curtain call. When it was over we went on to Elaine’s.”

“Who do you mean by ‘we’?”

“Leila . . . Ted and Craig . . . myself . . . Syd and Cheryl . . . Baron and Baroness von Schreiber. We were all close friends.”

“You will be asked to identify these people for the jury.”

“Syd Melnick was Leila’s agent. Cheryl Manning is a well-known actress. Baron and Baroness von Schreiber own Cypress Point Spa in California. Min—the Baroness—used to have a model agency in New York. She gave Leila her first job. Ted Winters—everyone knows who he is, and he was Leila’s fiancé. Craig Babcock is Ted’s assistant. He’s executive vice-president of Winters Enterprises.”

“What happened at Elaine’s?”

“There was a dreadful scene. Someone yelled to Leila that he’d heard her play was a turkey. She went wild. She shouted, ‘You bet it’s a turkey, but I’m wringing its neck. You hear that, everybody? I quit!’ Then she fired Syd Melnick. She told him he had only stuck her in the play because he wanted his percentage—that for the last couple of years he’d been putting her in anything he could because he needed the money.” Elizabeth bit her lip. “You have to understand this wasn’t the real Leila. Oh, sure, she could get uptight when she was in a new play. She was a star. A perfectionist. But she never behaved like that.”

“What did you do?”

“We all tried to calm her down. But it only made her worse. When Ted tried to reason with her, she took off her engagement ring and threw it across the room.”

“How did he respond?”

“He was furious, but he tried not to show it. A waiter brought the ring back and Ted slipped it into his pocket. He tried to make a joke of it. He said something like ‘I’ll hold it till tomorrow when she’s in better shape.’ Then we got her to the car and brought her home. Ted helped me to put her to bed. I told him I’d have her call him in the morning, when she woke up.”

“Now on the stand I’ll ask you what their living arrangements were.”

“He had his own apartment on the second floor in the same building. I spent the night with Leila. She slept past noon. When she woke up, she felt rotten. I gave her aspirin and she went back to bed. I phoned Ted for her. He was in his office. He asked me to tell her he’d come up about seven o’clock that evening.”

Elizabeth felt her voice quaver.

“I’m sorry to have to keep going, but try to think of this as a rehearsal. The more prepared you are, the easier it will be for you when you are actually on the stand.”

“It’s all right.”

“Did you and your sister discuss the previous night?”

“No. It was obvious she didn’t want to talk about it. She was very quiet. She told me to go to my place and get settled. I had literally dropped my bags home and rushed to her play. She asked me to call her around eight and we’d have dinner together. I assumed she meant she and Ted and I would have dinner together. But then she said she wasn’t going to take his ring back. She was through with him.”

“Miss Lange, this is very important. Your sister told you she was planning to break her engagement to Ted Winters?”

“Yes.” Elizabeth stared down at her hands. She remembered how she had put those hands on Leila’s shoulders, then run them across Leila’s forehead. Oh, stop it, Leila. You don’t mean that.

But I do, Sparrow.

No, you don’t.

Have it your way, Sparrow. But call me around eight, okay?

The last moment of being with Leila, of putting the cold compress on her forehead, of tucking the blankets around her and thinking that in a few hours she’d be herself again, laughing and amused and ready to tell the story. “So I fired Syd and threw Ted’s ring, and quit the play. How’s that for a fast two minutes in Elaine’s?” And then she’d throw back her head and laugh, and in retrospect it would suddenly become funny—a star having a public tantrum.

“I let myself believe it, because I wanted to believe it,” Elizabeth heard herself telling William Murphy.

In a rush she began the rest of her testimony. “I phoned at eight. . . . Leila and Ted were arguing. She sounded as if she’d been drinking again. She asked me to call back in an hour. I did. She was crying. They were still quarreling. She had told Ted to get out. She kept saying she couldn’t trust any man; she didn’t want any man; she wanted me to go away with her.”

“How did you respond?”

“I tried everything. I tried to calm her. I reminded her that she always got uptight when she was in a new show. I told her the play was really a good vehicle for her. I told her Ted was crazy about her and she knew it. Then I tried acting angry. I told her . . .” Elizabeth’s voice faltered. Her face paled. “I told her she sounded just like Mama in one of her drunks.”

“What did she say?”

“It was as if she hadn’t heard me. She just kept saying, ‘I’m finished with Ted. You’re the only one I can ever trust. Sparrow, promise you’ll go away with me.’”

Elizabeth no longer tried to check the tears that welled in her eyes. “She was crying and sobbing. . . .”

“And then . . .”

“Ted came back. He began shouting at her.”

William Murphy leaned forward. The warmth disappeared from his voice. “Now, Miss Lange, this will be a crucial point in your testimony. On the stand, before you can say whose voice you heard, I have to lay a foundation so that the judge is satisfied that you truly recognized that voice. So this is how we’ll do it. . . .” He paused dramatically.

“Question: You heard a voice?”

“Yes,” Elizabeth said tonelessly.

“How loud was that voice?”

“Shouting.”

“What was the tone of that voice?”

“Angry.”

“How many words did you hear that voice say?”

In her mind, Elizabeth counted them. “Eleven words. Two sentences.”

“Now, Miss Lange, had you ever heard that voice before?”

“Hundreds of times.” Ted’s voice was filling her ears. Ted, laughing, calling to Leila: “Hey, Star, hurry up, I’m hungry”; Ted deftly protecting Leila from an overly enthusiastic admirer: “Get in the car, honey, quick”; Ted coming to her own opening performance last year Off Broadway: “I’m to memorize every detail to tell Leila. I can wrap it all up in three words: You were sensational. . . .”

What was Mr. Murphy asking her? . . . “Miss Lange, did you recognize whose voice shouted at your sister?”

“Absolutely!”

“Miss Lange. Whose voice was that shouting in the background?”

“It was Ted’s . . . Ted Winters’.”

“What did he shout?”

Unconsciously she raised her own voice. “‘Put that phone down! I told you, put that phone down.’”

“Did your sister respond?”

“Yes.” Elizabeth stirred restlessly. “Do we have to go through this?”

“It will be easier for you if you get used to talking about it before the trial. Now, what did Leila say?”

“She was still sobbing . . . she said, ‘Get out of here. You’re not a falcon. . . .’ And then the phone slammed down.”

“She slammed the phone down?”

“I don’t know which one of them did it.”

“Miss Lange, does the word ‘falcon’ mean anything to you?”

“Yes.” Leila’s face filled Elizabeth’s mind: the tenderness in Leila’s eyes when she looked at Ted, the way she would go up and kiss him. “God, Falcon, I love you.”

“Why?”

“It was Ted’s nickname . . . my sister’s pet name for him. She did that, you see. The people close to her—she gave them special names.”

“Did she ever call anyone else by that name—the name Falcon?”

“No . . . never.” Abruptly, Elizabeth got up and walked to the window. It was grimy with dust. The faint breeze was hot and muggy. She thought longingly of getting away from here.

“Only a few minutes more, I promise. Miss Lange, do you know what time the phone was slammed down?”

“Precisely nine thirty.”

“Are you absolutely sure?”

“Yes. There must have been a power failure when I was away. I reset my clock that afternoon. I’m sure it was right.”

“What did you do then?”

“I was terribly upset. I had to see Leila. I ran out. It took me at least fifteen minutes to get a cab. It was after ten when I got to Leila’s apartment.”

“And there was no one there.”

“No. I tried to phone Ted. There was no answer at his place. I just waited.” Waited all night, not knowing what to think, half-worried, half-relieved; hoping that Leila and Ted had made up and were out somewhere, not knowing that Leila’s broken body was lying in the courtyard.

“The next morning, when the body was discovered, you thought she must have fallen from the terrace? It was a rainy March night. Why would she have gone out there?”

“She loved to go out and stand and just look at the city. In any weather. I used to tell her to be careful . . . that railing wasn’t very high. I thought she must have leaned over, she had been drinking; she fell. . . .”

She remembered: Together she and Ted had grieved. Hands entwined, they had wept at the memorial service. Later, he had held her when she could no longer control her racking sobs. “I know, Sparrow. I know,” he said, comforting her. On Ted’s yacht they had sailed ten miles out to sea to scatter Leila’s ashes.

And then, two weeks later, an eyewitness had come forth and sworn she had seen Ted push Leila off the terrace at nine thirty-one.

“Without your testimony, that witness, Sally Ross, could be destroyed by the defense,” she heard William Murphy saying. “As you know, she has a history of severe psychiatric problems. It’s not good that she waited that length of time before coming forward with her story. The fact that her psychiatrist was out of town and she wanted to tell him first at least explains it somewhat.”

“Without my testimony it’s her word against Ted’s, and he denies going back up to Leila’s apartment.” When she had heard about the eyewitness, she had been outraged. She had totally trusted Ted until this man, William Murphy, told her that Ted denied going back to Leila’s apartment.

“You can swear that he was there, that they were quarreling, that the phone was slammed down at nine thirty. Sally Ross saw Leila pushed off the terrace at nine thirty-one. Ted’s story that he left Leila’s apartment at about ten after nine, went to his own apartment, made a phone call, then took a cab to Connecticut doesn’t hold up. In addition to what you and that other woman testify, we also have a strong circumstantial case. The scratches on his face. His skin tissue under Leila’s fingernails. The testimony of the cabbie that he was white as a sheet and trembling—he could hardly give directions to his place. And why the hell didn’t he send for his own chauffeur to take him to Connecticut? Because he was in a panic, that’s why! He can’t come forward with proof of anyone he reached on the phone. He has a motive—Leila rejected him. But one thing you have to realize: the defense will harp on the fact that you and Ted Winters were so close after her death.”

“We were the two people who loved her best,” Elizabeth said quietly. “Or at least, I thought we were. Please, can I go now?”

“We’ll leave it at that. You do look pretty beat. This is going to be a long trial, and it won’t be pleasant. Try to relax next week. Have you decided where you’ll be staying these next few days?”

“Yes. Baroness von Schreiber has invited me to be her guest at Cypress Point Spa.”

“I hope you’re joking.”

Elizabeth stared at him. “Why would I joke about that?”

Murphy’s eyes narrowed. His face flushed and his cheekbones suddenly became prominent. He seemed to be struggling not to raise his voice. “Miss Lange, I don’t think you appreciate the seriousness of your position. Without you, the other witness would be annihilated by the defense. That means that your testimony is about to put one of the richest and most influential men in this country in prison for at least twenty years, and thirty if I can make Murder Two stick. If this were a Mafia case I’d have you hidden away in a hotel under an assumed name and with a police guard until this trial is over. Baron and Baroness von Schreiber may be friends of yours, but they’re also friends of Ted Winters’ and are coming to New York to testify for him. And you seriously propose to stay with them at this time?”

“I know that Min and the Baron are testifying as character witnesses for Ted,” Elizabeth said. “They don’t think he’s capable of murder. If I hadn’t heard him with my own ears I wouldn’t have believed it either. They’re following their conscience. I’m following mine. We all do what we have to do.”

She was not prepared for the tirade Murphy let loose at her. His urgent, sometimes sarcastic words pounded in her ears. “There’s something fishy about that invitation. You should see that for yourself. You claim the Von Schreibers loved your sister? Then ask yourself why the hell they’re going to bat for her murderer. I insist you keep away from them, if not for my sake or your own neck then because you want justice for Leila.”

In the end, embarrassed at his obvious contempt for her naïveté, Elizabeth agreed to call off the trip, promised that instead she’d go to East Hampton and there either visit friends or stay in a hotel.

“Whether you’re alone or with someone, be careful,” Murphy told her. Now that he had gotten his way, he attempted a smile; but it froze on his face, and the expression in his eyes was both grim and worried. “Never forget that without you as a witness, Ted Winters walks.”

*   *   *

Even with the oppressive mugginess, Elizabeth decided to walk home. She felt like one of those punching bags that were weighted with sand and flopped from side to side, unable to avoid the blows rained on them. She knew the district attorney was right. She should have refused Min’s invitation. She decided she wouldn’t contact anyone in the Hamptons. She’d check into a hotel and just lie on the beach quietly for the next few days.

Leila had always joked, “Sparrow, you’ll never need a shrink. Put you in a bikini, dunk you in the briny and you’re in heaven.” It was true. She remembered her delight in showing Leila her blue ribbons for swimming. Eight years ago, she’d been a runner-up for the Olympic team. For four summers she’d taught water aerobics at Cypress Point Spa.

Along the way she stopped to pick up groceries—just enough to have a salad for dinner and a quick breakfast. As she walked the last two blocks home she thought of how remote everything seemed—as if she were seeing her whole life before Leila’s death through the far lens of a telescope.

Sammy’s letter was on top of the mail on the dinette table. Elizabeth reached for the envelope and smiled at the exquisite handwriting. It so vividly brought Sammy to mind—the frail, birdlike figure; the wise eyes, owlish behind rimless glasses; the laceedged blouses and sensible cardigans. Sammy had answered Leila’s ad for a part-time secretary ten years ago and within a week had become indispensable. After Leila’s death, Min had hired her as a receptionist-secretary at the Spa.

Elizabeth decided to read the letter over dinner. It took only a few minutes to change into a light caftan, fix a salad and pour a glass of chilled chablis. Okay, Sammy, time for our visit, she thought as she slit the envelope.

The first page of the letter was predictable:

Dear Elizabeth

I hope this finds you well and as content as possible. Each day I seem to miss Leila more and can only imagine how you feel. I do think that after the trial is behind you, it will get better.

Working for Min has been good for me, although I think I will be giving it up soon. I really have never recovered from that operation.

Elizabeth turned the page, read a few lines; then, as her throat closed, pushed aside the salad.

As you know, I’ve continued to answer the letters from Leila’s fans. There are still three large bags to finish. The reason I am writing is I have just found a very troubling anonymous letter. It is vicious and apparently was one in a series. Leila had not opened this one, but she must have seen its predecessors. Perhaps they would explain why she was so distraught those last weeks.

What is so terrible is that the letter I found was clearly written by someone who knew her well.

I had thought to enclose it in this envelope, but am not sure who is collecting your mail while you are away and would not want this seen by a stranger’s eyes. Will you call me as soon as you return to New York? My love to you.

Sammy

With a growing sense of horror, Elizabeth read and reread Sammy’s letter. Leila had been receiving unsigned very troubling, vicious letters from someone who knew her well. Sammy, who never exaggerated, thought they might explain Leila’s emotional collapse. For all these months, Elizabeth had lain awake trying to understand what had driven Leila into hysteria. Poison-pen letters from someone who knew her well. Who? Why? Did Sammy have any inkling?

She grabbed the phone and dialed the office at the Spa. Let Sammy answer, she prayed. But it was Min who picked up the receiver. Sammy was away, she told Elizabeth. She was visiting her cousin somewhere near San Francisco and would be back Monday night. “You’ll see her then.” Min’s tone became curious. “You sound upset, Elizabeth. Is it something about Sammy that can’t wait?”

It was the moment to tell Min that she was not coming. Elizabeth started to say, “Min, the district attorney . . .” Then she glanced down at Sammy’s letter. The overwhelming need to see Sammy swept over her. It was the same kind of compulsion that had sent her rushing to Leila that last fateful night. She changed the sentence. “No hurry at all, Min. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Before she went to bed, she wrote a note to William Murphy with the address and phone number of the Spa. Then she tore it up. To hell with his warning. She wasn’t a Mafia witness; she was going to visit old friends—people she loved and trusted, people who loved and cared about her. Let him think she was in East Hampton.

He had known for months that it would be necessary to kill Elizabeth. He had lived with the ever-present knowledge of the danger that she represented, and had planned to eliminate her in New York.

With the trial coming, her mind must be constantly reliving every moment of those last days. Inevitably, she would realize what she already knew—the fact that would seal his fate.

There were ways to get rid of her at the Spa and make it seem to be an accident. Her death would cause less official suspicion in California than in New York. He thought about her and her habits, looking for a way.

He consulted his watch. It was midnight in New York Sweet dreams, Elizabeth, he thought.

Your time is running out.
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QUOTE FOR THE DAY:
Where is the love, beauty and truth we seek?

—SHELLEY

GOOD MORNING, DEAR GUEST!

Welcome to another day of luxury at Cypress Point Spa.

Besides your personalized program, we are happy to tell you that there will be special makeup classes in the women’s spa between 10 A.M. and 4 P.M. Why not fill in one of your free hours learning the enchanting secrets of the world’s most beautiful women, as taught by Madame Renford of Beverly Hills?

Today’s guest expert in the men’s spa is famous bodybuilder Jack Richard, who will share his personal workout schedule at 4 P.M.

The musical program after dinner is a very special one. Cellist Fione Navaralla, one of the most acclaimed new artists in England, will play selections by Ludwig van Beethoven.

We hope all our guests will have a pleasant and pampered day. Remember, to be really beautiful we must keep our minds tranquil and free of distressing or troubling thoughts.

Baron and Baroness Helmut von Schreiber
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MIN’S LONGTIME CHAUFFEUR, JASON, WAS WAITING AT the passenger gate, his silver-gray uniform gleaming in the sunny terminal. He was a small man with a trim, neat build, who had been a jockey in his youth. An accident had ended his racing career, and he had been working as a stable hand when Min hired him. Elizabeth knew that, like all of Min’s people, he was intensely loyal to her. Now his leathery face broke into welcoming furrows as he saw her approach. “Miss Lange, it’s good to have you back,” he said. She wondered if, like her, he was remembering that the last time she came to the Spa she had been with Leila.

She bent over to kiss him on the cheek. “Jason, will you cut that ‘Miss Lange’ number? You’d think I was a paying guest or something.” She noticed the discreet card in his hand with the name Alvirah Meehan on it. “You’re picking up someone else?”

“Just one. I thought she’d be out by now. First-class passengers usually are.”

Elizabeth reflected that few people economized on air fare when they could afford to pay a minimum of three thousand dollars a week at Cypress Point Spa. With Jason she studied the disembarking passengers. Jason held the card up prominently as several elegantly dressed women passed, but they ignored it. “Hope she didn’t miss the flight,” he was murmuring as one final straggler came from the passageway. She was a bulky woman of about fifty-five with a large, sharp-featured face and thinning reddish-brown hair. The purple-and-pink print she was wearing was obviously expensive, but absolutely wrong for her. It bulged at the waist and thighs and hiked unevenly over her knees. Intuitively Elizabeth sensed that this lady was Mrs. Alvirah Meehan.

She spotted her name on the card and approached them eagerly, her smile delighted and relieved. Reaching out, she pumped Jason’s hand vigorously. “Well, here I am,” she announced. “And boy, am I glad to see you! I was so afraid there’d be a foul-up and no one would meet me.”

“Oh, we never fail a guest.”

Elizabeth felt her lips twitch at Jason’s bewildered expression. Clearly Mrs. Meehan was not the usual Cypress Point guest. “Ma’am, may I have your claim checks?”

“Oh, that’s nice. I hate to wait for luggage. Sort of a pain in the neck at the end of a trip. Course, Willy and I usually go Greyhound, and the bags are right there, but even so . . . I don’t have too much stuff. I was going to buy a lot, but my friend, May, said, ‘Alvirah, wait and see what other people are wearing. All these fancy places have shops. . . . You’ll pay through the nose,’ she said, ‘but at least you’ll get the right thing, you know what I mean.’” She thrust her ticket envelope with the baggage stubs at Jason and turned to Elizabeth. “I’m Alvirah Meehan. Are you going to the Spa too? You sure don’t look like you need to, honey!”

Fifteen minutes later, they were settled in the sleek silver limousine. Alvirah settled back against the brocaded upholstery with a gusty sigh. “Now, that feels good,” she announced.

Elizabeth studied the other woman’s hands. They were the hands of a working person, thick-knuckled and callused. The brightly colored fingernails were short and stubby, even though the manicure looked expensive. Her curiosity about Alvirah Meehan was a welcome respite from thinking about Leila. Instinctively she liked the woman—there was something remarkably candid and appealing about her—but who was she? What was bringing her to the Spa?

“I still can’t get used to it,” Alvirah continued happily. “I mean, one minute, I’m sitting in my living room soaking my feet. Let me tell you, cleaning five different houses a week is no joke, and the Friday one was the killer—six kids and they’re all slobs and the mother’s worse. Then we hit the lottery. We had all the winning numbers. Willy and I couldn’t believe it. ‘Willy,’ I said, ‘we’re rich.’ And he yelled, ‘You bet we are!’ You must have read about it last month? Forty million dollars, and a minute before, we didn’t have two quarters to rub together.”

“You won forty million dollars in the lottery?”

“I’m surprised you didn’t see it. We’re the biggest single winners in the history of the New York State lottery. How about that?”

“I think it’s wonderful,” Elizabeth said sincerely.

“Well, I knew what I wanted to do right away, and that was to get to Cypress Point Spa. I’ve been reading about it for ten years now. I used to dream about how it would be to spend time there and hobnob with the celebrities. Usually you have to wait months for a reservation, but I got one just like that!” She snapped her fingers.

Because Min undoubtedly recognized the publicity value of Alvirah Meehan’s telling the world about her lifelong ambition to go to the Spa, Elizabeth thought. Min never missed a trick.

They were on the Coastal Highway. “I thought this was supposed to be a beautiful drive,” Alvirah said. “It don’t look so hot to me.”

“A little farther on it becomes breathtaking,” Elizabeth murmured.

Alvirah Meehan straightened up in the seat and turned to Elizabeth, studying her intently. “By the way, I’ve been talking so much I missed your name.”

“Elizabeth Lange.”

Large brown eyes, already magnified by thick-rimmed glasses, widened perceptibly. “I know who you are. You’re Leila LaSalle’s sister. She was my favorite actress in the whole world. I know all about Leila and you. I think the story of the two of you coming to New York when you were just a little girl is so beautiful. Two nights before she died, I saw a preview of her last play. Oh, I’m sorry—I didn’t mean to upset you. . . .”

“It’s all right. I just have a terrible headache. Maybe if I just rest a bit . . .”

Elizabeth turned her head toward the window and dabbed at her eyes. To understand Leila, you had to have lived that childhood, that trip to New York, the fear and the disappointments. . . . And you had to know that however good it sounded in People magazine, it wasn’t a beautiful story at all. . . .

It was a fourteen-hour bus ride from Lexington to New York. Elizabeth slept curled up in her seat, her head on Leila’s lap. She was a little scared, and it made her sad to think of Mama coming home to find them gone, but she knew Matt would say,” Have a drink, honey” and pull Mama into the bedroom, and in a little while they’d be laughing and squealing and the springs of the bed would creak and groan. . . .

Leila told her which states they were going through: Maryland, Delaware, New Jersey. Then the fields were replaced with ugly tanks and the road got more and more crowded. At the Lincoln Tunnel, the bus kept stopping and starting. Elizabeth’s stomach began to feel kind of funny. Leila noticed. “Good God, Sparrow, don’t get sick now. It’s just another few minutes.”

She couldn’t wait to get off the bus. She just wanted to smell cool, clean air. But the air was heavy, and it was so hot—hotter even than at home. Elizabeth felt fretful and tired. She was about to complain, but then she saw how tired Leila looked.

They had just left the platform when a man came over to Leila. He was thin, and his dark hair was curly but started pretty far back. He had long sideburns and small brown eyes that got squinty when he smiled. “I’m Lon Pedsell,” he said. “Are you the model the Arbitron Agency from Maryland sent?”

Of course Leila wasn’t the model, but Elizabeth could tell she didn’t want to just say no. “There wasn’t anyone else my age on this bus” was the way she answered him.

“And obviously you are a model.”

“I’m an actress.”

The man brightened up as though Leila had given him a present. “This is a break for me, and I hope for you. If you can use a modeling job, you’d be perfect. The pay is one hundred dollars for the sitting.”

Leila put down her bags and squeezed Elizabeth’s shoulder. It was her way of saying,” Let me do the talking.”

“I can tell that you’re agreeable,” Lon Pedsell said. “Come on. I’ve got my car outside.”

*   *   *

Elizabeth was surprised at his studio. When Leila talked about New York, she’d thought that every place Leila worked would be beautiful. But Lon Pedsell took them to a dirty street about six blocks from the bus terminal. Lots of people were sitting on stoops, and garbage was spilled all over the sidewalk. “I have to apologize for my temporary situation,” he said. “I lost the lease on my place across town, and the new one is still being equipped.”

The apartment he brought them to was on the fourth floor and as messy as Mama’s house. Lon was breathing hard because he insisted on carrying the two big suitcases. “Why don’t I get a Coke for your sister, and she can watch television while you pose?” he said to Leila.

Elizabeth could tell that Leila just wasn’t sure what to do. “What kind of model am I supposed to be?” she asked.

“It’s for a new swimsuit line. Actually, I’m doing the test shots for the agency. The girl they choose will do a whole series of ads. You’re pretty lucky you ran into me today. I have a hunch you’re just the type they have in mind.”

He brought them into the kitchen. It was a tiny, dingy room with a small television set on a ledge over the sink. He poured a Coke for Elizabeth and wine for Leila and himself “I’ll have a Coke,” Leila said.

“Suit yourself.” He turned on the television set. “Now, Elizabeth, I’m going to close the door so I can concentrate. You just stay here and keep yourself amused.”

Elizabeth watched three programs. Sometimes she could hear Leila saying in a loud voice,” I don’t like that idea,” but she didn’t sound scared, just kind of worried. After a while she came out. “I’m finished, Sparrow. Let’s get our bags.” Then she turned to Lon. “Do you know where we can get a furnished room?”

“Would you like to stay here?”

“No. Just give me my hundred dollars.”

“If you’ll sign this release . . .”

When Leila signed, he smiled over at Elizabeth. “You must be proud of your big sister. She’s on her way to becoming a famous model.”

Leila handed him the paper.” Give me the hundred dollars.”

“Oh, the agency will pay you. Here’s their card. Just go over in the morning and they’ll issue a check.”

“But you said—”

“Leila, you really are going to have to learn the business. Photographers don’t pay models. The agency pays when it gets the release.”

He didn’t offer to help them carry down their bags.

A hamburger and milk shake at a restaurant called Chock Full o’Nuts made both of them feel better. Leila had bought a street map of New York City and a newspaper. She began to read the real estate section. “Here’s an apartment that sounds about right: ‘Penthouse; fourteen rooms, spectacular view, wraparound terrace.’ Someday, Sparrow. I promise.”

They found an ad for an apartment to share. Leila looked at the street map. “It doesn’t look too bad,” she said. “Ninety-fifth Street and West End Avenue isn’t that far, and we can get a bus.”

The apartment turned out to be okay, but the woman’s nice smile disappeared when she learned that Elizabeth was part of the deal. “No kids,” she said flatly.

It was the same everywhere they went. Finally, at seven o’clock, Leila asked a cabdriver if he knew of any cheap but decent place to stay where she could bring Elizabeth. He suggested a rooming house in Greenwich Village.

*   *   *

The next morning they went to the model agency on Madison Avenue to collect Leila’s money. The door of the agency was locked, and a sign read, “PUT YOUR COMPOSITE IN THE MAILBOX.” The mailbox had a half-dozen manila envelopes in it already. Leila pressed her finger on the bell. A voice came over the intercom. “Do you have an appointment?”

“We’re here to pick up my money,” Leila said.

She and the woman began to argue. Finally the woman shouted, “Get lost.” Leila pressed the bell again and didn’t stop until someone yanked the door open. Elizabeth shrank back. The woman had heavy dark hair all done up in braids on her head. Her eyes were coal black, and her whole face was terribly angry. The woman wasn’t young, but she was beautiful. Her white silk suit made Elizabeth realize that the blue shorts she was wearing were faded and the dye on her polo shirt had run around the pocket. She had thought Leila looked so pretty when they started out, but next to this woman Leila seemed overdressed and shabby.
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