CHAPTER 1

Wednesday Afternoon, December 9

I was the one who found Cal's body. 

He was sprawled on the floor in the middle of the mainframe computer room. 

At first, I thought he'd just fallen and any moment he'd get back on his feet.

I went over and knelt down beside him. I couldn't help reaching out a tentative hand to touch Cal, just to see if he was really, umm, dead. He was. 

I knew he'd never get back on his feet again.

As I stood up, I thought I saw a flash of gold on the floor beside Cal. Squinting—not wearing my glasses, as usual—I saw that it was a gold pen—my gold pen, I thought. It must've fallen out of my pocket when I knelt down beside...beside Cal's body. I bent over, whisked up the Cross pen and put it in my jacket pocket. 

I quickly left the computer room, closing the door behind me. Just outside the door was a red wallphone. I set my briefcase down on the floor and used the phone to call Security, deciding to let them worry about contacting the police.

“Hello—this is Lee DelMonico, with DelMonico Market Research. I'm down in the basement, in Braddock's computer center. There's someone, ummm, there's a dead body down here.” 

The man on the other end of the phone yelped a loud, screeching “What?” and I held the receiver away from my ear for a moment, then said, “Could you please get someone down here immediately!” and hung up just as the man answered an emphatic “Yes, ma'am!” 

Well, I'd come down here specifically looking for Cal Summers, the head computer guru for Braddock's Department Store, and I'd certainly found him.

I'd had some questions to ask Cal but now it looked as though I'd never get the answers I wanted.

While I waited for someone from Security, I paced back and forth in the small ante room just outside the computer room. When I stuck my hands in my jacket pocket, my fingers curled around my gold Cross pen. I stood there fingering the pen, thinking I should put it in my briefcase so that it didn't fall out of my pocket again. It had been a present from Walter Braddock last Christmas—he had given a similar pen to all his corporate executives and other selected business associates, of which I was one. 

It was the second week in December, almost 6 o'clock on a Wednesday evening, and signs of Christmas were everywhere—even the usually austere computer center was festooned with a few glitzy decorations. Muted Christmas music was coming over the intercom system, an incongruous background accompaniment to the deadly tragedy playing itself out here in the basement. Through the windowed door of the computer room, I could see the colorful flashing and dancing of the computer screens, going on about their business, oblivious to the man sprawled nearby. Somehow the sight of Cal's beloved gray ostrich skin boots at the end of his motionless legs brought his death home to me. 

From this viewpoint, I could see that there were two of the panels of the computer floor open, rather than just one, as I'd originally thought. Multi-colored wiring spilled out of the openings and trailed around Cal's motionless body.

Cal had once given me a rather detailed tour of the mainframe computer room and one of the many things he'd explained to me was the special floor that had been built for the room. High pressure plastic laminate-covered 2' x 2' floor panels (known as formica commercially) were used to make what the computer world calls access flooring. The panels concealed a myriad of wires and cables for computers, telecommunications, telephones, electrical power, security systems, and monitoring systems. It was some of this wiring that was now lying so close to Cal.

Cal Summers, a self-described computer cowboy, had been the man responsible for installing Braddock's new state-of-the-art point-of-sale system. The tall, lanky Texan, with his soft-spoken drawl, had impressed me with his computer expertise and his relaxed, laid-back approach to what I'd always considered a high-stress profession.

I'd gotten to know Cal fairly well in the year or so he'd been with Braddock's. Our paths had crossed often because some of the market research work that I do for the Braddock's department store chain had required data from his computer system. We'd also used the Braddock's mainframe to store our market research data because of its enormous memory capacity. 

I'd liked Cal and had enjoyed working with him...and now, there he lay, and I'd never be working with him again.

What was taking Security so long? I wanted to get out of here, away from here. It was already past six in the evening, and my family would be wondering where I was. But I knew that once the police arrived, I'd wouldn't be able to leave for quite awhile. 

I decided to make a quick phone call home to tell Robert not to expect me anytime in the near future.

But instead of my husband, I got our answering machine, with the most recent message our 20-year-old twins, Jennifer and Andrew, had collaborated on.

“Yo, you've reached the DelMonico pad.” This first part was in Andrew's deep voice.

“At the beep, leave your name and number and a brief message and someone will get back to you.” This was in Jennifer's bright, chipper sounding voice.

They'd used a rock song, “Hang On, Help Is On The Way,” as background music. At the end of the message, just before the beep, they'd let the baby of the family, their seven-year old brother, Todd, say a chirpy, “Thanks for calling, and have a nice day.”

I grinned to myself at their message as I waited for the beep, for the moment forgetting where I was and what was going on.

“Hi, guys, it's Mom. I—” I hesitated, not knowing how to explain why I was going to be late, and finally decided not to give a reason. “I'm going to be a little late this evening. I'll call when I'm finally able to leave.”

As I was hanging up the red phone, I heard the elevator descend to the bottom-most floor of The Plaza.  

(The Plaza is Rivermont's world-famous shopping mall, although mall is actually too confining and constricting a term to describe the one of the largest festival marketplaces anywhere, occupying multiple city-blocks. You might think, as most people do, that Rivermont, a medium-sized, undistinguished Midwestern city, is an unusual location for a premier shopping center extravaganza. But Rivermont is the hometown of Walter Braddock, founding father of the Braddock's department store chain, and the developer/builder/owner of The Plaza.)

The elevator doors whooshed open and the first person out was Walter Braddock himself. Looking a decade or so younger than his 71 years, the tall, white-haired king of merchants, trailed by two uniformed Braddock's security guards, strode towards me, a determined look on his face.

“Now, Lee, my dear, just what is going on here?”

It was almost two hours later when the police finally said I could go. I was exhausted by their questioning, by having to repeat over and over again what had happened and what I was doing there and so on and so on. One of the detectives, the one named O'Mallory, had been particularly obnoxious towards me. I wondered if this was some kind of perverse version of the ‘good cop, bad cop’ routine—although the good cop didn't seem to be around. Fortunately, Walter Braddock had stayed nearby the whole time, unobtrusively keeping a controlling eye on the situation.

I'd known Walter Braddock all my life.  My father, Ken Carpenter, had been the head of Braddock's advertising department until his retirement two years ago. Although our family didn't move in the same social circles as the oh-so wealthy Braddocks, that didn't prevent the patriarch of the family, the down-to-earth Walter Braddock from being my father's good friend and serving as my godfather and eventual mentor. 

Walter walked me to the elevator and offered to accompany me to my office on the 30th floor of the Plaza Tower. I refused his very kind offer and told him it wasn't necessary. 

“I know it isn't necessary, my dear, but there are a few things I think we need to discuss.”

I'd learned early on that when Walter used that deceptively gentle tone of voice, he meant business, and I knew there was no use arguing with him.

We rode up to the 30th floor in silence, Walter deep in thought, and me so tired I could barely keep my eyes open.

The glass-windowed entrance to DelMonico Research showed that the office was dark—I knew the door would be locked, and I didn't have my keys with me. Fortunately, I keep a spare key hidden, buried in the dirt, actually, in a drooping potted palm just outside the doorway. I put my briefcase down on the floor next to the door. I could feel Walter's eyes on me as I dug around in the sandy soil, searching for the key. I turned around and glanced up at him just in time to see him trying and failing to cover up a grin.

“I always knew you were ingenious but this?” he said with a smile.

At that moment, my fingers found the key and I raised it up in triumph, managing to scatter some dirt on the carpeted hallway.

“I guess I should have called the office and told them not to lock up, but those policemen had me so distracted that I didn't even think about it. Anyway, Jane—my office manager—knows about the hidden key so she never worries if I don't return to the office before she locks up.” I knew I was babbling but couldn't seem to stop myself. “And Walter, if you don't mind, before we talk, I absolutely must call my family.”

By this time, I had unlocked the office door, picked up my briefcase, and was turning on the overhead lights as I walked into the reception area.

“Not at all, my  dear. You go ahead and call. I'll just get myself a drink of water.” He looked around the office and I pointed him in the direction of the lounge area.

I put my briefcase down on the receptionist's desk, grabbed a tissue from the container there and brushed the dirt from the potted palm off my fingers. I tossed the wadded up tissue in the wastebasket, sat down by the phone, then quickly dialed my home number. To my consternation, I once again got the answering machine. But just as I was about to leave another message, I heard Robert pick up and say, “Hello? Hello? Is anyone there?”

“Robert, it's me, Lee.”

“Sweetheart, where are you? We've been worried about you.”

“It's a long, horrible story but I can't get into it right now,” I said, unable to hide my feelings. “I just wanted to let you know I'm in my office and I should be home within an hour. See you then.” I hung up abruptly, without giving Robert a chance to ask me any questions.

Walter came back into the reception area then and I invited him to come sit down in my office. I went in first, turning on the lights as I went. As I walked by the mirrored wall adjacent to the door, I tried to avoid looking at it, but accidentally caught an unwelcome glimpse of myself. All my make-up had long-since worn off, my short dark hair was mussed and going every which way, and my once-sharply pressed wool suit was crumpled and creased. ‘The Woman in the Gray Wrinkled Suit,’ I thought to myself, surprised that I still retained a trace of humor, despite the two-hour grilling I'd just undergone. Walter, on the other hand, was his usual dapper, corporate-looking self, nary a wrinkle in sight.

In my office, I motioned Walter over toward the small gingham-covered sofa against one wall, then sank down into its cushiony softness with a small sigh of relief.

“Now, Lee, tell me honestly what you think is going on here.” Walter's usually amiable look had been replaced by a serious look of concentration.

“I don't think I know much more than you do,” I answered, mentally crossing my fingers, because I wasn't telling Walter the whole truth and nothing but the truth. 

This situation I'd found myself in had gotten complicated and convoluted and I wasn't sure how much Walter knew about Deandra Mason and her involvement with Cal and some of the mysterious goings-on with the Braddock's computer system or about Deandra's relationships with both of his sons—but there, I'm getting way ahead of myself.

For a brief moment, I debated whether or not to share any of my concerns with Walter but decided not to, at least not yet, not now. 

“What I can't understand is who would do such a horrible thing to Cal Summers? Robbery can't have been a motive—according to the detectives, the man still had his wallet and watch,” Walter's voice intruded on my thoughts and I tried to make a rational response.

“All I know is what I told that awful man, that Detective O'Mallory—I'd made an appointment to see Cal at the end of the day. I was running a little late and when I finally got here, he wasn't in his office and everyone in the computer center had already gone home. I looked around a bit and thought I'd see if he was in the mainframe room—and he certainly was.”

“What was your appointment with Cal about, my dear?” Walter asked, as usual getting right to the heart of things, exactly where I didn't want him to be. Now how could I answer his very direct question without telling an out and out lie to my good friend and best client?

“Oh, you know Cal and I do quite a bit of work together—I use his data for my market research projects...”  I let my voice trail off, hoping that generic answer would suffice. But not for Walter.

“Just exactly what project were you and Cal working on now?” Walter's question sounded deceptively simple but I had no idea how to answer it. Fortunately, I didn't have to because just then his beeper went off.

Saved by the beeper, I thought, as I quickly stood up and pointed toward the phone on my desk. “You can use my phone, there,” I said, walking over to the coat rack to get my coat and purse.

Walter looked at his beeper, took a moment to identify the phone number on its tiny LCD screen, then said “Hmmm, Security's calling.” He dialed a number, said “Walter Braddock here,” listened for a moment, then murmured a few muted words into the receiver.

He hung up and said, “I'm sorry, Lee, but we'll have to pick this conversation up at a later time. Security requested that I come down and deal with one of the detectives.”

I smiled faintly, wondering if Security really had requested his help. Walter Braddock was known for keeping a tight rein on every aspect of his department store chain, as each employee well knew. Walter's attention to even the minutest detail in the business was probably one of the major reasons that Braddock's was one of the most profitable department store chains in the toughly competitive retail world.

Walter left. I picked up my briefcase from the receptionist's desk, locked up the office, and followed closely behind him—but not so closely that we could have more of the conversation that I wanted to avoid.

I went down to the multi-level parking garage under The Plaza and got into my nice warm, non-snow-covered car—one of the perks of having my office at The Plaza.

Once I'd started the engine and buckled my seat belt, I sat there for a moment, letting the events of the past hours wash over me. I felt frozen, rigid, creaky, achy and sore all over. I couldn't wait to get home to my wonderful family.

As I maneuvered out of the underground garage and onto the highway leading to our island home, I turned on the radio. I punched button after button, trying to find a newscast to see what they were saying about Cal's murder. But there was no newscast to be found. Instead, it seemed that all the stations were playing Christmas music. 

Suddenly, unexpectedly, the music or something really got to me and tears started streaming down my face. I found myself sobbing out loud as I sped along the highway, crying for Cal. 

Along with the grief I was feeling over Cal's death, I felt some surprise at how hard it was hitting me. I wouldn't have thought I knew him well enough to be this upset by his death. Perhaps it was just fatigue and stress and that particular time of month that were causing such an extreme reaction, such a hysterical outburst.

My sobbing and my tears slowly subsided. 

I turned off the radio, preferring the silence and my own thoughts to the music. 

I wondered if Deandra knew about Cal's death yet. I don't think she and Cal were actually living together—Deandra had always struck me as the type of woman who would insist on maintaining her independence and a certain amount of space, no matter how close the relationship. She and Cal had been involved with one another, on a personal level, since even before he came to Braddock's. In fact, Deandra had stolen him away from some other retail operation, which is business as usual for Deandra, or so I've heard. 

The Deandra I'm referring to is Deandra Mason, special assistant to Brad Braddock, president of Braddock's Department Stores, and Walter's oldest son. 

Walter also has another son, Steve, who's two years younger than Brad. Once upon a time, both sons worked for their father, as heirs apparent at Braddock's. However, several years ago, Steve and Walter had a major falling-out, and Steve left. He's now an executive vice president at Medley's, Braddock's main competitor in the Midwest, whose headquarters is also located in Rivermont.

Anyway, I hoped someone, anyone, would think to let Deandra know about Cal. In all honesty, because there's been a history of coolness and distance between Deandra and myself, I didn't feel comfortable calling to tell her about Cal.

A tear or two was still trickling down my cheeks as I drove across the low-lying concrete bridge that led from downtown Rivermont, across the Sage River to Sage Island, where I lived—once again, actually. When my father retired, he and my mother had moved to a condominium in Florida, and my family had bought their sprawling Victorian house, my childhood home, on Sage Island.

The twins and Todd had been delighted at the nooks and crannies and cubbyholes that abounded in the house. After living there only a short while, they had become convinced that the house was haunted, although they assured me the ghosts were friendly ones.

When they first started talking about ghosts, I'd protested. “But guys, I lived here while I was growing up and I never saw or heard anything...” I'd stopped there as I remembered back to occasion after occasion during my childhood when I'd heard strange noises or caught sight of something just out of the corner of my eye. I, too, had then believed that ghosts lived in the house along with the Carpenter family.

Once on the island, it was just a short distance to our front drive. I pulled the car around the back and into the garage. It looked as though every room in our white frame three-story house was lit up, which meant that Robert must be in his office, writing, and the twins and Todd had taken over the house. They tended to take advantage of their father's inattention when he was immersed in one of his writing funks.

In addition to being an English instructor at Rivermont University, my husband has another, secret pastime: He's the well-known Gothic romance writer, Liz Lowery. Yes, yes, I know, Liz Lowery is reputed to be a beautiful, reclusive grande dame, etc., etc.

But the truth is that over the years, the Liz Lowery romances have been written by a series of ghost writers and my husband is the latest of those. 

Robert's involvement came about in a rather strange way. One of his college classmates had ended up right here in Rivermont, in the publishing business, working for the firm that had generated countless titles in the Liz Lowery series. One day, almost two years ago now, this friend, Hal Evans, had phoned Robert in a panic.

“You've got to help me out, old buddy. Our latest Liz Lowery ghost writer has taken a powder, and we've got a book scheduled for publication one month from today. We've got to have something to publish, no matter what it is.” 

This is where Robert had paused in his initial telling of the story to me, Jennifer, Andrew and Todd, and said, “Then what do you suppose he said?”

Although by then, I had been fairly certain where this was all leading, the kids had played along, saying, “What? Tell us what he said.”

“Well, guys, he asked me to write the new Liz Lowery book. He said I was the only person he knew that he could trust to bat out something half-way decent in the next two weeks. So...”

I'd put up a minor struggle, saying, “How can you possibly write an entire book in two weeks? You've been working on your own novel for years now and you're not even half-way finished.”

“This is different, dear. This is formula fiction, easy to write. Besides, Hal couriered an outline to me and I already know the title: Love's Lost Legions.” Robert had at least had the good grace to blush a little as he said the title.

So that's how it began. For the next two weeks, Robert had holed himself up in his study, day and night, banging away at the word processor for hours on end. Fortunately, it had been the end of the summer vacation from Rivermont University, so his time had been his own. It really isn't much of an exaggeration to say that the kids and I only saw Robert a few minutes during those acutely intense two weeks. I guess the only reason we tolerated the loss of him had been the promised pay-off: Hal Evans had said a $5,000 check would be forthcoming upon receipt of the new Liz Lowery epic.

We'd all been sworn to the strictest secrecy. I'd insisted on telling my parents, but other than that no one else knew what Robert was up to. And when Hal had received the manuscript and skimmed through it, he'd immediately called Robert, raving with praise and waving an obscenely lucrative offer to become the permanent Liz Lowery ghost. Robert had only hesitated 30 seconds before agreeing, pending my concurrence, of course. It turned out that he'd had a ball writing that first book, Love's Lost Legions (whoever or whatever they are or were), and was eager to do it again.

And so began a whole new chapter (pardon the pun) in the life of the DelMonico family. Since then, the twins have been dying to tell their friends what their Dad was up to, but couldn't. I'd wanted to share the news with all my friends and colleagues, but couldn't. Even Robert had wanted to tell everyone at the University why he was requesting a leave of absence, but couldn't. 

So for the past two years, Robert has churned out romance after romance, so many in fact, that Hal had created two additional pseudonyms for Robert's use. Hal comes by to visit every week or two, to check up on what he calls his “spectacular writing machine.”

Now, for the first time in our marriage, we seemed to have enough money. Rather than watching our pennies, as we had in the past, we were rather freely spending our dollars. Not carelessly, though, never carelessly—Robert makes sure of that. So far, we had put aside enough for the twins' college education, we were saving toward Todd's college, and we'd had some much-needed renovation work done on our home.

I'm sure our friends and neighbors were speculating on the source of our new-found prosperity. They probably conjured up thoughts of drug traffic or bank robbery or embezzlement, which made Hal's obsessive insistence on secrecy all that more annoying. 

I'd been sitting in the car in the garage for several minutes, with the engine off, and it began to get cold. I must admit that I was dreading going into the house. I'd never been involved in anything like this before and I hated having to tell Robert and the kids about Cal's horrible death and all the attendant mess. But I finally gathered up what little energy I had left and went inside.

CHAPTER  2

Wednesday Evening, December 9

As I'd thought, Robert was upstairs in his study, and even with the door closed, I could hear the faint whir of the computer printer. As I stepped into the upstairs hallway, I could see that Todd was in bed, fast asleep, and Jennifer and Andrew were each in their own rooms, watching television. 

I stopped first in Todd's room to give him a kiss and fix his covers. He lay there motionless, a warm little bundle. Our cocker spaniel, Blackie, lay right next to him, and our cat, Skipper, was curled up on the pillow beside Todd's curly blond head. I sat down on the edge of his bunk bed, careful not to disturb any of its occupants. At the moment, Todd was sound asleep in the lower bunk, but I knew he would move to the top bunk sometime during the middle of the night, leaving the lower bunk for our pets. I pulled the quilt up under his chin, smoothed his hair back from his forehead, and gave him a peck on the cheek. He murmured in his sleep, then stretched out his arms, messing up the covers once more, but somehow not disturbing his night-time companions.

Next, I went into Jennifer's room. Andrew soon joined us, as usual, eager to know what was going on.

“Why so late, Mom?” he asked.

I hesitated a moment before answering, then said, “It's a long, sad story and I want to tell your father about it first. I'll come back and see you two once I've talked to him.” The twins both looked worried. I knew they were thinking this certainly wasn't in character for their oh-so talkative mom who usually gabbled on and on to anyone about anything at any time.

I walked on down the hall to the study and knocked lightly on the door, saying, “Honey, I'm home,” an old joke between Robert and me.

I heard a loud “Come in, come in.”

Robert was seated at his computer table, feet propped up, watching the dot matrix printer as it spewed out page after page of continuous form paper. We also had a nifty, speedy-quick laser printer, but Robert, ever the thrifty one, preferred the old Epson for the initial drafts of his romance novels.

Robert got to his feet and came over to give me a hug and a kiss. “What on earth has been keeping you? Your message and your conversation were certainly mysterious enough. What's going on?” 

I stayed in the warm shelter of Robert's arms for a few moments, resting my head on his chest, and breathing in the familiar beloved scent of him.

He was dressed in one of his many sweatsuits, his normal around-home outfit. This one was an emerald green that gave an extra sparkle and shine to his fairly-ordinary green eyes. His short dark brown hair was standing on end—he has a habit of raking his fingers through his hair when he's writing and he never takes the time to smooth it back down. Even in the dim light of the study I could see that his sideburns were getting grayer all the time. He was six years older than I, 47 to my 41, but he acted so young and energetic all the time that I usually forgot his age.

Robert held me away from him and looked down at my face. I lowered my head a little, trying to avoid his scrutiny because I knew how tired and distraught I looked.

“Okay, sweetheart, now tell me what this is all about.” Robert used his soothing, adult-to-child voice and for once I welcomed it rather than rebelling as I usually did.

“Let's sit down,” I said, leading him over to the lumpy old sofa that was adjacent to his L-shaped writing and computer desk.

We sat down and I leaned my head against his shoulder. I started telling him about Cal's death, trying to keep my emotions in check. But when I reached the part about leaving Cal lying there on the formica floor, in that so-very cold room, the tears once again started sliding down my cheeks. Robert fumbled around looking for a handkerchief or a tissue but because sweatsuits have no pockets, he came up empty-handed. But, gallantly, he offered me the sleeve of his sweatshirt. I dried my tears on his arm as best I could, then finished my story.

“So that's what happened—that's why I'm late.”

Robert was silent and out of the corner of my eye I could see a frown on his face. Finally he said, “Does anyone have any idea what happened? Was it murder or was it an accident or what?”

“The detectives weren't volunteering any information, at least not within my hearing. At first, they seemed to think I had something to do with it or that I was withholding information or something. They almost did a kind of third-degree thing on me, like on TV. But Walter soon put a stop to that. He stayed with me the whole time, throughout all the questioning. I could tell that the detectives weren't too happy with that but evidently they were afraid to cross swords with him.”

“Yeah, Walter has that effect on people, doesn't he?” Robert said, but in a distracted tone of voice.

We sat there in silence for a few moments, then Robert asked, “Tell me about Cal.”

I re-capped what I knew of the man, starting with the fact that he and Deandra Mason were involved and had known one another prior to their joining Braddock's.

“Deandra brought Cal here to be in charge of installing the latest and greatest in point-of-sale systems. And boy, did he do a super job! Braddock's knows their revenue from minute to minute—they know what merchandise is selling well and what's not selling at all. They can adjust their inventory and their purchasing at any time based on what the computer system tells them. Quite often, I used some of Cal's data in my market research projects and that system he designed for Braddock's absolutely blew me away. In fact, I had hoped that someday DelMonico Market Research would be profitable enough to have Cal design a computer system for us.”

There were a few moments of silence, then Robert said softly, “I wonder if Deandra knows about Cal's death yet,” Robert said.

For a moment I was taken aback at Robert speaking so familiarly of Deandra. Then, once again, I remembered that he had known her years and years ago—she, like me, had many years ago been one of his students at Rivermont University. 

Two years ago, when I'd first told him about the new woman executive that Braddock's had hired, he'd said the name “Deandra Mason” in a speculative way, then continued with, “I once knew a Deandra but the last name wasn't Mason—it was Hayes or Hawthorne or something. But Deandra is certainly a most unusual name—I wonder if it could possibly be the same person.”

It had turned out that it was the same person, and she and Robert had renewed their acquaintance at last year's Braddock's Christmas gala.

I must admit to feeling a momentary twinge of jealousy when I caught sight of the two of them at the party, off to one side of the dance floor, heads together, engrossed in conversation.

Deandra Mason is a spectacularly beautiful woman—tall, blond, energetic-looking, with an air of excitement about her. I've never been able to warm up to her—she seemed to be one of those women who have difficulty relating to other women and who functions best in an all-male environment.

On our way home from the party that night, I quizzed Robert about his conversation with Deandra but he seemed rather noncommittal, an unusual reaction for my usually verbose husband.

Over the past two years, through a series of seemingly innocent questions that I'd put to Robert and Walter Braddock and anyone else who knew anything about Deandra, I'd managed to piece together Deandra's story, along with the role (hopefully a teeny one) that my husband had played in her life.

Deandra Hopkins (that was her maiden name—not Hayes or Hawthorne) was an only child who had been raised, somewhere back East, as the highly treasured offspring of a well-to-do older couple. Her parents had died within months of one another while Deandra was in her first year of college, on the East Coast, studying fashion retailing. She'd dropped out for awhile, then had transferred to Rivermont University, because she had some cousins, her only remaining family, living in Rivermont.

One of the requirements for her degree in fashion retailing had been an English composition course, which she'd kept postponing and postponing. Finally in the last semester of her senior year, she'd taken the course and Robert had been her instructor. He'd been impressed by her writing ability and had encouraged her to consider doing something with her writing talents.

But the ambitious Deandra had been determined to have a career in high fashion retailing. She did, however, agree to go out with Robert after graduation. (Dating students was a no-no for Rivermont faculty but dating a graduate was a different matter.)

However, before the fateful date could take place, Deandra was offered some kind of fabulous job in New York, with one of the leading women's fashion chains. She'd accepted the job and flown off to New York in a matter of days, leaving behind a slightly disappointed Robert. But according to my dear, sweet husband, it was no big deal and the next year he met me and fell desperately in love and Deandra was long forgotten.

Over the next 20 or so years, Deandra had evidently climbed her way up the retailing ladder. Some years back, she'd broadened her background by moving out of women's fashion into the department store arena. Before coming to Braddock's, both Cal and Deandra had worked with Medley's, which, as I think I already mentioned, is Braddock's main competitor in the Midwest and which is also headquartered in Rivermont.

As Robert and I were sitting there on the sofa in his study, each lost in our own thoughts, I heard a scuffling noise outside in the hall. I threw a quizzical look at Robert and then got up to investigate.

I opened the door to the study and the twins almost fell through—evidently they'd been standing outside the door eavesdropping.

I stood there frowning, with my hands on my hips, hoping that my disapproval was evident. But as usual, they ignored what they didn't want to see and barged in past me.

Jennifer lowered herself gracefully to the sofa, beside her father. Andrew draped his tall, lanky self on the arm of the sofa. Both of them looked up expectantly at me, as I stood in the doorway.

I slowly shook my head at my two nosy-Parkers, then couldn't help grinning at them.

“You guys, you guys,” I moaned as I slowly shook my head at them.

“Come on, Ma, what gives?” Andrew demanded.

Absently, I made my usual protest, “Please don't call me Ma—it makes it sound like I'm a hundred years old and have lost all my teeth...”

“Okay, okay,” Andrew responded impatiently. “Mother, dearest, would you please share with us just what the heck has been going on?”

I hesitated a moment, trying to decide how much to tell them, then asked, “How much did you two overhear?”

At first, Andrew loudly protested their innocence, but then Jennifer sheepishly admitted that they'd heard almost everything I told their Dad about Cal's murder and my ordeal with the police.

“Well, guys, then that's all I have to tell,” I said. “So why don't you go on back to your rooms, huh?” I walked back toward the sofa, gesturing for them to remove themselves.

“But, Ma...I mean, Mom, who do you think killed Cal? And why?” Andrew  asked.

“Yeah, we want answers,” Jennifer concurred.

“Everybody wants answers,” Robert interjected, “but we certainly don't have any here and now. Let's just table it for tonight and get back to whatever it is we're all supposed to be doing.” 

I threw him a grateful look and a smile and sat back down on the sofa next to him. The twins left, mumbling their dissatisfaction in clearly audible grumbles and closing the door rather loudly behind them.

“I know how they feel,” I told Robert. “I want answers, too.”

“Why don't you tell me the whole thing again?” Robert asked slowly, in a pensive tone.

“Why?” I asked, puzzled at the request.

“Well, a couple of reasons—one, maybe we can do some speculating about who could've done this to Cal and why.”

He stopped for a moment, then continued, hesitantly. “The second reason is one you probably won't approve of but here goes. I'm getting a little burned-out and dried-up as far as the romance writing goes. I've been thinking about trying my hand at mysteries or suspense novels. So... this might make a good plot.” Robert paused, a wary look on his face, waiting for my reaction.

He didn't have to wait long.

I blew up.

“Robert Andrew DelMonico, I'm ashamed of you! How can you be thinking about turning Cal's death into your next book? That's disgraceful!” 

I felt my face redden with indignation and I took a deep breath, trying to calm down. For some unknown reason, I was really overreacting to what Robert had said.

“Come on, kid,” Robert said soothingly, putting his arm around my rigid shoulders. “Cool it. It was just a passing fancy. I didn't mean to be disrespectful or heartless by it.”

We sat there in silence, arms entwined. As the minutes passed, I began to cool off and started to feel ashamed of my outburst. Once again, I blamed my overreaction on fatigue, stress, and maybe the monthly thing.

I said, contritely, “Now it's my turn to apologize. I'm sorry I got so angry. I seem to be overreacting to this whole thing.”

I took a deep breath and leaned back into the sofa, saying, “I'll be glad to tell you the story again, and I guess I sort of do understand what you're saying about your writing.” 

So once again, I told Robert what had happened that afternoon, this time telling it more slowly and in greater detail.

“One thing I didn't tell you, that I haven't told anyone, not Walter nor the police, is the real reason why I went in search of Cal.” 

I paused, trying to organize my thoughts and figure out the best way to word what I was about to say. 

“The reason I wanted to see Cal was to check on some strange things that I found in the computer system. I don't know whether or not I've ever told you that I've been using Braddock's mainframe computer in the ongoing market surveys I'm doing for them—the investor survey, the customer satisfaction survey, and the employee morale one. Anyway, to make a long story short, I discovered some highly unusual, very irregular things in the computer”

Robert said, a long, drawn-out “Hmmmm,” then asked, “When you made the appointment with Cal did you tell him what you wanted to talk with him about?”

“No, in fact, I didn't talk to him personally—I left a message on his voice mail saying I needed to talk with him about some information and that I'd be down to see him at the end of the day. Sometime after that, he'd called my voice mail to say that would be fine.”

“So Cal had no idea what you wanted?” Robert asked.

“No, none.”

“Okay, why don't you tell me about these ‘irregularities,’ as you call them?” Robert said, in a determined tone.

Inwardly, I groaned. I should have known Robert would pick up on the particulars of the one thing that I didn't want to discuss. He always did that, went right to the heart or guts of things. He was like Walter Braddock in that respect. Well, now, how could I get out of this one? Maybe I could plead client confidentiality, tell him that I couldn't divulge certain proprietary information, etc., etc.

Robert interrupted my frantic mental machinations with, “Come on, kid, give,” followed almost immediately by, ”Why are you stalling? What is it you don't want to tell me?”

Knowing I was beaten, I proceeded to tell Robert exactly what it was about Cal's computer system that had me so concerned.

CHAPTER 3

Thursday, December 10

The next several days, weeks in fact, were going to be hectic for the entire DelMonico family. Our deadlines and commitments were piling up—the only good thing was that these outside pressures helped, at least a little, to keep my mind from dwelling unduly on Cal's tragic death.

That next day, Thursday, Walter's secretary, Marla, had called me at the office. Walter had asked her to tell me what was happening regarding Cal. 

Marla said, ‘The Medical Examiner's office is going to perform an autopsy sometime today, Thursday, and they'll be releasing the body to his next of kin on Friday or Saturday.”

Marla continued, “Cal's family is all in Texas. His brother is coming in town later today and then he'll fly back with the body when the authorities release it. By the way, I thought you'd want to know that Walter is having Ms. Mason arrange a small memorial service here in Rivermont for Cal next week sometime.”

I immediately pickup on the disdainful tone with which Marla said the name, ‘Ms. Mason,’ and wondered what Deandra had done to incur the dislike of Walter's right-hand woman.

I couldn't resist pumping Marla about Deandra's reaction to Cal's death. Her response surprised me.

“Well, you wouldn't have believed Ms. Mason's tears—I would've sworn the woman didn't even have tear ducts but sure enough, the moment Walter told her about Cal's murder, first thing this morning, she really teared up—in fact, she got so upset, she had to go home.”

As I hung up the phone, I wondered if Marla knew about Deandra's and Cal's relationship, then realized that Marla knew everything about everything at Braddock's, so of course, she knew that Cal and Deandra were involved.

After Marla's phone call, I sat at my desk thinking about what I'd told Robert last night.

In order for Robert to understand my concerns about what I'd found on Cal's computer system, I'd had to explain to Robert how I'd been accessing the Braddock's mainframe for my projects for them and just exactly what those projects entailed.

For the past several months, DelMonico Market Research had been administering three major surveys on behalf of Braddock's: a consumer satisfaction survey, an investor opinion survey, and an employee morale survey.

The computers in our office had been networked to the Braddock's mainframe so that we could use the mainframe's massive memory capacity to store the huge quantities of data from our questionnaires. Cal had instructed the DelMonico staff on using many of the mainframe's applications, including PROFS, its comprehensive electronic mail and scheduling system. (I think PROFS is an acronym for professional office system or something like that. It's the same e-mail system that got Ollie North into so much trouble during the Iran-Contra thing.)

I need to digress a bit more here to explain something about what I do as a market researcher and what particular skills and talents I bring to the table.

Basically, market research involves gathering vast amounts of information, then compiling, interpreting, and extrapolating that data or information or statistics into meaningful reports or recommendations to the client. 

And that's precisely what the staff and I had been doing on the Braddock's projects. The full-time DelMonico staff includes, besides me, two people—Perry Darwin, a market researcher extraordinaire, who also happens to be a handsome 29-year-old hunk of a man; and Jane Potter, who functions as office manager and office mother, accountant, administrative assistant, personnel officer, and all-around perfect person.

In addition to Perry and Jane, we have a part-time receptionist and we use about ten part-time people to administer questionnaires and input data. Most of these part-timers are stay-at-home housewives and mothers who are eager to pick up a few extra bucks doing something they find interesting and stimulating. My twins, Andrew and Jennifer also work part-time for the company, summers and weekends. They do a lot of the encounter interviewing in The Plaza, collecting information on-site from shoppers.

Fortunately, I have the kind of mind that works well in the market research arena—the kind of mind that automatically makes connections. The technical word for this making of connections is concatenation—linking things together or uniting them in a series (things being ideas, events, facts, etc.).

Enough explanation—now, to get back to the Cal thing. On this past Tuesday evening, I had been working on the computer at home (having accessed the Braddock's mainframe with our phone modem). I was going through various databases, in the process of reviewing and compiling the data from our three projects, and I somehow, inadvertently, accidentally, lost some of our data. I'd tried repeatedly to call Cal but only got his answering machine at home and his voice mail at work. At a loss, I considered my options and decided there was only one thing I could do. To my chagrin, I was forced to call on my seven-year-old son for help with the computer. 

I guess I should explain about Todd. He's a true child prodigy when it comes to computers, although that's the only area where he's so advanced (at least that we're aware of). In every other way, he's your normal, cuddly but exasperating seven-year-old.

Todd had been interested in computers since he was a toddler, four years old or so, when his older brother and sister had first introduced him to Nintendo. Later on, the twins taught him game after game on the computer that we'd given them as a joint birthday present one year. Todd had shown an amazing aptitude for the computer and had soon taught himself to use it, quickly and easily mastering its capabilities and amazing us and his teachers with what he could do.

So, this Tuesday evening, Todd had been thrilled at being asked to help me. In short order, he'd found the missing data, which turned out not to be missing at all. I'd just somehow switched myself into the wrong directory, not knowing what I was doing. But in the process of finding my supposedly lost data, Todd told me that he'd discovered some interesting looking electronic mail that was stored in what he thought was the wrong place. Without my knowledge or permission, he'd proceeded to download a copy of the e-mail to our computer and had then printed it out.

He'd glanced through the pages, then handed me the stack of continuous form paper containing the print-out, said he'd see me later, and left the room. I could only assume that Todd had lost interest in the subject when he'd solved the mystery of what the data was.   However, once I'd looked through the pages myself and realized what they were, my interest had just begun.

It turned out that what Todd had discovered was confidential correspondence between one of Braddock's top executives, Deandra Mason, and various other people. 

(What we eventually learned, at the end of this whole nightmare, was that Cal Summers, unbeknownst to anyone, had installed a special sub-routine in the electronic mail system. This special routine moved correspondence into a hidden directory whenever someone tried to delete that correspondence.)

I guess in order to maintain my reputation for honesty and integrity, I should explain why I was reading correspondence that hadn't been intended for my eyes. It all has to do with Walter's concerns about what was going on at Braddock's. 

Last summer, in addition to our ongoing customer satisfaction survey, Walter had commissioned DelMonico Market Research to do an employee morale study and an investor satisfaction study. He'd alluded to possible problems in both areas, an unusual admission for him and one that set my antennae to quivering. As we'd gotten into our work, I'd found that Walter's concerns had indeed proved valid. I guess because of this I felt quasi-authorized to read the PROFS correspondence that Todd had captured.

Most of the notes were fairly innocuous, dealing with scheduling meetings, inventory problems, personnel matters, etc. But mixed in amongst the routine day-to-day trivia were several mysterious messages directed to Deandra from some unknown correspondent, which seemed to hint at some kind of take-over attempt at Braddock's. It's an understatement to say that I was dumbfounded at this seeming treachery—and felt totally out of my league or in over my head or something. 

Obviously, my first instinct had been to call Walter but I hesitated because I wasn't sure exactly what I would tell him. None of the notes came right out and said that either Deandra or some unknown someone else were involved in a takeover attempt, although the notes certainly hinted strongly in that direction.

As I read through the memos and letters once again, I realized that Cal, because of his overall control of the computer system, was probably aware of these pieces of correspondence and what was going on. And I knew Cal well enough and felt comfortable enough with him to ask him for an explanation of what was going on.

So I'd decided that my first step would be to talk with Cal about what I'd discovered. And that's just what I'd tried to do—and ended up finding a dead body instead.

CHAPTER 4

Thursday Evening, December 10

For me, the next week was going to be a flusteringly frenetic combination of work intermingled with social functions. In fact, as I've mentioned previously, the schedule for the upcoming holidays for the entire DelMonico family was a hectic one. 

Robert had a book deadline coming up in two weeks—the Monday before Christmas.

The twins were frantically studying for their final exams scheduled for next week at Rivermont University, where they were juniors.

Even Todd, our seven-year-old, wise-beyond-his-years, computer whiz kid, was working on a computer-connected Science Fair project that had to be turned in before the holidays.

As for me—DelMonico Market Research was involved in those three major projects for Braddock's. Fortunately, none of them were due till after the first of the year. But the deadlines were just that—the first of the year—which meant that for the first time I wouldn't be able to take my usual pre-Christmas vacation during which I would immerse myself in a frenzied round of Christmas preparation activities.

Then, to exacerbate the demands on my time and Robert's, we had been invited to several Christmas parties, at least two of which were command performances: one at Braddock's and one at Rivermont University.

I didn't feel much like attending any of the parties, partly because of Cal's death, partly because of my worries about Braddock's, but mostly because I was buried under a mountain of work and wasn't sure I'd be able to dig myself out. 

And to add fuel to the fire, or something like that, this coming Sunday we were having our annual tree trimming party.

Thursday evening, however, I was treating myself to one of my favorite things—a visit to my aunt.

Norma Carpenter Zachary was my father's older sister. Now in her late sixties and a widow for several years, she'd suffered a severe stroke two years ago that had left her confined to a wheelchair. She currently lived in a nursing home—no, a residential center for senior citizens—or some such euphemism.

Aunt Norma had been an intimate part of my life for as long as I could remember and I loved her dearly. She and Uncle Josh had never had children and they'd acted as stand-in parents for me and my siblings. But for some unknown reason, the bond between Aunt Norma and I had been a particularly strong and lasting one. 

Walter Braddock was accompanying me on my visit to Aunt Norma at River Haven (that's the somewhat saccharine name of the nursing home). Tonight was the nursing home's annual holiday party and Aunt Norma had invited Walter and me.

You see, for many, many years, my Aunt Norma worked at Braddock's—first as a buyer, then as a merchandise manager. She had eventually become its fine arts buyer—a much-coveted position—because it meant that she traveled to the four corners of the earth in search of those very special objets d'art for which Braddock's was world-renowned.

My parents' retirement home in Florida and my home on Sage Island were filled with exquisite memorabilia she'd given us through the years. It had been heart-breaking when Aunt Norma, because of her stroke-induced disabilities, was forced to give up her home. Her over-sized quarters at River Haven were crammed with those treasured possessions she said she “couldn't live without.”

Besides having worked for or with Walter forever, Aunt Norma had also loved him, as he loved her. Theirs was a star-crossed love story, but one known only to family members.

Years ago, when Aunt Norma had first started working at Braddock's, young Walter was already married, to a Rivermont post-debutante named Irene Wheeler, and the father of two young sons. 

It had been a semi-arranged marriage, joining two of Rivermont's leading families, that had been gracefully accepted by both participants. Within a year of the wedding, Irene had given birth to Walter, Jr. (who'd been immediately nicknamed Brad by his doting father). She'd also experienced a severe bout of postpartum depression, for which she'd had to be confined to a nearby sanitarium for several months. When Brad was two, his parents presented him with a baby brother, named Steven Wheeler Braddock. The birth induced another depression for Irene and had led to her lifelong struggle with mental disability and mental institutions.

Aunt Norma had eventually married Joshua Zachary, a young man she'd gone to high school with and who had always adored her. I'm sure she'd loved Uncle Josh but perhaps not in the all-consuming, passionate way she'd loved Walter Braddock. (I'd learned all this over the years, in bits and pieces, from my parents and my sister and brothers and even some from Aunt Norma herself.)

So, all these years, Walter and Norma had loved one another, but had never gone public with their love.  Uncle Josh died five years ago, never knowing that his wife's truest heart had belonged to another man. Irene Wheeler had died two years ago, after having spent the majority of her life in mental institutions. 

With both Walter and Norma free from all obligations, the family had encouraged them to marry. But before they were even able to make plans, Norma had suffered a severe, seriously debilitating stroke. Being a proud, stubbornly independent, sometimes even feisty woman, she refused to, as she called it, “saddle Walter with another burden.” 

Nothing and no one could dissuade her once she'd made up her mind. She'd made her own nursing home arrangements from her hospital bed at Rivermont Memorial and had never since looked back.

I visited her almost every week and I know that Walter was there even oftener. But she insisted that we not let her take up too much of our time.

Originally, Walter and I had intended to ride out to River Haven's Christmas party together, but earlier that day Walter had suggested separate cars in case he needed to come back to the office for any reason. Left unspoken were the words, “because of Cal's death.”

I arrived at River Haven before Walter and went straight to Aunt Norma's suite. Her room was located at the end of one of the long halls that stuck out like spokes on a wheel from the central hub of a nurses' station.

I tapped lightly on her door, noticing with a smile the crayon drawings adorning its surface—students at one of the nearby grade schools had adopted residents of River Haven and sent drawings and letters to them on a weekly basis.

Her room was actually two rooms combined. She'd had her favorite pieces of furniture arranged into a comfortable combination sitting room/bedroom. The walls were covered with a wide variety of paintings and wall hangings; every horizontal space was crammed full of bibelots and knickknacks, some of which were quite valuable, but all of which had special meaning to Aunt Norma.

“Come in,” came Aunt Norma's cheery voice in answer to my knock. I walked in and felt as though I'd entered a magical fairyland. The overhead lights were off, and the room was festooned with hundreds of tiny white Christmas lights, blinking and flashing. In one corner, stood a live, six-foot tall Scotch Pine tree. It was decorated with the antique ornaments that Aunt Norma had gathered through the years from her travels all over the world. I remembered many of the ornaments from my childhood visits to her home; others were unfamiliar to me but just as beautiful and exotic as the ones I knew.

“Lee, it's so wonderful to see you!” Aunt Norma exclaimed and wheeled herself to my side. She threw out her arms and I bent over and we enfolded one another in tight hug. 

“And you look wonderful, Aunt Norma!” I said. She was dressed in a festive red sweater, whose front was covered with Christmas designs, and a long red and green plaid skirt that covered and camouflaged her shriveled legs and twisted feet. She'd evidently had her lovely white hair specially styled in an upswept hairdo for the evening. At her ears and her wrists, sparkled the diamond earrings and bracelets that had been Walter's Christmas gift last year. The aroma of her signature perfume, called Tuscany and no longer available on the market, wafted by me and I sniffed appreciatively. 

“I hope you have a sufficient supply of that lovely scent,” I said as I took off my coat and draped it over an antique wooden coat rack by the door. Her seemingly endless supply of that particular perfume was an ongoing joke between us.

“As you well know, I bought up all of the Tuscany stock on my last visit there—I should have enough for at least another 20 years—and I fully expect to be around to use up every drop!” Aunt Norma laughed as she said this and I joined in her laughter.

“I have a surprise for you, my dear,” she said to me, with a twinkle in her eye, as she wheeled herself across the room. “Come over here.”

“Here” was a huge piece of oak furniture, with doors and drawers, a new addition to Aunt Norma's already over-crowded room.

With a flourish and a chipper “Voila!” she opened the doors to reveal a desk containing a laptop computer and a printer.

“Aunt Norma, you finally succumbed.” I gave her another hug, then went to examine her new treasures.

“This computer is so wonderful—and it's certainly an improvement over your old Underwood—you've used that thing so much that the letters have worn off the keys.”

“I certainly got my money's worth out of that typewriter—but I'll never get rid of it—it holds too many memories for me,” Aunt Norma said.

“Now tell me how this all came about,” I demanded.

“This is Walter's Christmas present to me—and it's even more extravagant than last year's,” she said, pointing to her glittering diamond earrings and bracelets.

“How did he ever convince you to start using a computer for your writing?” I asked, well aware that my aunt had been vehemently resisting the new technology for years now.

She chuckled as she said, “Well, Walter didn't actually ‘convince’ me. The furniture and the computer and printer and Walter just all showed up one morning. And the best part of the present was that he arranged for a nice young man to come teach me how to use the equipment. You may know him—Cal Summers—he works at Braddock's.”

I couldn't help my low moan of “Oh, no.”

“What's wrong, Lee? Why did you say oh, no?” my aunt asked.

Evidently she hadn't heard a newscast about Cal's death. I quickly told her what had happened and what little I knew.

As she absorbed my stark, unadorned words, she slumped a little in her wheelchair, a departure from her usual ramrod straight posture.

For a few minutes, neither of us spoke. Then Aunt Norma said, “He was such a nice, personable young man. I really liked him. And he certainly seemed to know what he was doing with computers. He had me using the computer—‘up and running’ as he jokingly called it—in just a couple of hours. He was going to come back after the holidays to give me the more advanced course. And he...” Aunt Norma never finished what she was about to say as a light knock on the door interrupted her and she let her voice trail off into nothingness.

I went over and opened the door to let Walter in. He looked from me to Aunt Norma, then back to me with a questioning look on his face.

“Is something wrong?” he asked in concern.

“I...I just told Aunt Norma about Cal's death. She'd told me how he'd taught her to use the computer...and she had no idea what happened.”

Walter walked past me, over to Norma's wheelchair. He knelt down beside her, wrapping her slight body in his arms.

“I'm so sorry, my dear. I would do anything to keep everything that's sad or tragic out of your life. You've been given more than your share to bear.”

I walked over to the Christmas tree in an attempt to give these two special people some semblance of privacy. For a short while, I stood there by the tree, fingering the ornaments, admiring their individual, unique intricacies.

Then after a few minutes, “Lee?” came Aunt Norma's voice. “Come along, my dear, it's time to go to the party.”

I was impressed at her ability to handle bad news and still get on with the matters at hand. Aunt Norma was a true survivor and I only hoped that if, God forbid, it was ever necessary that I would be able in small measure to emulate her strength and determination.

I held open the door to Aunt Norma's room while Walter pushed her wheelchair through the doorway, then started down the hall. I walked along beside my aunt, my hand lightly resting on her shoulder. 

I must admit that my mind was somewhere else throughout the entire River Haven Holiday Gala, as it was called. The entertainer that evening was a lady jazz singer and pianist. She was somewhere in her sixties, a hefty, white-haired “red-hot mama” type, dressed in a white silk triangular-shaped caftan-style top bordered with long white fringe, over white silk slacks. As she belted out tune after tune, I tunneled into my mind, trying to make some semblance of order out of the chaos of Cal's death.

Refreshments were served following the entertainment and the three of us ate cookies and drank punch, then returned to my aunt's room. I gave her a quick hug and kiss, told her I'd see her this weekend and left the two of them alone.

“I'll call you tomorrow, Walter,” I said as I retrieved my coat from the coat rack and left my aunt's room.

On the drive home, I thought about how wonderfully appropriate Walter's gift to my aunt had been. That was his hallmark—the grand but thoughtful gesture. I grinned as I thought of how surprised she must have been at the arrival of Walter and his high-tech holiday offering.

For years now, since her retirement from Braddock's, Aunt Norma's overwhelming, all-consuming activity had been the writing of her memories, as she preferred to call them, rather than memoirs.

She'd always been a marvelous story-teller, able to make her listeners feel as though they themselves had actually lived through the experiences she was describing. Everyone, including me, had repeatedly told her she should write about her adventures—and she'd finally decided to try it. To her surprise, she'd loved writing about her travels and the people she'd met and the things she'd done. Once she started, she and her old black Underwood had spent many long hours together, reliving her peripatetic life.

She'd graciously allowed me to read sections as she finished them, and I'd reveled once more in the exciting tales she'd regaled me with as I was growing up—delighting in renewing my acquaintance with the exotic places she'd visited—Bombay and Bangkok and Kathmandu—and the sights she'd enjoyed—the Taj Mahal and Westminster Abbey and the Vienna Woods.

 But what I think I liked best about my aunt's writing was how the very essence of her seemed to come through on the pages. She was an upbeat, energetic, lover of life and people, a positive-type person who could lift you up with her enthusiasm for living. Late in life, after Uncle Josh's death and her stroke, even in the midst of those great personal tragedies, she had managed to retain and even expand upon those characteristics that made her who she was and that were so uniquely her. All those characteristics—her innate goodness and her optimistic outlook on life—had manifested themselves in her writing as she recounted the ins and outs of her adventures. 

When she first had her stroke, I had thought that for someone who had been so active to be confined to a wheelchair would be the cruelest punishment of all—but of course, Aunt Norma hadn't reacted that way, no sirree. She'd quickly and gracefully adjusted to her new condition, learning to manage with a paralyzed arm and leg, grateful that her mind had suffered no diminution. In fact, she seemed more intelligent, more intuitive, more aware, than ever before. It was if the lessening of her physical faculties had enhanced her mental capacities. There was not a trace of self-pity in the woman—she gloried in her blessings and ignored or overcame her tribulations.

I wondered what she'd thought of Cal when he came to train her on her new toy—I'd be sure to ask her the next time I visited. I was beginning to feel that I hadn't known Cal at all. I'd thought of him as a very open, almost transparently open, person. He hadn't struck me as the sort of person who would be involved in intrigue and underhanded activities—yet that was just what he was turning out to be.

When I got home that night, my family had all gone to bed—but there was a note for me on the refrigerator (our designated family bulletin board). The note was in Robert's scrawl of a handwriting, marginally legible, as usual.

I puzzled over its contents, wishing he'd either print or type so that I didn't ruin my eyesight even further trying to decipher his chicken scratching. I finally deduced that Aunt Norma had called and that I was to be sure and call her back, no matter how late it was.

I couldn't imagine what Aunt Norma could want, what could be so vitally urgent. Before going into the downstairs den to return her phone call, I kicked off my shoes, and poured myself a glass of milk.

In the den, I turned on the floor lamp by the phone table and sat down in the easy chair next to the phone. 

Her phone only rang once before her low, pleasant voice came over the line at me. “Hello?”

“Hi, Aunt Norma—it's me—I mean I, oh, forget the grammar—it's Lee.”

“Thank you for returning my call, my dear,” she said, with a barely discernible chuckle. “I'm sorry to inconvenience you but something's been preying on my mind since you told me of Cal's death and I finally decided I'd best talk with you about it.”

“About what?” I asked, feeling an eerie premonition that I wasn't going to like what she had to say.

Aunt Norma cleared her throat, then began. “When that young man was here, we got to talking, and one thing led to another, and eventually he said some things that didn't make much sense to me—then or now.”

As I asked, “What kind of things?” I thought how easy it was for people to talk to Aunt Norma—Cal must have discovered that. 

But even as I asked, I realized I didn't want to know what kind of things they'd talked about—I was afraid that the more I knew about Cal, the less I'd want to know. And I was really afraid that somehow my dear Aunt Norma had become involved with whatever was going on with Cal. I turned my attention back to Aunt Norma as she answered my question.

“Well, somehow we'd started talking about family and how important they were and Cal said something about how he was glad  his mother wasn't alive and could never learn the truth about him. I could tell this was a troubled young man—and that he needed someone to talk to. So, I told him how people have always told me what a good listener I am.”

Silently, I groaned, knowing what was coming.

“Finally, after a lot of hemming and hawing, he told me that he was in some kind of trouble...oh, he didn't tell me specifically what kind of trouble...just generalities. He said he'd done some dishonest things—then he added, sort of sheepishly, that he'd done them for some woman. He said he was crazy in love with this woman—and that he was ashamed of what he'd done and afraid of what would happen.” Aunt Norma paused, and over the phone line, I could hear her take a long breath before she continued.

“He said he was in so deep now that he didn't know how he'd ever get out. 

“ I really felt so sorry for him. I could feel his pain and I wanted so much to help him. Anyway, I told him I couldn't tell him what to do—but that I felt he was basically a decent person who'd become temporarily misguided. Now, my dear, this is the part you're really not going to like. I also told him if he wanted or needed my help, I'd be glad to do whatever I could. He thanked me for my offer but told me there was no way that he'd let a sweet old lady (‘Sweet old lady, indeed,’ Aunt Norma had sputtered as an aside.) get involved in his trouble. That was last week. This past weekend, he sent me a beautiful cactus plant, along with a note thanking me for my kindness. Then he called me Wednesday morning and asked if he could come by to see me that evening. He never showed up—and now I know why.” As Aunt Norma said those last few words, there was a catch in her voice that brought the sting of tears to my eyes.

I didn't quite know what to say or how to react. Part of me was concerned about Aunt Norma's involvement with Cal, while another part was glad for Cal's sake that at least he'd had a friend to confide in, towards the end. 

CHAPTER  5

Friday Morning, December 11


The next morning, I was in the office early, to get a head start on the mountains of work that lay ahead for DelMonico Research.

Despite my unusually early arrival, Perry and Jane were already there. As I walked in the door, I could tell from the aroma wafting through the reception area that Jane had started the coffee to brew.  As I headed to my office, Jane was coming down the hall from the lounge and Perry was seated at the computer terminal in his office, typing away.

“Hi, guys,” I said, grinning at the surprise in their faces at seeing me there so early.

“Yo, boss lady, what brings you here at the crack of dawn?” Perry said, his fingers still flying across the keyboard.

Judiciously, I decided to ignore that wiseacre remark but said, “We've got so much to do in the next few weeks that I don't know how we're going to get it all done.”

“Not to worry,” Jane said, patting me on the shoulder, a reassuring smile on her rounded, motherly face. I hit the jackpot when I hired Jane as our office manager. “We can do it. Although for sure we're going to have to get some extra help in here to help with the production of the final reports. I've started calling some of our word processing people to see who can work when.”

“Have I told you lately what a gem you are, Jane-Jane?” I said, with a smile. 

“Yeah, but that's something you can't hear too often, right, Perry?”

Perry grunted something unintelligible, his attention back on his computer.

Later that morning, when I was settled in my office with my second cup of hot coffee, I asked both of my staff to join me for a brief meeting.

On my desk were piles of file folders and stacks of computer print-outs. I'd started going through them earlier in the week. What I'd seen in the computer reports was one of the things I'd wanted to talk with Cal about Wednesday evening, along with that mystifying computer correspondence Todd had found in Braddock's mainframe. Then yesterday, I'd looked at the print-outs again and thought that even though Cal's death had really upset me, there was no way that I was misunderstanding what the data was saying.

“What's up, boss lady?” Perry asked as he ambled in and took a seat in front of the desk. I never could look at him without thinking what Jennifer Kelly called him: Mom's hunk or sometimes, Mom's babe. He certainly was handsome, I gave him that. And he was very bright and really good at market research. 

My only quarrel with Perry was that he was well-aware of just how handsome he was. He reminded me of a taller, younger Mel Gibson—that rough-hewn but sensitive look, those brilliant blue eyes, that crisply waving darkish hair. Like Gibson, Perry too was a ladies' man—women called him at the office all the time. But I will say that he didn't let that interfere with his work. Mostly, he had Jane take messages—I assume he then returned the phone calls on his own time because I hardly ever heard him making private phone calls.

Jane joined us and we got down to work.

“We seem to have some kind of problem with the Braddock's studies.” I handed each of them copies of the comparison statistics for the three studies.

What I'd discovered was a glaring discrepancy between the results of the questionnaires as compared with the results of the focus groups we'd conducted. The data from the questionnaires showed a significant amount of dissatisfaction on the part of the three groups under study—customers, employees, and investors.

The questionnaires had been administered in two ways: one, a written one, was mailed to a random sampling of the three groups we were researching. We'd also done a telephone questionnaire using another random sampling. Participants in the focus groups had been gathered from among the telephone respondents—one of the questions asked of each person was would they be able and willing to participate in a roundtable discussion about Braddock's.

Then, for each study, we'd conducted three separate focus groups. (Focus groups are probably my favorite component of a market research study. The data we gather during focus group sessions is in some ways less objective that statistics generated by questionnaires but offers incomparably more depth than those statistics. We tape record the sessions, then have the tapes transcribed by a nearby secretarial service. I've found that our clients are delighted with the transcripts, despite their length. The clients invariably say the opinions, comments, and concerns of the focus group participants were for them the most valuable and most productive part of the study.)

Anyway, the results generated by the focus groups were diametrically opposed to the statistical results of the questionnaires. The statistics showed that employee morale was at an all-time low; consumer confidence was way down; and investor satisfaction was almost non-existent. But according to what we'd gleaned from the focus groups, employee morale was high, as were consumer confidence and investor satisfaction. I didn't know how to explain this discrepancy and neither did Perry or Jane.

What I told them was, “My gut instinct is go with the focus group results and go back and re-do the questionnaire statistics. I conducted most of the focus groups and I sat in on the ones you conducted, Perry. And I know what those people said. In all three studies, I know for a fact that the focus group results were uniformly positive.”

Perry interrupted me with an outstretched hand. “But boss lady, we have hundreds of questionnaires—in fact, in the customer study, we had over a thousand—you can't compare the numbers in the focus groups with those numbers. What did we have in the focus groups? A grand total of ninety or so people—you know as well as I do that's not statistically significant.”

“I know, I know,” I'd answered, letting my discouragement and frustration edge into my voice.

“There's one other possibility,” I continued. “It's a longshot but it's possible that the data itself is wrong—that it was input wrong or that it was in some way corrupted—or even that the data was deliberately sabotaged.”

I knew what I had to do. I'd known for two days now. I had to go see Walter and share with him the unexpected conflicts in the research study results. Even worse, I knew I also would have to show him the computer correspondence that seemed to implicate Deandra in a take-over attempt. At home Tuesday night, I'd put the printout-out of the correspondence in the side pocket of the burgundy, soft-sided Land's End briefcase that had been a birthday present from my upscale, designer-label obsessed daughter. On Wednesday, I'd taken my briefcase with me when I went to see Cal but obviously had never had the opportunity to take out the sheaf of fan-folded paper. Now, on Friday morning, I took it out of the briefcase and put it in an unlabeled file folder, then stuck it back in the briefcase along with the folders containing the comparison studies of the surveys. 

When my earlier meeting with Perry and Jane ended, I asked Perry to spot check a representative sampling of hard copy questionnaires against the data reported in the studies. I also asked Jane to call and schedule the earliest possible appointment with Walter Braddock. A few minutes later, she popped her head in my door and said one word, “Now.”

Briefcase in hand, I rode the elevator from our office on the 30th floor down to the 20th floor, the location of Walter Braddock's office. The first 19 floors of the Plaza Tower were leased to a variety of businesses, most of them in some way connected with Braddock's or with other businesses in The Plaza. Floors 20 through 29 were occupied by all of the Braddock corporate offices except for the computer center, which was in the basement of the Plaza Tower. The computer facility had been located there because the basement's routinely cooler temperature was more conducive to the optimum functioning of the mainframe equipment.

Looking at my reflection in the brass-enclosed interior of the elevator, I was surprised to see my eyeglasses perched on top of my head. I thought I'd mislaid them once again, but there they were. I took them off and put them in my jacket pocket for safekeeping.

The double-glass-doored entrance of the Braddock's office on the 20th floor had the corporate name etched in gold-flake paint—one of the few opulent touches in any of the Braddock's offices. I'd heard through the grapevine that this austerity at the corporate headquarters had been one of many bones of contention that had led to the estrangement a couple of years ago between Walter and his youngest son, Steve.

The outer reception area was decorated in pale gray and deep mauve, with industrial-style, heavy-duty carpeting and practical, functional furniture. Marla Kramer, Walter's administrative assistant and all-around right-hand person, had a small cubicle just outside Walter's office and it was to that cubicle that I headed. 

“Good morning, Lee,” she greeted me, standing up as she spoke. Marla and my office manager Jane reminded me a lot of one another—they were both short, in their middle to late fifties, with rounded, comfortable-looking bodies. Jane was gray-haired but Marla still kept her hair colored a light brown, making her look younger than Jane. Both women had warm, generous, outgoing personalities. They'd been friends for a long while, growing even closer after each was widowed within a year's time.

“I'm sorry, dear,” Marla said, “Walter stepped out of the office for a few minutes but he'll be right back.” I grinned at her words, knowing that “stepped out of the office”  was a euphemism for “went to the restroom.” 

“Would you like to wait in Walter's office?”

Before I was able to answer Marla's question, she looked past me and said, in a perceptibly chilly voice, “Good morning, Miss Mason.”

I turned around and saw Deandra standing behind me. I was shocked at her appearance. Her normally well-made-up face was pale, bare of any make-up. Her long blond hair, usually shining and well-styled into a becoming hairdo, was pulled back off her face in what looked like a dispirited pony tail.  She had dark circles beneath her eyes, which themselves were filled with tiny traceries of red.

But to me I think the single most surprising aspect of Deandra's appearance was her clothes. Here I guess I must explain that since first meeting Deandra two years ago, I'd been in awe of her formidable wardrobe and the formidable way she looked in that wardrobe. I'd decided it must be some kind of genetic thing, this ability to look so slick, so perfectly turned-out, so super-coordinated, so all-of-a-piece. I certainly didn't inherit that particular gene. In fact, on several occasions, I'd bought the exact same outfit I'd seen Deandra sporting but had never come close to replicating her high fashion distingue, her throwaway chic.

But today she looked just like the rest of us—worse, in fact. She wore a rumpled black skirt, topped off by an equally rumpled turtleneck. She wore flat-heeled shoes, unheard of for Deandra, who always wore high-heeled shoes designed to show off her shapely calves to best advantage. Only her long black cashmere overcoat, draped over her shoulders, upheld her customary high-fashion look.

For a change, I felt more than presentable in my navy blazer, red skirt, and white sweater.

Deandra nodded at Marla and at me, but I had the feeling that she hadn't really seen either one of us. She moved down the hall in the direction of her office in an almost hesitant way.

Marla and I exchanged glances and then, when Deandra had gone into her office and shut the door behind her, I whispered, “What's with her? She looks like death...” I stopped abruptly, realizing what I'd said and what was wrong with Deandra.

“Ahhh, Cal, of course,” I said softly.

“Yes, Cal, of course,” Marla whispered back at me. “I'm surprised she's here today—I hadn't thought she'd come in.”

Just then, Walter walked briskly into the reception area and broke into a grin when he saw me standing there with Marla.

“Well, the mountain comes to Mohammed,” he joked.

“I think it's Mohammedette coming to the mountain, actually,” I threw back at him.

“Sorry I kept you waiting—come on in my office—coffee?” he asked.

“No, thanks, I've had too much already this morning.” I let him usher me into his office. Just before he shut the door behind us, he called back to Marla, “Miss Marla-Ma'am, hold my phone calls, please.”

He suggested we sit at the round, glass-topped table in the corner of his office—and yes, Walter's is a corner office, that classic power location. Two walls consisted of floor-to-ceiling windows. The other two walls were covered with family and business photographs and various awards and plaques.

Once we were settled at the table, I was reluctant to begin my sad tale of woe and was tempted to postpone the unpleasantness by chatting about family and the holidays but Walter would have none of that.

“Now, my dear, let's get down to business. It must be something important to bring you up here.” He was smiling at me but I could see the seriousness in his eyes.

“Well, yes, it is important,” I agreed. I put my briefcase on the table in front of me, then fumbled around in it for the research comparison studies. I gave copies of the preliminary reports to Walter. As he glanced through them, I explained to him, as quickly and concisely as possible, the discrepancies between the statistical results derived from the questionnaires and the more subjective results of the focus groups. He immediately grasped the significance of what I was saying—being familiar with research processes and terminology based on his years of experience with Braddock's various marketing studies.

I watched while Walter read the reports carefully, preparing myself for his inevitable questions. When he finally looked up from his reading, he asked, “What do you think the answer is?”

I told him my various postulations—the same ones I'd discussed earlier with Perry and Jane—that the statistics from the questionnaires were wrong because the data itself was wrong, having been input incorrectly or having been in some way corrupted or, the most ominous possibility of all, that the data had actually been sabotaged.

When I said that last word, Walter's face darkened. “Sabotaged?” he repeated. “What do you mean, sabotaged?”

I hesitated before replying, knowing I was opening a real can of worms here. 

“Someone...uhhh...someone who was knowledgeable about computers and about market research could've altered the data—changed the answers to certain questions so that the statistics would show a high level of dissatisfaction on the part of the respondents, whether they be customers, employees, or investors.” I stopped, aware of a veiled anger on Walter's part, an unusual reaction for him. In all the years I've known Walter Braddock, I've never known him to lose his temper.

“Lee, this is absolutely unthinkable—who would do such a thing?”

I shook my head slowly, saying, “I have no idea—and I'm not even sure this is what happened. Right now, I'm having Perry Darwin spot check the actual questionnaires against print-outs of the raw data to see if they agree. If they don't, that will indicate some type of error, whether deliberate or accidental. What we'll do then is go back and re-enter all of the data and re-do the statistical reports.” I shuddered inwardly, thinking of the hundreds of hours of work that would mean.

“Well, keep me informed, my dear,” Walter said as he stood up, evidently thinking the meeting was over.

“Ah, Walter, there is one other matter.” I almost whispered the words, knowing that if the research problem had triggered an anger in him, this next item on my agenda might bring that latent anger out into the open.

Walter sat back down at the table, and once again I reached into my briefcase, this time pulling out the file folder containing the mysterious computer correspondence. As I did so, I dislodged my gold pen from the brief case and it fell to the floor. I quickly picked it up, put it back in the briefcase, and set the case on the floor.

I opened the file folder and took out the sheaf of papers.

Quickly and dispassionately, I detailed the chain of events that had led to the discovery of the correspondence. As I explained my son Todd's involvement, I thought perhaps I detected a hint of a smile on Walter's otherwise grave face but I couldn't be sure.

My voice trailed off as I realized Walter was no longer listening—he was engrossed in reading the pages of the computer print-out. His hands gripped the sheets, crumpling the edges. When he'd finished reading, he carefully put the papers back in the file folder, then stood up and walked over to the windows. With his back to me, he finally spoke, so softly that I had to strain to hear him,

“Obviously, I have at least one traitor in my midst—the lovely Miss Mason—and there would seem to be more.” He turned around and I was startled by his appearance—in just moments, he'd seemed to age so that he now looked all of his 71 years.

“Lee, my dear, may I ask you to keep this matter completely confidential?  I need to decide what to do and how to handle it.”

“Of course, Walter, that goes without saying.” I paused then said, “I hope you don't mind that I shared my concerns with Robert—but you know he would never say a word to anyone.”

Walter walked over to where I sat and put his hand on my shoulder, saying, “That's perfectly all right. You and Robert are like family to me—I trust you totally.” I thought I detected a note of bitterness in his voice and wondered if he was thinking of his estranged son Steve.

Walter escorted me out of his office, a sad smile on his face as he caustically thanked me for coming. He went back into his office, closing the door behind him. I stood there in the reception area for a moment, staring in astonishment at the man walking in the double doors.

It couldn't be...It was Cal.

I felt a wave of dizziness wash over me and thought I was going to faint. 

Marla came up behind me, saying briskly, “Lee, I'd like to introduce you to Cass Summers, Cal's brother, up from Texas. Mr. Summers, this is Lee DelMonico.”

I took a deep breath, then extended a somewhat shaky hand to the man standing in front of me.

His resemblance to Cal was eerie but on closer look, I could see the subtle differences—Cass Summers was a deeply tanned, slightly younger-looking version of Cal.

“Mr. Summers is here to pick up his brother's things from his office,” Marla explained as she walked over and picked up a small cardboard carton beside her desk.

I thought how sad it was that a man's entire professional career could be bundled up inside a container smaller than an average bread-box.

Cass Summers suddenly turned away from me, walking toward Deandra Mason coming down the hall.

“You bitch!” he yelled at her.

They stood, face to face, about ten feet away from me.

“I hold you responsible for my brother's death.” Cass Summers hurled the words at Deandra. “It's all your fault, you worthless bitch!”

Deandra brushed past him, heading in my direction. As she did so, I stepped backwards to move out of her way and bumped into a chair. Surprised, I dropped my briefcase and file folders and papers spilled out of it and went every which way. Deandra stopped short at the papers on the floor in front of her. Without speaking, she glanced at me, glanced down at the papers, then bent over and started to pick up the papers. I quickly moved over to where she stood and tried to take the papers away from her. I certainly didn't want her to see my duplicate copy of the correspondence print-outs I'd left with Walter. But she hung onto them, and it was obvious that she was trying to decipher what they were. Finally, I just reached out and wrenched all of them out of her hands, saying with a firm determination, “I'll take these now.” 

Deandra gave me a strange look, then bent over once again, and picked up something else from the floor. I saw that it was my gold pen and I reached out and took it from her. 

“That's my pen,” I said, feeling childish as I said it.

“Your pen? It was under the chair...” Deandra said.

“It must've fallen out of my briefcase.” I was in the midst of stuffing papers and the pen back into my briefcase. This time I made sure it was securely zipped up.

Just then, the door to Brad Braddock's office opened and he stepped out into the tension-filled air of the reception area.

“Lee, how nice to see you. How are things?” he asked.

I smiled up at Brad and thought once again how much he resembled his father. Both were tall, broad-shouldered men with strong features and thick, wavy hair—although Walter's had turned white. Brad's was still a dark brown, with only a few gray hairs at his  temples.

“Everything's fine,” I said, feeling slightly guilty at my dissemination. Actually, nothing could be further from the truth because nothing was fine.

“I'm looking forward to your tree-trimming party on Sunday,” he said with a smile.

“And we're looking forward to seeing you.” I felt really uncomfortable standing here exchanging pleasantries with Brad while Cass Summers stood off to one side glowering at Deandra and Deandra herself was staring at Brad with an unreadable look.

Marla came to the rescue. She stepped over to where Cass Summers stood and handed him the box containing his brother's office things.

“Let me walk you out,” she said, laying a gentle hand on his arm.

As Marla and Cass Summers left, Brad turned to Deandra, all traces of a smile wiped off his face and said, “Go on in my office and have a seat—I'll be with you in a moment.”

I felt the coldness of his words and wondered what was going on. Deandra was supposedly Brad Braddock's assistant, his most valuable staff member. I could only assume that Brad's antagonistic encounter with Deandra had something to do with what I'd told Walter—that'd he'd immediately passed his concerns along to Brad.

All I wanted to do was get out of there. I said good-bye to Brad, glanced at Deandra, and walked briskly out into the hall.

I passed Marla in the hall, coming back from walking Cass Summers to the elevator.

We stopped to talk to one another, even though I was feeling I'd had enough gossipy confrontation to last me for a while. But I knew Marla would want to say something about what I'd just witnessed and there was no way to avoid it.

“I'm so sorry you had to be subjected to that unpleasantness, my dear. I knew from my first encounter with Mr. Summers that he had some feelings of hostility towards Miss Mason but I had no idea he'd run into her—or that he'd explode at her like that.” Marla shook her head ruefully.

I managed to murmur something innocuous, then hurried to the elevator on my way back to the office. I decided I'd call Walter later today and see if I could find out what was going on with Deandra and Brad Braddock.

Impatiently, I jabbed the up button, hoping I wouldn't have to wait long. There was a bank of eight elevators in the building, plus several freight elevators, but somehow none of them ever seemed to be available when I needed one. I heard an alarm bell ringing off in the distance, a signal that all the elevators were in service. Even though I was desperate to get away from here, there was no way I was going to walk up ten flights of stairs. Modern technology is wonderful except when it doesn't work.

CHAPTER 6

Early Friday Afternoon, December 11

It was noontime when I finally got back to the office. For lunch, I ate a salad at my desk, not wanting to take time away from solving the problem of the Braddock's research studies. The always-helpful Jane had picked up a salad for herself and one for me from the salad bar in The Plaza's food court.

While I was meeting with Walter, Perry had started the process of spot checking hard copy questionnaires. He, too, had eaten lunch at his desk but his food was more interesting than mine—he had a pepperoni pizza delivered from the deli. The delicious garlicky aroma spread throughout our office and drew me unerringly to its source.

Perry, always the generous one, offered Jane and me each a piece and we both, of course not wanting to be rude, graciously accepted. As we sunk our teeth into our slices of pizza, Jane and I smiled at one another rather ruefully. She and I were on what seemed like a perpetual diet that we just as perpetually abandoned. I shrugged my shoulders and she laughed and went back to her desk, munching pizza as she went.

“How goes it, Perry?” I asked when I'd finished enjoying my pizza. “Have you found out anything yet?”

Perry wiped the tomato sauce from the corners of his mouth before answering. “Yep! I think I've found something all right and you're not going to like it.”

“What? Tell me what you found, for heaven's sake!” 

Instead of answering me, Perry handed me a sheet of wide, green-bar computer paper, the kind that he always used, for some odd reason.

On top of the page, Perry had printed ‘Braddock's Customer Satisfaction Survey’ in his carefully formed lettering. At one time or another, Perry had studied drafting, as evidenced by his extremely neat and well-formed printing. For a few moments, I let my mind concentrate on the symmetry of his lettering rather than the meaning of the words. Then, with a mental shake of my head, I turned my attention back to the matter at hand. On the computer paper, Perry had drawn up several columns: one for a questionnaire number, then two sets of ten columns each, representing selected questions on the questionnaire—the first column in each set was for the answer as evidenced by the hard copy questionnaire—the second column indicated the answer as stored in the database on the computer.

Perry had done a random selection of 25 questionnaires and had then tallied the pertinent information. His end results showed that in 12 out of the 25 questionnaires, the answers on the actual questionnaire were different than the answers recorded in the computer database.

I read through Perry's comparison several times, hoping against hope that I was misreading what the words were saying.

Finally, when I could no longer avoid the bad news, I reluctantly let myself accept the full significance of the report. 

“Well, Perry, old man, tell me I'm reading this wrong. Tell me that no one altered the data.”

“Sorry, boss lady...but the way it looks to me is that in some way, the data has been altered—and I don't think it was just random input error. I think that some mysterious someone deliberately changed the answers on a goodly portion of the questionnaires.”

I sat there without responding for a moment or so, marshalling my thoughts. “Okay, if that's what happened, then that's what happened. We won't worry about who or how for the moment. Right now, what we have to worry about is getting the data re-entered, correctly. Let's go talk with Jane about getting as many data entry people in here as we can.”

For the next couple of hours, the three of us concentrated on calling our part-time computer workers and scheduling them to come in. Our office had a large computer equipment area, with 20 desktop computers, so our limit was 20 data entry people at any one time. While Jane was setting up shifts of workers, Perry and I retrieved box after box of questionnaires from our storage area.

“How long is it going to take to re-enter all of these, boss lady?” Perry said as we stacked the boxes in the computer room.

“Well, off the top of my head, I'd say hundreds of hours but that's only a guess.” We'd just brought the last of the boxes from the storeroom and I sat on one of the ergonomically designed data entry operator chairs in the computer room to catch my breath. “Not to worry, Perry—it's manageable. It's going to cost us a bundle in wages for the data entry people but that's life in big business.”

Perry sighed, then paced back and forth in the large, utilitarian computer room.

“Now, our next priority is figuring out what happened—how that data got changed,” I said. “Do you have any suggestions?”

Perry thought a moment, then shook his head ruefully. “Cal Summers is the one person who could've helped us with this but...”

“I know—and where does that leave us now?”

Perry hesitated again, then said, “I know you're not going to like this suggestion but there's another person besides Cal who's very knowledgeable about the Braddock's computer system.”

I started to ask who but then realized who he was talking about. “Not Deandra Mason? No way—there's no way I'll ask that woman anything.”

“Lee, don't you think you could put your personal feelings aside in this instance?” I was surprised at his use of my name—I was always boss lady, never Lee. He must be really serious.

“Perry, this has nothing to do with my personal feelings. There's something that you don't know about Deandra—and I'm not at liberty to tell you right now.”

I heard footsteps in the hallway, then voices, and was surprised to see two of our data entry operators here already. When Jane does something, she does it fast.

Perry and I went back to my office to continue our conversation. After much discussion, Perry finally convinced me that talking with Deandra might help us figure out what happened. And bless his heart, he even volunteered to be the one who talked to Deandra. 

“Thanks, kid, but this is really my responsibility. So I'll do it,” I told him, trying to keep the reluctance out of my voice. “No time like the present.”

I dialed the main Braddock's number and asked for Deandra. I was surprised when my call was switched to Marla Kramer.

“Hi, Marla, what's up? I asked for Deandra Mason. Is she out of the office?”

“Well, yes, I guess you could say that,” Marla answered. “It seems that Brad has put her on some kind of leave of absence, effective today. She left a while ago and I have no idea when she'll be back.”

I must say this really came as no great surprise to me, based on the computer correspondence I'd given to Walter—he and Brad had certainly worked fast.

I then asked Marla to connect me to Walter and while I waited, I whispered to Perry, “I'm sorry to ask this but could you let me make this call in private?”

Perry shrugged good-naturedly and left.

Walter came on the line, saying, “Lee, what can I do for you?”

“You can tell me what's going on with Deandra—I called to speak to her about some computer thing and Marla told me Brad put her on an immediate leave of absence.”

“Yes, as soon as you left my office this morning, I called Brad and  asked him to do that right away.  I had a bit of difficulty with him at first because I couldn't tell him why it had to be done—only that it was imperative that she be out of the office. You know Brad—he always needs a reason for everything. But I finally convinced him it had to be done and that I'd tell him the reason as soon as I could.”

I was puzzled by this. “I don't understand why you couldn't tell Brad about the computer correspondence—that doesn't make any sense.”

“Of course, it does, my dear—it makes perfect sense if you just think about it. Did you even consider the possibility that my son Brad is Ms. Mason's co-conspirator?” Walter asked.

I hooted in laughter, then stopped mid-laugh, saying, “Walter, good heavens, you're serious! You can't possibly think Brad would ever do anything to try to take Braddock's away from you. Why, he's the most loyal, most devoted son a man could have!” My indignation was making me sputter.

“Calm down, Lee, and let me explain,” Walter soothed. “The  notes that you found were quite ambiguous—the only thing they revealed for sure was that Deandra Mason was somehow involved in an attempt to take-over or buy-out Braddock's. But the notes gave no indication who else was involved in the scheme—it could be any one—and that's the assumption I'm working under.”

“I guess I understand,” I said slowly, “but it just can't be Brad—there's no way he'd be that disloyal.”

“Well, in my heart I agree, Lee, but I need to find out who the enemy is before I can give any of my executives, including Brad, a clean bill of health, so to speak.”

I then told Walter what Perry and I had discovered about the alteration of the research data and what procedures we were taking to re-do the research results. I finally asked him, “Would you have any objection if I spoke with Deandra about the computer system? Perry seems to think she's fairly knowledgeable and might be able to tell how us the data could've been altered.”

Walter hesitated before saying, “Uh, Lee, you know there's the very real possibility that Ms. Mason herself could have had something to do with your data problems.”

“That's exactly why I want to speak with her—I actually think she may have been involved in altering the data.”

“I don't like the idea of you confronting her—you don't know how she'll react. Perhaps I should accompany you...” Walter offered.

“Thank you for that very generous offer, Walter, but I'm sure that would be unbearably uncomfortable for you. I'll have Perry come with me—anyway, talking to Deandra was his idea in the first place.” 

We hung up, after Walter saying he'd see me on Sunday at our tree-trimming party.

I went into Perry's office and told him about my conversations with Marla and Walter, at least the parts that weren't a violation of any confidential matters. Perry was curious about the reason for Deandra's leave of absence but like the good, loyal employee and friend he is, he dropped his questioning when I said I couldn't tell him.

I briefly debated my next words but finally plunged in. “So, good buddy, I have a tremendous favor to ask of you. Would you please give Ms. Mason a call and ask her if she'll see us on a matter of importance. But don't tell her what it's about. If she asks, just say I didn't tell you,” I said, then added, “And make it for as soon as possible, please.”

On my way back to my office, I was intercepted by a rather flustered Jane.

“Lee, wait a minute, before you go into your office, there's something I have to tell you.” 

But by that time I was already in my office and I saw for myself what it was that Jane wanted to tell me. 

Standing beside my desk, rifling through the papers and file folders piled there was Detective O'Mallory, my nemesis from Wednesday evening.

“I beg your pardon...are you looking for something in particular?” Out of the corner of my eye I could see Jane's surprise at the note of steel in my voice as she stood there rubbing her hands together nervously.

O'Mallory looked up at me and took his hands off my papers but didn't say anything. 

I turned towards Jane and said, “That's fine, Jane—I can handle this man by myself.” She quickly left my office, obviously glad to be out of there.

“Now, Detective O'Malley, is it? What can I do for you?” I said, deliberately mispronouncing his name.

“O'Mallory—Detective Arthur O'Mallory,” he said, steel in his voice also.

“Ah, of course, O'Mallory.” I said the name very clearly. “As I said, what can I do for you?”

He was a short man, not much taller than my own five feet six inches. He was stockily built and was dressed in a too-tight gray suit, a white shirt and a nondescript black and gray tie. Over his arm he carried a trenchcoat whose rumpled condition reminded me of Columbo.

Without invitation, he sat himself down in one of the chairs facing my desk and pulled a small black notebook out of his inside jacket pocket.

I walked over to my desk and sat down in my high-backed executive type chair, figuring I needed all the back-bone and support I could muster.

We sat there, staring at one another across the clutter of my desk, each waiting for the other to speak. I knew I could win this part of his game because long experience in focus groups had taught me the intrinsic value of the expectant silence. Besides, I assumed he had much more pressing things to do than sitting here trying to stare me down.

Head down, eyes on his notebook, he finally spoke. “I have a few more questions for you, Lee.”

His use of my first name really annoyed me but I realized his familiarity was a tactic, a ploy to throw me off-guard and to establish his position of authority. 

Very calmly and matter-of-factly, I said “My name is Mrs. DelMonico and I'd appreciate your calling me that and not Lee. Only my friends call me Lee.”

He seemed to ignore my words but for the rest of the interview he avoided calling me anything.

“I wanted to go over some of the things you said on Wednesday.” He paused, as if waiting for me to confess or something. I waited in silence for a specific question, deciding I wouldn't give him the satisfaction of volunteering any information.

He finally humpffed a soft sound, then asked, “Exactly what time did you arrive at the Braddock's computer center?”

“As I told you in my statement Wednesday evening, I don't know the exact time. I know it was past five because all of the computer center employees were gone already and the door to the office was locked.” I stopped there, waiting for another question to answer.

“Then what did you do?” asked O'Mallory.

“I thought perhaps Cal was in the mainframe room which as you know is located down the hall from the main computer center administrative offices. Through the window in the door I saw that the light in the mainframe room was on. I tried the door and found that it was unlocked. I'd thought I saw something strange on the floor and when I had the door wide open and was walking in, I realized it was Cal laying there. I went over and knelt down beside him. I know I shouldn't have touched him but I did—I couldn't help myself. I felt his wrist for a pulse but there wasn't any—at least none that I could detect.”

Here Detective O'Mallory interrupted me with a question. “Which wrist?”

“Which wrist?” I repeated, wondering why it mattered which wrist.

“Yes, which wrist of the deceased did you touch to try for a pulse?”

I thought a moment, retracing my movements, then said, “It was his left wrist. He—Cal— was lying on the floor on his right side so I picked up his left wrist...” I stopped, remembering Cal's limp, cool wrist and the horror I'd felt then.

“Then what happened?” O'Mallory asked, his unpleasant voice grating on my ears.

“I went out and called Security.”

“Was there anything else? Think carefully, retrace your steps, and really think about this.” O'Mallory sounded as though he were sure that there was indeed something else and this upset me—I didn't like his automatic assumption that I was guilty of some kind of wrongdoing.

But I did what he said—I thought back, carefully remembering each moment of that awful time. And I did remember something that I hadn't told O'Mallory during his marathon questioning of me on Wednesday evening. But it was so inconsequential that I didn't see what good it would do to mention it.

“What?” O'Mallory barked at me. “What did you remember?”

“How do you know I remembered something?” I stammered, surprised at his perspicacity.

“I saw it in your eyes—now tell me what you remembered.” 

“But it's something that doesn't matter at all,” I began only to be interrupted by O'Mallory barking at me once again, “Let me be the judge of that—now, tell me what it is.”

“Well, when I stood up from where I was kneeling by Cal's...where I was kneeling, I saw something, a flash of gold next to...next to Cal. I reached down and picked it up and saw that it was my gold pen.”

“Your gold pen? What gold pen? What did you do with it?” O'Mallory spewed out the questions non-stop.

“It's a gold Cross pen that I received last Christmas from Walter Braddock. I put it in my jacket pocket...” I thought a moment, then continued “Or umm...in my briefcase, later, I think.” I was confused now. I remembered putting the pen in the jacket of my gray suit on Wednesday evening but then this morning, it had been in my briefcase. In fact, it had fallen out when I was downstairs in the Braddock's office.

“Let me see the pen,” O'Mallory demanded. 

I wished I could tell him to take a flying leap. His demands and his questions were irritating and I was beginning to get angry.

I took my time going over to my briefcase, unzippping first the center pouch, then one side pouch, then the other. I finally pulled out the pen, re-zipped all the pouches, and slowly walked back over to my desk. O'Mallory reached out impatiently for the pen but still I didn't give it to him. After a few moments hesitation, I finally handed it across my desk to him. O'Mallory examined the pen closely, picking up immediately on the initials engraved on the penclip—LCD. 

“Your initials?” he asked.

“Yes,” I said. “LCD, for Lee Carpenter DelMonico.”

He turned the pen over and over in his hands, staring at it. 

“Tell me again exactly where it was and what you did.”

I went back over it another time—then at his request, repeated the whole thing again. In the back of my mind, I was trying to sort out exactly when it was that I'd transferred the pen to my briefcase. But I couldn't seem to remember.

“I'll have to take this and mark it as evidence,” O'Mallory announced, to my fury.

“But it isn't evidence,” I protested, “it's just my pen. It fell out of my pocket and I put it back in my pocket and that's all there is to it.”

But O'Mallory wasn't having any of it. He reached inside his jacket to a pocket in there and drew out a plastic bag, into which he deposited the pen. I thought the bag looked like the kind I used for packing sandwiches for Todd's school lunches and wondered if the police bought sandwich bags by the gross to use as evidence bags. 

O'Mallory put the bag containing my pen in his jacket pocket, then tore a page out of his black notebook and wrote out a receipt for the pen. He stood up, handed me the receipt, and picked up his trenchcoat. As he walked out of my office, his parting words, thrown over his shoulder were, “I'll be talking to you.”

I stood there, with those innocuous-sounding words thundering in my ears. Damn that man! I hadn't done a thing and yet here I stood feeling as guilty as any criminal. 

After O'Mallory's departure, I'd gone back to my desk and just sat there thinking. A little while later, Perry stuck his head in my office. 

“Hey, boss lady, what's up?”

I motioned him in, then asked, “Did you get in touch with Deandra?”

“Yup,” he announced, “and we're on for five p.m. today.”

I looked at my watch and saw it was already four o'clock—and wondered where the afternoon had gone.

CHAPTER 7

Late Friday Afternoon, December 11

Because it was so late in the day, Perry and I decided to each take our own vehicles to the meeting with Deandra. As I picked up my briefcase on my way out, I thought again about the incident with O'Mallory. It really pissed me off the way he had so casually commandeered my pen. I'd never had much contact with law enforcement officials prior to this and I hoped that O'Mallory was some kind of weird anomaly and not representative of the species as a whole.

Deandra Mason lived in a downtown high-rise condo, in a fairly pricey building from what I'd heard somewhere. I found a parking space on the street, reasonably close to the entrance to the building and managed what I considered a passable job of parallel parking. I put a quarter in the meter, then had to wait a few minutes for Perry, who wasn't so fortunate in finding a nearby place to park.

“What took you so long, kid?” I teased, when he finally joined me.

“Ha, ha, boss lady. You just got lucky. By the way, your rear end is sticking out.”

“I beg your pardon,” I said, indignantly.

Perry threw an evil-sounding laugh in my direction and pointed towards my car. “Excuse me! I should have said your car's rear end is sticking out.”

We walked into the building through tall glass doors, held open for us by a uniformed doorman, who then led us into a two-story-high lobby fitted out with all the requisite potted plants and trees and benches and thick carpeting. If the lobby was any indication of the rest of the building, Deandra had certainly located herself in posh surroundings.

The doorman asked whom we were visiting—I told him—he called upstairs on a recessed wallphone. Permission evidently granted, he then gestured us toward the glistening brass-doored elevator, saying “Ms. Mason's domicile is on the 19th floor,” in a snooty, nose-in-the-air tone.

As we waited for the elevator, I gazed around, impressed by the artwork decorating the walls. “I'd be thrilled to be able to afford to live in the lobby of this joint,” I hissed at Perry but he ignored me, trying to act nonchalantly accustomed to this splendor, for the doorman's benefit, I guess.

It turned out that Deandra's ‘domicile’ was the 19th floor, all of it. Fleetingly, I wondered how she could afford such an obviously extravagantly expensive place. From what I knew of the payscale Walter imposed at Braddock's, I couldn't imagine that Deandra was well paid enough to afford this palatial place on her Braddock's salary.

Perry rang the door chime once, waited a moment, then rang it again. Finally the door opened. Deandra stood there a moment before wordlessly gesturing us inside. 

She led us into an all-white living room, a bright airy room whose floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the Sage River offered an awe-inspiring view of downtown Rivermont.

“Have a seat,” Deandra said in a low voice, gesturing toward a huge white curved sectional sofa.

We sat. I looked around at the room with its off-white carpeting and furniture in various shades of white and cream and thought what a mess Todd and the twins would make of this room, not to mention Blackie and Skipper.

I brought my wandering attention back to Deandra who was offering us coffee or a drink and Perry was saying sure. I shook my head no and said, “Nothing for me, thank you.”

Deandra went into the kitchen and reappeared shortly with a tray of coffee things. She set the tray down on the low table in front of the sofa and poured coffee for Perry and for herself. Then, resolutely, she walked over to a white enamel cabinet across the room, opened one of its doors and took out a decanter of some pale brown liquid. She brought it back over to where we sat, and said to Perry, “Some brandy in your coffee?” 

He refused but she poured a generous dollop in her own cup. I watched her as she took a gulp and thought once again how unlike herself she looked. She'd changed from the rumpled outfit I'd seen her in that morning to a pair of faded jeans and a plain gray sweatshirt, nondescript clothing for this supposed high-fashion paragon. Her feet were bare and I noticed that her beautifully manicured toenails were polished in a bright coral color.

I saw that Perry was studying her but trying to be unobtrusive about it. He too was accustomed to a blatantly beautiful woman who flaunted her attractiveness.

All of a sudden, I felt tense and on edge, uncomfortable about talking with Deandra. My heart was pounding in nervousness and I reassured myself that thankfully neither Perry nor Deandra could be aware of its thudding.

Deandra took another drink of her coffee and I saw that the polish on her well-manicured fingernails was the same coral shade as that on her toenails.

“Now, on the telephone earlier, Perry said you all had an urgent problem with your computer data that you wished to discuss it me?” her voice ended on a questioning note, her attention on me.

I barely nodded at Perry but he understood that I wanted him to carry the ball, at least at the beginning. I wished that we had taken more time to plan some kind of strategy to use with Deandra rather than racing off half-cocked and just barging in here without a specific scheme in mind.

Perry cleared his throat, took a sip of his coffee, and started in. I must admit I was impressed by his authoritative sounding explanation of why we were here and what we hoped Deandra could help us with—and I hoped Deandra was too.

“As you probably know, DelMonico Research is in the process of conducting three market surveys for Braddock's. In the course of these projects, we've discovered some disturbing discrepancies in our data—so disturbing and so inconsistent, in fact, that we've been forced to begin re-doing the data entry for the questionnaires.”

There was no reaction from Deandra to Perry's explanation. She sat staring at a point in the air midway between where Perry and I sat on the sofa. She herself was seated in a white, straight-backed chair opposite the sofa, within reach of the coffee table. When Perry stopped speaking for a moment, the silence seemed to grab Deandra's attention and she looked directly at him but said nothing. During the brief silence, she poured another bit of brandy in her coffee cup. 

Perry cleared his throat, glanced at me, then got down to the heart of what we were here to say.

“I—we—did some spot checking of some of the questionnaires against a computer print-out of the data. We found that answers on almost half of the questionnaires we checked were different from what had come out of the computer. We're fairly certain that the data was originally entered correctly—we think that somehow the data has been altered.”

Still there was no reaction, no response from Deandra. Although I had been impressed with Perry's concise but authoritative delineation of our situation, I'd begun to wonder if Deandra was comprehending, even hearing, Perry's words.

When I decided we should come confront Deandra, it had been my assumption that, because of her computer expertise and experience she at least could conjecture what had happened and might be able to help us determine who had done this. In the back of my mind, of course, was the very real suspicion that Deandra herself had been involved.

Although I hadn't yet been able to devise a motive for Deandra committing such treachery, based on her current total non-responsiveness, I was beginning to think we'd never find out anything.

Perry, evidently having the same doubts, had obviously decided to just plunge in by saying, “So, Deandra, tell me—how do you think this data alteration could've happened?”

That certainly got her attention. She stared at Perry, a malevolent look on her face.

“I beg your pardon? How on earth would I know what happened to your data?”

She sat up straighter and looked at me. “I certainly hope you don't think that I had anything to do with it.” She paused a moment, then continued, “Now, if you'll excuse me, I'd like to be alone.”

She stood up, wobbling a little, and I wondered if she'd had more brandy than the little we'd seen her just drink.

Perry threw me an unfathomable look and stood up.

I stood also and said, defeat in my voice, “We'll be going, then.”

Deandra walked with us to the door and saw us out without another word.

For a moment, Perry and I stood in the hallway outside the closed door of her condo.

“Well, boss lady, I guess we struck out. But I'd swear she knew exactly what we were talking about and exactly why we were there,” Perry said.

“I agree, but there was no way to get anything out of her.” I went over and punched the down elevator button.

“Maybe...” Perry said speculatively.

“Maybe what?” I asked.

Perry didn't answer immediately, then the elevator came and we got on and I didn't press him.

Downstairs, we went our separate ways. On the drive home, I decided to stop at a fast food place and pick up something for dinner—the kids always loved it when I brought home carry-out food. I called home on my carphone and spoke to Robert, telling him I'd be home soon with dinner.

After loading up on chicken and biscuits and slaw, I was driving toward home when my carphone rang. It was Perry, saying he was calling from the lobby of Deandra's building.

“I'm going back up to talk with her, boss lady. I might have a better chance on my own.”

Knowing what he meant but not wanting him to tell me specifically, I said, “Just be careful, Perry—please be very careful.”

“Yo—I'll call you later,” he said and hung up.

All evening, I waited for a phone call from Perry that never came. The twins left after supper for a party at a friend's house. Todd had invited one of his friends over for the night and the two of them were closeted in Todd's room, engrossed in Nintendo.

By ten o'clock I was getting worried about Perry, but decided he was a big boy and could take care of himself. Just on the off chance he'd forgotten he was supposed to call me, I dialed his number and waited ring after ring, but there was no answer. I was a little surprised that he hadn't turned on his answering machine.

I'd given the latest update to Robert and now, as we lay in bed watching the late night news, he asked me,  “Do you really think Deandra had something to do with this?”

Throughout the evening, I'd gone over and over it in my mind to the point that I no longer knew what I thought and that's how I answered Robert.

He was silent for a while, then asked the obvious question. “Why would she—or anyone for that matter—want to mess with the results of your market research studies?”

“The only motive that I can come up with is that negative results on the surveys—the investor satisfaction one and the customer satisfaction one, in particular, could have an impact on a take-over attempt.”

“How so?” Robert asked.

“Well, there's the chance that publicity on the negative results of the two surveys could give investors the impression that Braddock's was in financial trouble and might make stockholders more amenable to selling their shares to whoever it is that wants to take over Braddock's.”

Robert thought for a moment, then said that seemed to make sense. He switched off the bedside light, used the remote to turn off the TV, and wrapped me in his arms.

“Enough worrying about that for now,” he murmured into my neck and I had to agree.

CHAPTER 8

Saturday Morning, December 12

Bright and early the next morning, Saturday, we were supposed to begin working on preparations for our tree-trimming party the next day, Sunday. However, my first priority, before anything else, was to once again call Perry to try to find out what had happened the night before with Deandra. But once again, there was no answer at Perry's apartment. Well, I thought, I'll try later.

Our first order of business for the tree-trimming party was going out and cutting down a Christmas tree. Chopping down our own tree was a long family tradition and one that we upheld no matter what the weather conditions. We got lucky this year—Saturday was sunny and mild, with temperatures in the 40's—perfect weather for a trek in the woods.

Over the years, cut-your-own Christmas tree farms have sprung up everywhere. But the DelMonicos are still purists, disdaining the organized woodsiness of such enterprises. Part of the property on Sage Island that we bought from my parents includes a fifty-acre tract of wilderness, liberally sprinkled with Scotch pines, an ample enough supply to last several lifetimes.

After breakfast, we all piled into the family mini-van. We were equipped with all the necessities for our annual adventure, which in addition to two saws, a hatchet, and rope, included a half gallon thermos of hot chocolate and donuts. The twins had made an early morning run to a nearby donut shop to pick up their usual eclectic selection—whipped cream filled, chocolate iced, sugary, gooey, sinfully rich exotica. I'd brought along my 35 mm camera and our video camera so I could sufficiently record the experience for posterity. 

We spent over an hour tramping through the woods, trying to find the exact perfect tree. Because each of us has our own individual vision and version of what constitutes a perfect tree, we spent a great deal of that hour's time in friendly arguments. We finally deferred to the judgement of our youngest participant and settled on Todd's selection. I must admit he'd chosen well—the tree was over six feet tall, full and bushy, with no glaringly empty spots, and with an apparently straight trunk—a rarity in our normal run of trees.

While Todd supervised, Robert and Drew chopped and sawed, and chopped and sawed some more. When the tree at last hit the ground, Jennifer and I started setting out the hot chocolate and the donuts in the back of the van.

By eleven, we were on our way home, the tree fastened securely, or so we hoped, to the top of the van. It had been a good morning and the company of my family and the anticipation of the Christmas season had, for a short while at least, diverted my mind from Cal's death and the Braddock's problem and whatever Perry was up to.  I decided that as soon as we arrived home, I'd shut myself up in the den and try to locate Perry and determine what he'd discovered from Deandra. That is, if indeed, he'd had the opportunity to discover anything at all.

Back home, Jennifer and I put away the remainder of the hot chocolate and the donuts while the men of the family untied the tree from the top of the van and brought it into the family room. As usual, we positioned the tree in front of the family room's broad expanse of windows overlooking the Sage River and downtown Rivermont. That accomplished, we each went our separate ways—Robert up to his study to write, Jennifer  to The Plaza to shop with friends, Drew out to the garage to work on his pick-up truck, Todd to his room to work on who knows what, and me to the den to track down Perry.

Finally, late in the afternoon, Perry finally called me from the office. 

“Well, what happened?” I demanded impatiently. “Why didn't you call me? I've been dying to learn what you found out.” As I said that last, I cringed at my poor choice of words.

“Patience, boss lady. I just got back from the witchlady's den. This is the first chance I've had to call you.”

I moaned in dismay at that. “What do you mean, just got back? It's almost noon! Perry? You didn't...you didn't...”I stopped, unable to think the thought much less say the words.

“No, I didn't...whatever it is you're thinking. But yes, I did spen the night, on the sofa.”

“Well, tell me how that came about, I asked, anxious to find out anything that might help in our research problem.

 Perry proceeded to tell me of his further encounters with the witch lady, as he'd taken to calling Deandra.

Yesterday evening he'd called her from the lobby of her building, right after hanging up with me. It had taken several rings for her to answer the phone and when she did finally answer, Perry said it sounded as though she'd been crying. He'd also thought she sounded as though she'd had more to drink.

He'd asked if he could come back up and talk with her and at first she'd categorically refused and had even hung up on him. He'd waited a couple of minutes, then called her again. This time, to his surprise she'd agreed, saying, “Oh, what the hell, come on up.”

When she finally answered the door, he'd found her barely coherent, brandy bottle in hand, evidently having abandoned the niceties of a coffee cup or even a brandy glass. She'd led him into the living, stumbling once or twice as she did so. She'd carefully lowered herself to the sofa, gestured him to take a seat and proceeded to take a healthy swig from the brandy bottle. 

Perry had tried to hold the semblance of a conversation with her, but she was too far gone for that.

She'd started rambling, sometimes crying, sometimes silent, sometimes angry. Perry had managed to understand only a little of what she was rambling on about.

“Boss lady, about all I can tell you is that that's one messed-up broad. She's all torn up about that guy Cal's death, plus she's scared to death of someone or something. I finally got the brandy bottle away from her and herded her into bed. Like a good Samaritan, I spent the night on the sofa, then fixed some breakfast—although all she would have was coffee. Anyway, she was very embarrassed about the whole episode and tried to pump me about what all she'd said. I did a sort of rotten thing by implying that she'd confided a whole lot of secrets in me—which she didn't. That really scared her and she begged me to keep quiet, etc. Anyway, I'm supposed to have dinner with her this evening to talk some more—so maybe I'll be able to bluff myself into some real information this time.”

I told Perry to be careful, for heaven's sake, and to call and let me know what he found out, no matter what time it was. Then I thought better of that and said to call me first thing Sunday morning.

“You are still planning to come to our tree-trimming do?” I asked.

“Wouldn't miss it for anything, boss lady.” Then, with a sneaky-sounding laugh, he added, “Well, almost anything,” and with that, he hung up.

I spent the rest of the afternoon running errands for the party. My last stop was The Plaza. Earlier in the week, I'd ordered all kinds of food from the combination bakery and deli in The Plaza. I debated whether to stop by the Braddock's office or my own office and decided there was no reason to.

One of the clerks from the deli helped me load my purchases in the van. As I drove back home, the delicious-smelling aroma of the food drifted up to the front. It was all I could do to keep myself from stopping at the side of the road so I could crawl in the back and sample all the goodies.

Robert was on hand to help me unload the van, and in the process, he and I managed to taste most of the party food—to ensure that it would be good enough for our guests, of course.

Usually on Saturday afternoons I paid a visit to Aunt Norma at River Haven. But because she'd be joining us at the party tomorrow, when I visited her earlier in the week, she'd told me not to come. So I was surprised when Robert told me she'd called while I was at The Plaza. As soon as I'd put everything away, I called her back.

“What's up, Aunt Norma? And before you say anything, let me tell you I don't want you to give me any of your usual nonsense about not wanting to come to the party tomorrow because it's so much trouble for everyone and such an inconvenience for someone to come pick you up,  etc., etc.”

Aunt Norma laughed as she interrupted my mini-tirade to tell me that wasn't why she'd called at all.

“Well, good,” I'd answered. “Not that I'd pay any attention if it was. So what can I do for you?”

“Well, I've just received the oddest thing in the mail...” she hesitated, then continued. “It's a package addressed to Cal Summers, care of me here at River Haven.”

“How strange!” I said. “Had Cal said anything about sending you something?” 

“Not a word,” Aunt Norma said. “You know I told you he was supposed to come back to see me Wednesday night...the night he... the night he died...but I never heard a word.”

I thought for a moment, trying to figure out what the package could be. I asked, “When is it postmarked?”

“Just a minute—let me look.” Then her voice came back on the line. “It's sort of faint and smudged but I think the postmark says Tuesday, December 8, at midnight.”

I debated with myself, then said, “Aunt Norma, I'm going to come over there and look at it.”

“But dear, don't you think we ought to call the police about it—maybe that detective you talked...”

I interrupted her before she could finish her sentence. “No way!” I took a deep breath, then continued in a calmer voice, “Sorry, Aunt Norma, I didn't mean to shout. We'll decide what to do when I get there. See you in a bit.” I hung up before my aunt could protest any further.

Half an hour later, I was on my way to River Haven. After hanging up with Aunt Norma, I'd run upstairs to Robert's study to tell him that I was going to River Haven. Thankfully, he assumed it was my routine Saturday visit and didn't ask any difficult questions. I gave him a hug and a kiss and left him hunched over his computer keyboard, tapping away. 

On my way downstairs, I stopped in Todd's room. To my surprise, I saw that he'd moved the computer that he and the twins shared into his room. The computer was usually to be found in the downstairs den, so that it was accessible to all three of them. 

At my questioning look, he explained, “I needed to use the computer a lot for my Science Fair project and Drew and Jen said it was okay to move it 'cause they wouldn't need it to study for finals, so...” My little cherub smiled and shrugged his shoulders in his usual charming way. I told him I was going to see Aunt Norma, gave him a hug, and was out the door before he could ask any questions. 

As I drove along, I noticed that the weather had changed since our Christmas tree foray earlier in the day. The sun had disappeared, to be replaced by banks of dark gray clouds. The wind had picked up and I thought it had gotten perceptively colder. I turned on the radio and tuned it to the weather station. 

The forecast called for snow, beginning this evening and continuing into tomorrow, with an anticipated accumulation in excess of six inches by Sunday evening.

“Drat!” I said out loud. I hoped this wouldn't interfere with our tree-trimming party. The minute Rivermont was hit by a forecast of snow, the city went bonkers. For some reason, panic set in and people prepared for blizzard-style weather even when only a “dusting” of the white stuff was forecast.

Driving across the bridge over the Sage River into downtown Rivermont, I grinned when I passed by the city street department facility on the riverfront.  There, frantic snow removal preparations were already underway, before even one flake had fallen.

I parked the mini-van as close to the River Haven entrance as I could but I still had to walk quite a distance in a driving wind. A few fluffy snowflakes were swirling in the air and I felt a shiver of excitement. I love snow, especially now that I have an all-wheel drive vehicle to transport me around. 

Once inside the nursing home, I hurried to Aunt Norma's suite. Since I'd talked with her on the phone, my mind had been busily trying to figure out what the mysterious package from Cal could contain. I felt a twinge of guilt, both at not having acceded to Aunt Norma's idea of calling the police and at not telling Robert what I was really up to.

I tapped lightly on her door and heard an immediate, “Come in!”

I walked in and found Aunt Norma positioned right next to the door, holding a brown-paper-wrapped package in her lap, hands clutching it tightly.

I leaned down and gave her a hug and a peck on the cheek.

She grinned up at me, then handed me the package.

“Okay, Sherlock, what do we do with this?” she asked with a wide smile on her face.

I was glad that she could joke about it and that she wasn't upset with me. Sometimes, Aunt Norma exhibits a real Puritan streak and disapproves of any deviation from strict ethical behavior. Evidently, she'd decided to trust my judgement in this instance, a trust that all of sudden I wasn't sure I merited.

I turned the package over and over in my hands. It was about the size of a large book but considerably lighter in weight. I shook it and could hear a faint, but unidentifiable rattle.

“Well, here goes,” I said, trying to feel brave, and sure at least that the package didn't contain a bomb, although I don't know why that thought would cross my mind. I started to tear into the paper but found that the package was more securely wrapped than it appeared to be.

Giving up, I asked “Do you have a letter opener or a scissors handy?” 

Aunt  Norma quickly wheeled herself across the room to her desk and pulled out both an ornate brass letter opener and a stainless steel scissors. I tried the letter opener first but it was defeated by the wide strapping tape that encased the sides of the package. I then opted for the scissors. Setting the package down on Aunt Norma's desk, I slit the tape and paper on all four sides. Even after doing that, I still had to rip and wrench at the paper. Evidently, Cal, if that's who sent the package, didn't want anyone to casually open it.

I felt a thrill of success when I finally had peeled all the brown wrapping paper away to reveal a white cardboard box. Instead the box were several thick manila envelopes. These too were securely sealed with the same heavy tape. I set the box down on the desk, then used the scissors to carefully slit the flap of each of the three manila envelopes in turn. 

With a quick glance at Aunt Norma, I picked up the top envelope and turned it over in my hands. It was unmarked. Once again, I said, “Well, here goes,” as I reached into the envelope and drew out a thick sheaf of papers. I quickly flipped through them, trying to understand what it was I held in my hands.

I handed the packet to Aunt Norma, then picked up the second envelope. It, too, contained papers but these were a fanfolded computer printout, on the familiar ubiquitous green-bar computer paper. I put the printout on Aunt Norma's desk and picked up the one remaining envelope.

This third and final envelope was the most interesting of the three. It contained several folders of Polaroid photographs—incredibly revealing photographs, as it turned out. I hesitated, not wanting to show these to Aunt Norma. There was no blatant nudity in any of them, at least none that I could see in my quick flip through the photos. But the pictures were of a woman and man in various compromising positions. The woman was quite obviously Deandra Mason. But the man changed from picture to picture—from what I could tell, I held in my hands pictures of Deandra Mason with at least three different men.

“You don't want to see these pictures, Aunt Norma,” I said quietly.

She looked up at me, an unreadable look on her face. “Whatever you say, my dear.” I felt a real thrill of pleasure at the amount of trust those few words contained.

I hurriedly began to bundle everything back into the various envelopes, ignoring Aunt Norma's quizzical look for the moment. I'd decided that I didn't want to have my aunt involved in whatever was going on here.

“I'm going to take all this stuff with me and see if I can figure out what it is and what I should do with it.” I said in what I hoped was a firm, no-nonsense tone.

“But—” Aunt Norma began, disappointment and curiosity evident in her voice and her face. She is as inquisitive as I am and I knew what a struggle she was having with her nosiness.

But somehow I felt she was better off not knowing about this mess. She probably already knew more than was good for her.

When all the envelopes were back in the cardboard box, I tucked the box under my arm. On my way out, I gave Aunt Norma a one-armed hug and a kiss on the cheek, saying “I'll see you at our party tomorrow afternoon.”

Aunt Norma gave me a faint grin, and said “Do you promise to fill me in on the mystery at the earliest possible moment?”

“You bet!” I said emphatically, then added, “And thank you for your patience.”

Sitting in my car out in the parking lot, I couldn't restrain my curiosity any longer. I quickly went through each of the envelopes, trying to figure out exactly what it was that Cal had sent to himself in care of my aunt and what it all meant.

Chapter 9

Sunday Afternoon, December 13

Fortunately, the forecast of six more inches of snow had fizzled out—we had barely a dusting, for which I was grateful. Our tree-trimming party was in full swing by the time Aunt Norma arrived, chauffeured by Walter Braddock and his oldest son, Brad.

“Sorry we're late, my dear,” Walter said as he helped Aunt Norma off with her fur jacket. I hung up the jacket in our hall closet, patting its softness and thinking  how beautiful it was—a Christmas present from Walter two years ago. I took Brad's and Walter's topcoats from them and hung them cozily next to Aunt Norma's fox jacket.

Walter pushed Aunt Norma's wheelchair into the family room, where they were greeted by a group of our closest family and friends. Todd and the twins were busily engaged in passing around trays of snacks to our guests, while Robert held forth at the bar in the corner.

I was pleased to see that Brad Braddock immediately headed toward my best friend, Eleanor. I'd been trying for the past year or so to encourage a relationship between the two of them and it looked as though my efforts might just be paying off.

Eleanor Quigley and I grew up together on Sage Island. We went to school together, read mountains of the same books, went rollerskating and swimming in the summer and iceskating and sledding in the winter. We were inseparable and as close as two girls could be.

I remember spending our summers lying out in the sun, trying to get the optimal tan, while reading the trashiest romances we could get our hands on. We were also devotees of Nancy Drew mysteries and longed for similar mysteries to solve in our own lives. (Fortunately, none ever came along.) We also went on diets together, although the diets only lasted a few days before we succumbed to the sinful pleasures of pizza and popcorn and our favorite treat of all, massive ice cream sundaes from the Sage Island Dairy Queen.

As a girl, I was fascinated with Eleanor's family—particularly her father. Before I found out his real profession, I had engaged in wild speculations, all based on having glimpsed, through a partially opened door, a gun in a shoulder holster draped over a chair in the Quigley's master bedroom. For a short while, I'd been convinced that my best friend's father was a gangster, despite the fact that he was a deacon in our church, was a Scout leader, and coached his son's little league team. It took me a while to gather up enough courage to ask Ellie about what I'd seen. She'd been hesitant about telling me what her father did, other than to say he was some kind of lawyer.

But as Ellie eventually told me, somebody Quigley was an FBI agent, attached to the Rivermont Bureau. Mr. and Mrs. Quigley hadn't wanted it to be common knowledge, for fear that it would have some kind of detrimental or even harmful repercussions on Ellie and her older brother Bob.

I'd romanticized what Ellie's father did, and had compared it, unfavorably of course, to my own father's advertising profession. 

But after awhile, it became old hat to me, and I settled back into my acceptance of Mr. Quigley as just another ordinary father, despite his extraordinary job.

Ellie had been my maid of honor when I married Robert and I had planned to be hers when she married David—a wedding that tragically never took place. David had been killed in Viet Nam, one of the last soldiers to lose his life before the ceasefire. Over the years, Ellie had dated sporadically but had never found anyone to take David's place in her heart.

I'd played matchmaker time after time, only to have Ellie reject my choices, for one reason or another. Several years ago, I'd finally given up. But then last year, in mini-scandal that set Rivermont to talking, Brad Braddock's wife had left him for another man—a younger man who was even wealthier than Brad—and who enjoyed spending that wealth lavishly and with no thought for tomorrow.

I'd not thought of pairing Brad up with Ellie till just recently. In November, I'd invited them, along with a host of other friends and relatives, to Robert's birthday party. To my delight, they'd seemed to hit it off. From the laughing and chatting that was coming from them off in a corner today, I thought I might have scored a winner with this match.

As I mingled with our guests, part of my mind was buzzing around the mystery of Cal's death and what was going on at Braddock's. Unfortunately, my mental gymnastics were apparent to Walter and in the midst of the party, he got me off alone in the den and proceeded to quiz me about what I was up to.

At first, I thought perhaps Aunt Norma had told him about the package from Cal that she'd received in the mail. But as he talked, I realized he knew nothing about the package. Good for Aunt Norma, I thought.

“So you're no closer to an answer than the last time we talked?” Walter asked.

“Well, I wouldn't say that exactly,” I waffled. “I'm just trying to put all the pieces together and as soon as I do, I'll fill you in.” I realized it was going to be difficult to stall Walter—I was out of my league in dealing with him.

“Perry and I will come to see you tomorrow morning, I promise. He and I need to compare notes before we tell you what we've found out.”

Fortunately, at that point, we were interrupted by Brad and Ellie, who'd come in search of Walter at Aunt Norma's behest. As for me, I was truly puzzled at Perry's non-appearance at the party—this was not like him at all.

When most of the guests had left, I invited Ellie and Brad and Walter and Aunt Norma to stick around for a late evening gab fest. Aunt Norma was tempted to stay out past her normal bedtime but Walter wouldn't hear of it.

“You worry too much about me,” Aunt Norma had protested to Walter, but I could tell that by her loving tone of voice that she found his care and concern touching.

Robert and Brad helped Walter tuck Aunt Norma safely into his car. Ellie and I stood in the doorway waving, until the cold air chased us inside.

Finally, we all settled ourselves in the family room, in front of the fireplace. I had turned off the overhead lights and the room was lit only by the hundreds of tiny twinkling lights festooning the Christmas tree.

I was sitting on the floor, leaning back against Robert who was sprawled in the big overstuffed chair he considered his own personal place. Brad and Ellie were close together on the sofa, and Brad had his arm draped casually around Ellie's shoulders.

“What's new with your job, El?” I asked. Ellie was a reporter and columnist for the Rivermont Times and she could always be counted on to entertain us by telling about her various escapades in search of stories.

Ellie closed her eyes a moment, as if to think of something that would amuse us. Then, with a wide grin, she started talking.

“Well, recently, my editor decided we should do a series of articles on these dating services that have become so numerous. He wanted me to become a client at several of the services, sort of go undercover, I guess you would call it.”

“Ellie, you didn't!” This indignant protest came from Brad.

“I had to, Brad—it was an assignment—nothing more,” Ellie said. I was delighted to see her give him a devilish grin—things were really coming along well with this romance.  I patted myself on the back with the thought of who needs a dating service when Lee DelMonico is around to do the matchmaking.

“You wouldn't believe some of these services—well, you'll have to read my series of articles to get the full flavor of things—the first article will run in the Sunday paper. But I'll give you a special preview.”

She really had our attention—Ellie could do that so well and so easily. She was a lovely woman, but one whose good looks never intruded on her charming personality. Effortlessly, she could envelope people in her warmth and generosity. 

“My favorite of all the dating services I signed up with was the computer matching one. You wouldn't believe some of the people that one matched me up with. I think there was some computer error somewhere—either in their matching program or in the way they entered the data on me.” Ellie paused for a moment, her grin even wider. 

“The first match they sent me was a woman—can you believe that? The next one was a man, but he was barely five feet tall—it was really embarrassing. I'm five ten and I really towered over the poor man. Then I got one whose politics were so conservative that far right doesn't even begin to describe them. I got men who were fifteen years younger than me and one that was in his seventies—and I had clearly indicated on my information sheet that I was only interested in men who were close to my own age. After about ten real mis-matches, I finally decided the time had come to reveal my true identity to the computer dating service and try to find out exactly how they did—or didn't do—their matches. Well, that was a real eye-opener. The owner talked with me personally, apologizing for what she called ‘computer glitches’ and promised to immediately re-run my file through the computer. I said a hearty thanks but no thanks and advised her to watch the paper for the series of articles. Well, then she threatened to sue, etc. When she saw that was having no effect, she tried the nice approach again, which of course still didn't work.” Ellie shook her head and laughed along with the rest of us.

Brad and Ellie left shortly after that. When they were gone, Robert and I drifted back into the family room, this time taking over the sofa for ourselves.

“Good party, hon, as always,” Robert said, giving me a hug and a kiss. 

“Yeah,” I agreed, wishing that worrying about the success of our tree-trimming party could be my only concern.

Robert said he was going to put in an hour or so at the computer, which was fine with me. In the past 24 hours, I hadn't had a free moment to more thoroughly go back through the box of papers that Cal had mailed to Aunt Norma.

Robert gave me a hug, then went upstairs to his study. I walked into the kitchen to get one last cup of coffee to take with me into the den, where my desk was, where I'd locked the mysterious box of papers in the bottom desk drawer. 

The first envelope I drew out of the box was the one containing the Polaroid shots. I felt like a perverted voyeur as I carefully looked through the pictures. Each photo featured Deandra in some state of undress, along with a man in a similar state. I recognized only one of the men: it was Steve Braddock, Walter's younger son, from whom he  was estranged. Steve was certainly the handsomest one of Walter's two sons. But I knew I preferred Brad head and shoulders over Steve. I'd heard enough gossip about Steve's lack of business ethics and his sexual peccadilloes  to permanently turn me against him. As far as I knew, Steve was still married, I think it's his third wife, now—although that didn't seem to have impacted on his liaison with Deandra.  

 I shoved the pictures back into the envelope and stapled it securely shut—I didn't want these embarrassments to accidentally fall out somewhere and be seen by the wrong eyes.

The next envelope contained the fanfolded packet of green-bar computer paper. I pulled it out of the envelope and laid it down in the center of my desk. My brief glance at this item yesterday had led me to believe that it was somehow connected with the market studies that DelMonico Research was doing for Braddock's.

Now, a closer look confirmed my original assessment. The first half of the computer print-out contained the raw data from the Braddock's questionnaires. The second section contained what looked like data representing only those questionnaires and questions that were changed. Evidently not all of the questionnaires and not all of the questions had been altered or tampered with.

As I sat there staring at the tangible evidence of someone's treachery, I felt a rage building in me. Who had done this and why? Was it Cal? Was is Deandra? Or the two of them working together? Or one of them working with someone else? My hands trembled slightly as I put the computer print-out back in its envelope. 

I took out the final envelope and pulled out the packet of papers that had puzzled me yesterday. This packet consisted of page after page of figures, columns and columns, but there were no headings on the pages or the columns to indicate what the figures represented.

I read through pages twice and still had no notion of what they meant. I glanced at the clock on my desk—almost ten o'clock. I decided to try Perry Darwin once more. I let the phone ring 12 times before finally hanging up.

“Where is that child?” I said out loud, in great annoyance at not being able to reach the elusive Mr. Darwin. I felt a slight flicker of concern, then decided that Perry is certainly a big boy and could take care of himself without my help or interference.

Chapter 10

Monday Morning, December 14

I was late getting into the office the next day.  It had been one of those mornings when everything goes wrong. Todd couldn't find his favorite Snoopy and Woodstock sweatshirt and refused to substitute anything else. We tore the house apart and finally found the sweatshirt under the mattress of his top bunk—how it got there, no one knew—or at least no one was talking. 

After much trying and not a little under-his-breath swearing, Drew couldn't get his Toyota pick-up started and was forced to borrow Robert's little Volkswagen, much to his chagrin. Drew had tried to talk me into taking the VW and giving him the Explorer, but my only reaction was, “Nice try, old buddy, but no thanks.” Evidently Drew felt it would belittle him in the eyes of his college friends to be seen driving Robert's beloved bright red, vintage Beetle. My only objection to driving it myself was that it was a stick shift and I'd never mastered the whole clutch and gear thing.

Jennifer had overslept but had insisted on taking her normal amount of time getting ready. Convinced they were going to be late to class, Drew had paced back and forth in the hall outside the upstairs bathroom, hurling “Hurry up!”s at the locked door.

When the three of them were finally gone, I resisted the impulse to curl up on the sofa in Robert's study and spend the day bonding with him. Not that he would've noticed my presence—he was so engrossed in his latest bodice-ripping page-turner that I knew he wouldn't emerge from his fictional other-world till dinnertime.

I kissed Robert good-bye and received a mumble in reply. Downstairs, I patted Skippy and Blackie, and received a purr, a bark, some licks, and some rubbing against my leg—considerably more attention than the human portions of the family had accorded me.

Before going to bed last night, I'd packed Cal's box of papers in my briefcase, glad that it was expandable and could accommodate more than most briefcases. I stopped in the den to get the briefcase on my way out to the garage. While I was there, I decided to try Perry's home number once more—but once again the phone rang and rang, with no answer.

I drove to work rather abstractedly, my mind bouncing back and forth between puzzling over Perry's strange unreachability and worrying about the mysterious packet of papers and photos tucked away in my briefcase.

When I reached the office, I immediately asked Jane if Perry was in yet and was surprised to hear that he hadn't arrived yet and hadn't called. This wasn't at all like him. I debated whether or not to say anything to Jane about having failed to reach him  but decided not to worry her unless it was necessary. She mothered Perry as much as she mothered me and would immediately assume the worst.

So as I went into my office, I said to Jane, in as casual a tone as I could muster, “When the handsome one arrives, ask him to come see me when it's convenient—please.” It was difficult for me not to tell her to let me know the minute he arrived.

I shut my office door, something I seldom did—but I wanted to look through the papers again and I didn't want anyone walking in on me while I did.

But before taking the papers out of my briefcase, I debated whether or not to give Walter a call and let him know the latest developments. I vacillated between yes or no, then decided to wait until I'd talked to Perry.

When it got to be ten o'clock and still no word from Perry, I really started getting worried. I tried Perry's home number again but still no answer. I walked out of my office and into Jane's. She was on the phone and gestured to me to sit down and that she'd be off soon.

I sat down in one of the two easy chairs that faced Jane's desk and idly looked around her office, trying unsuccessfully not to eavesdrop on her conversation.

Then, when I heard her say, “Marla, that's nonsense,” my ears perked up. Jane must be talking to Marla Kramer, Walter's assistant. I listened carefully, wanting to hear what Jane thought was nonsense. But no such luck—Jane was saying goodbye, saying she'd call back later.

Hand resting on the receiver she'd just put down, my treasured assistant gave me a bright smile and a look that said, “What can I do for you?”

I decided to postpone my concern about Perry momentarily to find out what Jane and Marla had been discussing. But this would take finesse on my part.

“So, how's Marla? How are things at Braddock's?”

“Oh, you want to know what we were talking about?” Jane said. So much for my finesse.

I shrugged my shoulders and said a rueful, “Yes, please,” hoping my contrition would open up any secrets Jane might have.

Jane hesitated, then said, “I don't think this will come as any surprise to you. It seems there's going to be a take-over at Braddock's. They've—Walter Braddock, that is—has received notification that Medley's has purchased almost ten per cent of Braddock's stock and is prepared to make what I think they call a tender offer to Braddock's stockholders. Why they call it a tender offer, I don't know. To me, it sounds anything but tender—it sounds downright savage.”

“Oh, dear—I didn't realize it had gotten this far,” I said.

Jane looked at me for a moment, then said, “See, I knew you knew. Why didn't you say something?” She seemed a bit peeved and I hastened to put things right.

“I didn't know about Medley's or the so-called tender offer or anything—I just knew there was some kind of take-over attempt going on—but I had no idea who was involved—I guess we know now that Steve Braddock must be behind this.”

Jane nodded curtly and said, “What a horrible thing for that man to do to his father and his brother!”

We sat there in silence till I remembered my reason for coming in to see Jane.

“Well, kid, we've got problems of our own,” I told her. “Perry seems to be among the missing...”

“Perry—missing?” Jane said the words as if the repetition of them would change their meaning.

“Yep—I've been trying to reach him but no luck. I'm worried.”

Jane stood up and walked around the desk to where I sat. She put a hand lightly on my shoulder and said, “Would you like me to take a ride over to his apartment and see what I can find out?”

“Thanks for the offer, dear, but I'd better do it myself. If I can't find out anything there, I know where he was the last time I talked with him and I can do some checking there.”

Ten minutes later I was on my way to Perry's apartment. He lived  in huge apartment complex on the riverfront, about twenty blocks from the office. I was sorry to see that it had started to snow, 24 hours later than it was supposed to. The flakes were coming down in earnest and I turned on the windshield wipers, letting their monotonous clack-clack soothe my worries.

I parked on the street right in front of Perry's apartment building in the space marked Loading Zone. I had a handy-dandy little sign saying “DELIVERY” that I propped against my windshield. In the lobby of Perry's building, I rang his buzzer over and over again with no response. I then rang the buzzer marked “MANAGER” and got better results. A door next to the apartment directory opened a crack and I could see part of the face of a woman through the slit.

“You ring for the manager?” the woman asked me.

“Yes, I did. I'm trying to reach Perry Darwin and there's no answer in his apartment,” I said to the crack in the door.

“Guess he's not home—probably at work.” The crack in the door began to narrow. I reached out and held onto the edge of the door to keep it from closing.

“Wait—he's not at work—I'm his boss and I'm worried about him. Could you please check his apartment for me?”

“No, no, I can't do that,” the woman said emphatically and once again tried to close the door.

“Then I'll just have to call the police and ask them to break into the apartment,” I threatened, hoping I could intimidate the woman into changing her mind.

My threat of calling the police evidently worked. The woman growled, “Wait a minute,” then closed the door.

I stood there waiting, increasingly impatient—finally after almost five minutes, the woman once again opened the door, this time all the way. She walked out into the lobby, closed and locked her door behind her, and motioned me to follow her. 

In the elevator, we rode up to the seventh floor in silence. I tried not to stare too openly at her most unusual companion.

The woman was some undefinable age, probably over fifty. She wore a shapeless, faded housedress and a baggy, once-white sweater. On her feet were the tattered remnants of fancy bedroom slippers that had seen better days. Her iron gray hair sported pink curlers here and there, seemingly with no obvious scheme or design behind their placement. She smelled strongly of cigarette smoke and some other unidentifiable perfume-like aroma. In her hands was a keyring crammed with assorted keys.

The elevator creaked to a stop on the seventh floor. Once the door slid open, the woman stalked out into the hall, continuing to ignore Lee's presence. Halfway down the hall, the woman stopped in front of a door and fumbled through her bunch of keys, peering far-sightedly at the numbered tags attached to the keys.

She finally found the proper key, but before trying it in the lock, she banged loudly on the door, calling “Mr. Darwin! Mr. Darwin! You in there, Mr. Darwin?” She waited a moment, then knocked once more. Finally, convinced she wasn't going to get an answer, the woman hesitantly put the key in the lock and opened the door. At this point, she stood aside and waited for me to go inside.

Now that the moment had arrived, I was almost scared to go in. But I had to find out where Perry was and make sure he was okay. The air inside his apartment smelled slightly stale, as if the doors hadn't been opened for days. I walked through the living room and toward the bedroom, calling “Perry? Are you here?” The woman remained in the hall right outside Perry's door and part of me wished that I too could stay out there. I'm not usually skittish so I don't know why I was leery about what I was going to find here. The bedroom was dim—there were no lights on and the blinds and drapes were pulled tightly shut, admitting no light.

In the doorway, I tentatively put my hand on the wall just inside the door and groped around for the light switch. As I turned on the overhead light, I gasped at the sight of the mound on Perry's bed.

Unwillingly, I walked over to the bed, reached down and pulled back the blankets. Underneath the covers, Perry huddled, asleep or—worse—unconscious. His breathing was heavy and raspy. I reached out a hand and placed it gently on his shoulder and could feel even through the bedclothes that his body was burning with fever.

“Perry,” I said softly, “Perry, wake up. It's me, Lee.” I gently shook his shoulder but got no response.

With no further hesitation, I picked up the phone on the bedside table and punched in ‘911’ and waited for the emergency service to answer.

Quickly, succinctly, I gave the operator Perry's address and asked them to send an ambulance immediately for a seriously ill man. 

I went back to the front door and told the woman that Mr. Darwin was very ill and that I'd called the paramedics. She mumbled something unintelligible in reply and shuffled off toward the elevator.

“Thank you so much for your help,” I called after her retreating back, thinking to myself, “Thanks for nothing, actually.”

I closed Perry's door but didn't shut it all the way so that I would hear the elevator when the paramedics arrived. I went back into the bedroom to check on Perry but he was still out.

Once again I picked up the phone, this time to call Jane and report on Perry.

“Oh, no,” she said. “Do you think it's serious?”

“All I know is that I can't wake him up and that's serious.”

We arranged for Jane to meet me at Rivermont Memorial. A few minutes later, the paramedics arrive. After a quick examination, they contacted the hospital, received instructions to set up a saline IV and to transport the patient to the hospital immediately.

I followed behind the wailing ambulance but didn't try to keep up with it. I parked in the emergency room parking lot and went into the ER admitting desk to fill out all the paperwork.

Jane arrived shortly after I did. But we had to wait for over an hour before the ER doctor could give us any information about Perry's condition.

It turned out that Perry had pneumonia and was in critical condition. Evidently he hadn't had the chance to call for help before he got so sick he wasn't able to do anything. 

The doctor said he was being transferred to the intensive care unit but that it would be awhile before we could see him. Jane and I decided to go back to the office for a couple hours and then come back.

Later, back in the office, I decided to go through the mail and paperwork that had started to pile up in the face of my other concerns. Just as I'd finished with most of the stacks, Jane came rushing in, telling me to turn on my TV, that an interview with Walter was going to be on the noon news.

For years, I'd kept a small black-and-white TV inconspicuously sitting on the credenza behind my desk. At odd times, I would get the urge for a soap fix. Then, for an hour or two, I would lose myself in the surreal world of soap opera. For me this was as good as a nap. By the time I surfaced from the melodramas, I was eager to get back to my own sane reality.

And sometimes, like now, the TV came in handy when late-breaking news happened in the midst of the workday.

I fiddled with the antenna and the dials, trying to get a decent picture with static-free sound. I finally had to turn off my computer to eliminate the interference it was causing.

Jane and I stood there watching, waiting impatiently for the noon news to get to Walter's interview.

Then there he was. The interview had been done in his office at Braddock's by Laurie Winters, one of WRM-TV's up-and-coming, fast-track news reporters.

The reporter did a brief background statement about the Medley take-over attempt and then turned to Walter to ask for his reactions.

Walter came across well on television. He had an almost statesmanlike aura of credibility. He spoke as though talking directly with Braddock's stockholders, reassuring them as to the stability and continuity of the corporation. He characterized the take-over attempt as a minor, meaningless business ploy. 

Laurie Winters then asked Walter about recent rumors concerning the negative results of market research studies being conducted on behalf of Braddock's. Both Jane and I gasped in surprise and stared at one another with dismay.

Walter met the question head-on with no evasion.

“We're in the process of re-doing the studies. We've had indications that sabotage is involved in both the negative results of the studies and the negative rumors that have been circulating.” 

He'd turned aside the reporter's follow-up question as to the possible identity of the alleged saboteur, refusing to speculate on who my be trying to subvert Braddock's

Then, the sincerity and heart-felt honesty of his final statement brought a sting of tears to my eyes.

“For almost fifty years, Braddock's has served the citizens of this city with quality merchandise and exemplary service. We intend to continue to fulfill that mission, with the help and support of you, our invaluable stockholders.”

The screen switched to a commercial and I quickly reached out and turned off the television.

For a moment, neither Jane nor I spoke, then we both started talking at once.

“What a mess!” I said.

“What are we going to do?” Jane moaned.

I sat down at my desk and gestured Jane towards a chair.

“Walter handled that well, I thought,” I said slowly. “But I think the problems have just begun.”

Jane and I talked for a few more minutes, then she left to call the hospital to check on Perry's condition. A bit later she was back, with word from the hospital that Perry had regained consciousness and could have visitors for five minutes once every hour.

Later, back at Rivermont Memorial, we stopped at the information desk in the main lobby of the hospital for directions to the ICU.

We took the elevator to the second floor and went into the ICU waiting room. Visitors were only allowed in on the hour and as it was only quarter to two, we had a fifteen-minute wait.

I remembered other times in this waiting room, after Aunt Norma suffered her stroke. She was in intensive care for almost two weeks and was not expected to live. Being the fighter that she was, she proved those prognostications wrong. My parents had flown up from Florida and had stayed till Aunt Norma was out of danger. But what I remember most was how Walter and I spent so many hours here together, waiting to visit Aunt Norma.  I think that was when I really got to know Walter well and developed a strong respect and admiration for him. He was a strong, determined, kind person and I was deeply grateful for our friendship and for his relationship with my aunt.

Jane and I settled ourselves on a love seat off in an alcove, away from the crush of people crowding the waiting room. I looked around the room, noticing that it had been re-decorated since I was last here. The walls had been papered in a pastel flowered design; the windows were covered with coordinating draperies; the new carpeting was a pale green, reminiscent of new spring grass; comfortable-looking chairs and sofas lined the walls and protruded into the center of the room. All in all, it was a much more cheerful and inviting room than before—if you could say that about a room where you waited to find out if your loved ones would live or die.

At a few minutes before two, as if at some invisible signal, everyone in the room arose and headed toward the door. Out in the hall, people clustered around the double doors that led into the ICU. There were some faint murmurs of conversation, but for the most part it was a silent group. At exactly 2 p.m., a nurse inside ICU pushed the double doors open and secured them against the hall walls. The waiting people crowded through the doorway, and disbursed to the various curtain-surrounded beds. Jane and I stopped at the central desk to find out where Perry was and were directed to a bed halfway down the ward.

We stood at the foot of his bed, waiting for him to open his eyes and notice us. When he finally did, he managed to give us a faint smile. We moved to the side of his bed and gave him our biggest smiles. His nurse came in the curtained area and asked if we had any questions.

“Yes, of course, we do. How's he doing? How long will he be here? When will he be able to come home?” I quickly rattled off the questions, but stopped at the nurse's grin and her hand raised as if to fend off my onslaught of words.

“Whoa, one at a time. First, he's coming along well now that we're pumping him full of antibiotics. And the doctor has no idea how long he'll be here—it depends on how quickly his body responds to the medication. Our best guess is that he'll be in ICU for at least two days, then he'll be moved to one of the regular medical floors, where he'll stay a few more days. He should be back home within a week, I would imagine. Of course, it'll be another week or two before he can go back to work—and all of this is subject to change, depending on how he does.” The nurse flashed us a wide smile, then reached down and straightened Perry's covers. She gave us a cheery wave and moved on to the next bed. 

Jane and I grinned at each other, then winked at Perry.

“Leave it to you, Romeo, to get the prettiest nurse in the hospital,” I teased. 

Once again, Perry responded with a weak smile but didn't say anything. I was dying to ask him what happened Friday night with Deandra but realized I had to hold off till he was better.

The overhead lights dimmed, the signal that the visiting time was over. I leaned down and gave Perry a light kiss on his forehead, saying, “I'll be back after work, tiger. You get some sleep, now.”

Jane, too, gave him a kiss and a pat on the shoulder. “See you later, handsome.”

We drove back from the hospital in a much better mood than on our trip there.

“Thank heavens he's doing so well,” Jane said and I echoed her relief.

When we got back to the office, I found a message for me to call Robert.

“Hi, hon, what's up?” I asked him when he answered the phone, thinking, boy, do I have a lot of news to report to you.

“Are you remembering about the skating party tonight?” he said, in a tone that indicated that he knew I wasn't.

“Oh, no, I forgot all about it. Rats—I don't think I'll be able to...”

Here Robert interrupted me with, “Honey, we have to go—we volunteered to be the chaperones for the church youth group.”

I groaned lightly and said, “I know, I know.” Then I proceeded to tell Robert the details of Perry's illness and Walter's interview on TV.

“Wow, you've had quite a day! Listen, if it's too much, I can do the skating thing by myself—Todd wants to tag along so he and I can...”

I broke in with, “Oh, sweetie, it's all right—I'll go. And Todd is more than welcome to come, too. It's just that I want to stop and see Perry after work...” I thought for a moment, then continued. “Maybe we can just meet at the skating rink. Could you bring my skates and a pair of my jeans for me—Jennifer can help you find what I need.”

He agreed to my plan and we hung up.

CHAPTER 11

Monday Evening, December 14

I was a few minutes late getting to the skating rink. My family was already out on the ice with assorted members of our church's youth group. Jennifer spotted me on the sidelines and zoomed to a flourishing stop in front of me. She gave me a kiss and a hug, handed me a key to one of the lockers in the women's dressing room, then skated off to join her friends.

As I dressed in my jeans and a fuzzy red sweater and laced up my well-worn ice skates, I thought about the visit Jane and I had had after work with Perry.

He was much more awake and alert that evening than he'd been at 2 p.m. but I still postponed asking anything about Deandra or mentioning Braddock's take-over problems and Walter's television appearance. When we left, we promised to be back bright and early the next morning.

The outdoor skating rink was part of The Plaza complex and was located right next to The Plaza Tower office building. I gingerly got out on the ice and looked around for Robert and Todd. I finally found them at one end of the rink, making figure eights. It had been quite a while, maybe several years, since I'd been on skates and I was a little shaky in my maneuvering. I started towards my husband and son, but halfway there, I fell, landing ungracefully and embarrassingly, flat on my posterior. 

Robert saw my unceremonious tumble and quickly skated over to where I was unintentionally sitting. He reached down a hand and helped me back on my feet, giving me a hug as he did.

“Hi, sweetheart, it's good to see you,” he greeted me, tactfully restraining himself from mentioning the situation in which he was seeing me.

With his arm around me, whether in affection or in support, I didn't know, we skated over to join Todd near the refreshment stand. In a generous mood, Robert bought us each a jumbo hot dog and a cup of hot chocolate.

We sat down at one of the rink-side tables and wolfed down our food. There was something about the wintry outdoor weather and the exercise that seemed to exponentially increase our appetites. Robert offered to go back for seconds and Todd and I decided to split another hot dog.

As I sat there munching the last bite, I looked up at The Tower and saw the lights on in our office suite. The data entry people are hard at work, I thought.

While we finished eating, I asked Todd when he wanted us to take him to visit Santa at The Plaza.  He'd lowered his head and mumbled something that I couldn't hear.

“What was that, hon?”

He looked at me, then, and with a sheepish look on his face, he said, “Ma, I'm too old for that. Anyway, I'd rather go to the Fun-Or-Ama!”

Absently, I said, “Please don't call me Ma,” as another part of my mind processed what he'd just said and the ramifications of it.

Robert had been listening carefully to our conversation and I wondered if he and Todd had already discussed the proposed Santa visit.

For years, first with the twins, then with Todd, the visit to Santa had been a family tradition. In the back of my mind, I knew that perhaps I got as much or more pleasure out of the tradition than the kids did but of course I would never admit that to anyone.

Todd stood up, saying he was going to skate awhile, leaving Robert and I alone.

When our youngest was out of earshot, I asked, “Do you know what that's all about?”

Robert smiled at me and said in a gentle voice, “Yeah, I think I do. I think our dear son is too tactful to tell us that he's old enough to know that Santa doesn't exist. I think this is his way of sparing everyone's feelings.”

“Hmmmm, I guess nowadays seven is a little old to still believe in Santa—especially for someone like Todd. So, what should we do, husband of mine?”

“Go to the Fun-Or-Ama, of course! I've been anxious to get a look at it myself,”  Robert answered enthusiastically.

The Fun-Or-Ama was Rivermont's newest entertainment attraction. It's located in the bottom level of The Plaza, adjacent to the Food Court. It takes up one whole end of the complex and occupies about 25,000 square feet of space in what was once the location of the mall's multi-screen movie theaters. It's a high-tech amusement center, a playtime mecca that combines the elements of playground, carnival, and arcade to provide family entertainment. 

I've seen it from the outside whenever I eat at the Food Court and I must say that its bright, flashing, strobe-like lights and the crash-bang sounds that come from inside have not put it on the top of my must-see-and-do list. But if Todd had his heart set on it—not to mention my kid of a husband, I would imagine we'd end up there soon.

We got back out on the ice to skate and I promptly fell once more. As I got back on my feet with Robert's help, I brushed myself off and told him, “I think I'll call it quits on the skating for tonight.”

“Aw, hon, you're just getting back into the swing of it—don't give up now.”

I shook my head ruefully, and said, “Anyway, I want to drop in on the data entry workers at the office and give them a little peptalk-type encouragement.”

I waved goodbye to Todd and the twins, changed my clothes in the dressing room, and left the skating rink with a great sense of relief.

I was surprised to see a shadowy figure standing near the entrance to The Plaza Tower. Without my glasses on, I couldn't tell who or what it was until I was only a few feet away. I must admit I was glad to see that it was some one I recognized—the old man who'd been hanging around The Plaza since it was in the planning stages. His name was Pete Bidewell and once upon a time, he'd been in the construction business. The Plaza was the last project he'd worked on before a crippling bout with rheumatoid arthritis finally forced him to retire. He'd been past the normal retirement age then, so he must be in his middle to late seventies now, I would think.

He was sort of an old busybody, always talking to people about the good old days, insisting on telling anyone who would listen about how The Plaza was built, and on and on.

But he was an amiable sort and mostly we who called The Plaza home from 9 to 5 or thereabouts, tolerated him with a good-natured off-handedness.

Now, he greeted me with a “Howdy, ma'am. What're you doin' here so late?”

“Hi, Pete—nothing much. I just thought I'd go up and say hello to some of people working the late shift.”

He fell into step beside me and followed me through the glass, double-doored entrance to The Plaza Tower. I fished my I.D. out of my handbag and flashed it at the guard who sat at a desk just inside the lobby. He smiled and waved me through, evidently accepting Pete as being legitimately with me.

One of the elevators was waiting, door opened, in the lobby and I stepped inside. Pete hesitated for a moment, seeming to think something over, then got in the elevator with me. This surprised me slightly but I figured the old man was lonely and looking for company on a cold winter's night. But it turned out to be something else indeed.

When the elevator stopped at the 30th floor, I got out and was once again followed by Pete. But outside our office door, he hesitated and said, “There's somethin' I've been wantin' to tell someone but I don't know who to tell.”

I tried to hide my impatience from him and asked, “What's it about, Pete?”

He looked around the darkened, deserted hallway, then moved closer to me. In a hoarse whisper, he said, “It's about that dead guy—that one who got killed down in the basement the other day.”

“You mean Cal Summers?” I said in surprise.

“Well, I don't know his name but if it's the one who was killed then that's the one.”

“What is it that you know about Cal Summers, Pete?” When he didn't answer, I said, “Pete, you've known me for a long time—you know you can trust me.”

He thought about that, then said, “Yup, that's right, I guess I can.”

I waited, wondering what it was that old Pete could know about Cal or Cal's death.

“Well,” he began slowly, “I saw someone there with him...”

He was interrupted by the opening of the DelMonico Research office door. Two of our data entry operators came out, and stopped short at the sight of us, surprised to see anyone out in the hall at this time of night. One of them said, “Mrs. DelMonico, what are you doing here?”

“I came to say hello to you all...” 

“We're leaving for the evening but there are several people still in there.” The two women said goodbye and headed toward the elevator.

“Listen, Pete, let me go in and say a few words to our workers, then I'll come back and we can talk. Maybe we can even go down to the coffee shop and have some coffee or pie or something.”

He thought about that, then agreed to wait right there, outside the office.

I went inside and walked quickly back to the data entry room. To my surprise, Jane was there.

I gave her a mock frown and said, “Why are you here? I ordered you to go straight home after we left the hospital.”

“There wasn't anything much to do at home so I thought I'd just stick my head in here for a minute,” Jane said in her matter-of-fact, brooks-no-argument tone, so I dropped it.

I spent about fifteen minutes talking casually with our data entry people, then said goodnight to them and to Jane. 

Out in the hall, I looked around for Pete but saw no sign of him.

“Pete...Pete,” I called, first in a soft voice, then louder and louder, till I was practically shouting. But there was no answer. I walked up and down the dimly lit hallway, looking for him—I even tapped lightly on the mens' room door. But Pete was nowhere to be found.

Chapter 12

Tuesday, December 15, 1992

A Plaza Tower elevator mechanic found Pete's body early Tuesday morning, down at the bottom of the freight elevator shaft. Speculation was that Pete had somehow stumbled and fallen through the padded curtain that was covering the open entrance to the freight elevator.

The freight elevator had been out of commission for several days, while new hydraulic lifts were installed. Warning signs had been posted on every floor, and had been particularly noticeable on the two floors where the exterior elevator doors were missing, having been temporarily removed while the mechanics work working on the hydraulic system. The open entrances had been covered over with padded gray vinyl curtain-like covers that sometimes served as expandable walls for the elevator cars.

I learned all of this second-hand, from Jane, my eyes and ears when it comes to building happenings. Evidently, she's an important node on the Plaza grapevine, for which I'm very grateful. If it weren't for Jane, I would be working in a vacuum. She keeps me up-to-date on all the happenings throughout the Plaza, and her first report this Tuesday morning was about Pete.

She and I were in the lounge, getting coffee when she told me about the discovery of his body. I'd been so shocked at her words that I'd dropped my cup and splashed coffee everywhere. As Jane and I scrambled around cleaning up the mess I'd made, I told her about my mysterious encounter with Pete the night before and his subsequent disappearance.

“I wonder...” Jane said.

“So do I,” came my echo.

“Do you think you should contact that awful detective and tell him about your unfinished conversation with Pete last night?” Jane asked.

“No way, Jose!” I said emphatically.

By then, we had the coffee wiped up and I'd poured myself another cup. We took our coffee into my office and I closed the door behind us. At the moment, we were the only ones here but our data entry people would be arriving in a few a minutes and I didn't want any of them to overhear our conversation.

“I guess I should call O'What's His Name but I really hate to,” I said as we got settled. “He's been so unpleasant to me and I don't relish a repeat performance of his obnoxious treatment. Let me think about it.” We left it there, then changed the subject to Perry.

“Do you want to go over to the hospital together later this morning?” I suggested.

Jane thought a moment, then said, “Why don't you go first, then I'll go when you come back? I'd rather not have both of us out of the office at the same time.”

I agreed at once, knowing that that kind of thinking is exactly why Jane is such a jewel.

Jane left then, and I started in again on the self-reproducing paperwork that covered every horizontal surface in my office. As I shuffled papers, part of my mind stewed over the Pete problem. Eventually, my conscience finally got the better of me, as it always does, and I put in a call to Detective O'Mallory. He was out of the office but I left a message requesting that he call or come see me at his earliest convenience.

Jane was back in less than an hour, saying that Perry had been sleeping. She suggested that I go over to Rivermont Memorial right away for the next on-the-hour visiting session and that she would try again on her lunch hour. Before I left, I told her I'd left a message for Detective O'Mallory and that if and when he called back, she should set up an appointment with him for me later in the day.

Just as I was putting on my coat and my boots, Robert called.

“How's the writing going, sweets?” I asked.

“So-so—I'm having to push myself a bit. For some reason, I'm not in the mood. Anyway, the reason I called is to see if you want to do the Fun-Or-Ama thing with Todd tonight. When I drove him to school this morning, he asked if I'd call you about it.”

“Hmmmm—I don't suppose there's any way I can get out of this, is there?” I really had no desire to put myself through several hours of wham-bang-pow activity.

“I think this is one of those parental duties that goes with the territory. But to sweeten the deal, I promise to buy you all the junk food your little heart desires.” Robert always knew how to win me over. 

We arranged for Todd and Robert to meet me at my office between five thirty and six that evening, with Robert once again agreeing to bring a change of casual clothes for me.

I drove the few blocks over to Rivermont Memorial with my brain in neutral, a productive technique I'd developed for use when I had too much data to process in a systematic way on my own. The idea was to let my brain cells automatically sort through all available information and then present me with an orderly set of options and priorities. Unfortunately, my method didn't seem to be working at the moment for when I arrived at the hospital, my mind was still in a state of major disarray.

It was almost 11 o'clock so I only had to spend a few minutes in the ICU waiting room. When I got to Perry's bedside, at first I thought he was still asleep. But as I stood there looking down at him, his eyes fluttered open, closed for a moment, then opened again.

“Hi there, kid—what a way to get some time off work.” I grinned at him.

He gave me a shadow of a smile, and said in a low, hoarse voice, “Hi, boss lady.”

“Is there anything I can bring you?”

“Scotch and water,” was his weak reply.

I grinned in reply as I reached down to pat him on the shoulder. 

“At least you still retain a semblance of a sense of humor,” I said. He looked so fragile lying there in that ridiculous flowered hospital gown—not at all like the handsome hunk I was accustomed to.

It was on the tip of my tongue to ask about his Friday night with Deandra Mason but he closed his eyes again and seemed to doze off. I stood there silently, at his bedside, till the dimming of the overhead lights signalled the end of the visiting period.

“Bye for now, handsome,” I whispered. “Jane will be back at lunchtime and I'll come by again this afternoon.” I gave his shoulder a light pat and was rewarded with the faintest of smiles, even though his eyes remained closed. I tiptoed away.

Jane intercepted me before I could go into my office, saying, “He's in there.”

I started to ask, “Who's in where...”then realized she must mean that Detective O'Mallory was once again waiting for me in my office.

I took a deep breath, shrugged out of my coat, and strode into my office as if I owned the world instead of being mortgaged to the hilt.

O'Mallory was standing by the window, looking out.

I greeted him with a hearty, “Hello, there. Thank you for responding so promptly.”

He looked at me quizzically and said, “Responding?”

“Why, yes, to the message I left for this morning,” I said as I draped my coat over the coat rack in the corner.

I sat down at my desk, and in a moment, O'Mallory sauntered over and sat down in one of the two overstuffed chairs facing my desk. He was once again dressed in his too-tight gray suit, this time with a pale blue shirt and a darker blue tie. I didn't like this man and wasn't going to waste any time on the niceties with him.

“I haven't checked my messages lately,” O'Mallory said in a toneless voice.

“But then why are you here?” I asked, the confusion obvious in my voice.

“More questions about Cal Summers' death.”

“Oh, for heaven's sake, I've told you everything I know, multiple times, in fact.” I sat there with my hands braced on my desk, probably to keep myself from throwing something at this infuriating man.

He drew out his small black notebook, but before he could say anything, I stood up and stared down at him. 

“I have something more important to tell you about so listen up.” He looked up at me in surprise as I started the story of seeing Pete last night.

I finished up my recitation with, “He had seen someone with Cal Summers just before he died and Pete thought it was important enough to tell me, or to tell someone. But before Pete could say anything more about seeing someone with Cal, he died.”

It gave me quite a feeling of satisfaction to see that I had clearly gotten O'Mallory's attention with my story of my encounter with Pete Bidewell.

He flipped to a fresh page in his notebook and hastily scribbled a few words, then demanded, “Tell me again, exactly what Bidewell said to you.” Before I complied, I once more thought what a rude, irksome man he  was. 

I closed my eyes and thought back to the few minutes I spent with Pete Bidewell last night. Still with my eyes closed, I said slowly, “What he said was, ‘It's about that dead guy—that one who got killed down in the basement the other day.’ I said ‘You mean Cal Summers?’ and he said ‘Well, I don't know his name but if it's the one who was killed, then that's the one.’ Then I asked him what he knew about Cal Summers. He hesitated, as if he didn't trust me or something like that so I reassured him. So he said ‘I saw someone there with him...’ and then we were interrupted by some women coming out of the DelMonico office. I asked him if he could wait a few minutes for me while I took care of some things in the office and he said he would. But when I came back out into the hall, Pete was nowhere to be seen. I looked all over the 30th floor—I even knocked on the men's room door.” I paused for a moment, opened my eyes, then continued, “Finally, when I was leaving the building, I asked the guard in the lobby if he'd seen Pete leave but he hadn't. And that's all I knew until I heard about them finding Pete's body in the bottom of the freight elevator shaft.”

I took a deep breath and waited for O'Mallory to say something.

He closed his notebook, put it back in his pocket, and stood up, all without saying a word. The whole time, his eyes were on me, as if staring me down would somehow elicit additional information from me. 

He walked toward the door, turned halfway and said, I'll be back in touch,” then left, closing my office door loudly behind him.

One thing had happened last night that I hadn't mentioned to O'Mallory.

When I was in the Plaza lobby asking the security guard about Pete, I'd thought I'd seen someone turning into the alcove that led to the mechanical systems part of the building. As usual I didn't have my glasses on, so my impression was a fuzzy, blurred one.  But I could've sworn I saw Deandra Mason hurrying off in that direction.

Chapter 13

Tuesday, December 15, 1992

Jane came back from her lunchtime visit with Perry with bad news. Just before she'd gotten there, he'd taken a turn for the worse and the doctor had put him in an oxygen tent, so she hadn't been able to visit with him. 

“I talked with his doctor and then his mother. Evidently, he has some particularly virulent form of pneumonia that isn't responding to regular antibiotics. They're going to try some different drug in hopes that it will have some effect.” Jane's somber face alone would have communicated the seriousness of Perry's condition to me.

“So there isn't any point in us trying to visit until he's in better shape,” Jane concluded. “And at least he'll have his mother with him if...I mean when, he gets better.”

“When did his mother get here?” I asked.

“I think she flew in from Chicago just a couple of hours ago. The hospital notified her last night and this was the earliest flight she could get. She doesn't know anyone here in Rivermont so I invited her to have dinner with me this evening.”

Good old, Jane—mother to the world, I thought, as she went back to work.

Robert and Todd arrived promptly at six, in high spirits and looking forward to the Fun-Or-Ama. I quickly changed into jeans, a sweater, and sneakers. We were the last ones to leave the office, Jane having left for her dinner engagement with Mrs. Darwin, and the night shift of the data entry operators not having arrived yet.

We stopped first in the Plaza Food Court to fuel up for our upcoming adventure. What I liked best about the Food Court was its variety of selection. Depending on your mood and predilections, you could sample a smorgasbord, so to speak, of the world's delicacies. I was in a Greek state of mind that evening, so my choice was the Athens Cafe. Robert, being his usual Italian self, went to Luigis, while Todd chose to visit Old Mexico. We met up once again in the middle of the Food Court and chose a table off to one side. 

We piled our food onto the table, and I sneaked a peek at what my men had chosen, wondering if samples would be offered. 

I had selected a Greek salad, covered with extra feta cheese and black olives, at my request. I'd also, in a moment of weakness, gotten a tiny square of baklava—which probably had more calories in it than my whole salad.

Robert set a small pizza and a miniature loaf of cheese bread in front of himself, and the garlicky aroma wafted around the table. 

Todd's place contained a variety of plates and papers, which when uncovered and unwrapped, revealed a taco, a burrito, an enchilada, and nachos piled high with melted cheese and jalapeno peppers. As usual his eyes were probably bigger than his stomach and either we'd be taking a lot of leftover food home or we were going to have one spicy stuffed little seven-year-old.

We did our usual DelMonico family thing of tasting everyone else's food. This is what we had always done in my family when I was growing up. It had taken quite a bit of indoctrination before I was able to convince my husband that sampling one another's food was a really good thing to do. Robert had spent most of his childhood in an orphanage, a rather austere institution with rigid rules covering every aspect of behavior. Mealtimes were especially regimented and Robert could remember harsh punishment whenever one of the children touched another's child's food. So Robert had a real hang-up about anyone tasting his food or him trying someone else's. I count it as a major accomplishment of my life to have loosened him up to the point that he could share and share alike with the rest of us.

Todd had finished only half of his dinner and had gone to gather up extra paper napkins in which to wrap his leftovers. That gave Robert and I a few moments to catch up with one another on the day's events.

I did a hasty progress report on Perry, then was ready to start in on the story of Pete Bidewell when Todd came back then. I didn't want him to know about Pete's death so I gave Robert a smile, and a whispered “Later,” and turned my attention to Todd.

“I guess it's time, old buddy,” I said, as we stowed Todd's leftover food in my shoulder bag.

“Yup!” he said enthusiastically. “Are you as excited as I am?”

I didn't know how to answer that except to give him a big grin and say, “What do you think?” Robert gave me a playful punch in the arm which communicated the fact that he knew very well how very unexcited I was about the prospect of a couple of hours in the Fun-Or-Ama.

At the entrance to the arcade, Robert bought three tickets. Accompanying the tickets was a slick little brochure describing the various activities available in the Fun-Or-Ama. We strolled along the aisles, glancing from one area to another. There were quite a few people here, a mixture of teenagers, small children, and a sprinkling of adults, parent-types mostly. Todd's face was gleaming and a bit of his excitement transferred itself to Robert and me—more to Robert than to me but I must admit to getting slightly caught up in the atmosphere.

Our first stop was at major Nintendo booth. Todd watched avidly as two teen-aged boys battled it out at an oversized Nintendo game display. While we stood there, I flipped through the brochure, surprised at the wide variety of activities offered—in addition to over 20 video games, there were bumper cars, motorcycles, a horror house, a target practice, an outer space area, and several virtual reality kiosks.

Walter Braddock had created this Fun-Or-Ama as a prototype for similar entertainment arcades throughout the Midwest. This complex had proved so successful in its initial six months that Walter had speeded up the process of establishing additional Fun-Or-Amas.

One of Walter's past market research projects had involved the Fun-Or-Ama concept. He'd commissioned the study just as I was starting DelMonico Research, so it had been too soon for us to be the agency handling the entertainment complex research.

As I walked around the arcade, I wondered what the research results had been and made a mental note to ask Walter if I could review a copy of the study. I assumed that the components of the complex had been determined by the research and it would interesting to see how another company had handled the  study.

Todd and Robert had taken over the giant Nintendo display and I watched them for a few minutes. Then one of the virtual reality kiosks caught my eye. I wandered over to watch a young couple seated in futuristically-styled chaise lounges, bright orange helmets on their heads, and thick goggles on their eyes. Coming from their vicinity, I could hear giggles and squeals and low-pitched shrieks. I wondered what was so fascinating and decided to try one of the virtual reality displays myself. And boy, was I glad I did. The one I chose was travelogue-based. I strapped myself in the low chair, placed a helmet on my head. Before donning the goggles, I read the instructions (quite a change for someone who had a philosophical aversion to reading instructions for anything and everything).

I chose the Far West as my destination and immediately found myself in the midst of a vast desert, surrounded by cactus plants, billowing tumbleweed, clumps of scraggly-looking bushes. A jack rabbit jumped from behind one of the bushes and took off across the sandy ground, hopping from bush to bush, as if to camouflage his presence. In the light blue sky, puffs of white clouds floated past the huge golden sun, so bright that I could only look at it obliquely, just as though it were the real thing. I found myself caught up in the experience and almost forgot that it was the middle of December in the frozen Midwest. I seemed to be moving by means of some kind high-speed monorail-type transportation, that could at times rise high above the landscape and give me a view of all that lay below.

Coming into view on the horizon was a mountain range, that stretched as far in either direction as the eye could see. I gasped as we zoomed over a huge cavernous opening the ground. I soon realized that it was the Grand Canyon and the glorious colors took my breath away, just as they had done two years ago when we went there on a family vacation.

We traversed along the Grand Canyon, moving in closer, then backing away. Far below I could see the tiny silver ribbon that I knew to be the Colorado River, winding its way through the canyon. The whole sight could not have seemed more real or immediate and I was simply amazed at its lifelikeness. In the back of my mind, I had started to formulate an apology to Todd and to Robert for my reluctance to come to the Fun-Or-Ama. It was beyond my wildest imaginings and I was only sorry I hadn't come sooner.

As I zoomed out of the Grand Canyon and on to Hoover Dam, I felt a light tap on my shoulders and heard a whispered, “Mom, is that you in there?”

I grinned, took off the goggles and the helmet, and pressed the ‘Pause’ button on the virtual reality control board in front of me.

“Todd, this is so super—you have to do it! It's just like a vacation at the Grand Canyon—right now, I'm at Hoover Dam, then we're going ton to Yellowstone—this is truly awesome.” I paused to take a breath and saw that Todd was giggling at me.

“Mom, I told you it was great! See what I meant!”

Robert walked up beside us and I repeated my enthusiastic endorsement of the virtual reality experience. I insisted that they each try it.  I ignored the looks of complicity my husband and son exchanged. Okay, so what if I hadn't been all that eager to come to the Fun-Or-Ama. We live and learn.

Soon we were all three strapped into separate chaises, each of us off on an adventure of our own.

After our virtual reality experience, Todd went off to try the Horror Caverns while Robert and I strolled around the arcade.

“Thanks for not insisting we go with Todd in that awful place,” I said to Robert with a grateful smile. “Once when I was a little girl, my brother and sister made me come with them to one of those haunted houses at Halloween and it scared me to death. I've never been able to go to anything like that since. I couldn't even go smooching with my boyfriends in the tunnel of love at the county fair.”

“That's good,” Robert said emphatically. “I'm the only one you should ever go smooching with and you just remember that.”

Later that night, as I lay in bed trying to fall asleep, I decided that tomorrow I absolutely had to try to talk with Perry about his evening with Deandra—too much time had passed by already. Hopefully, he would be coherent enough to tell me what, if anything, he'd found out from the dragon lady.

Chapter 14

Wednesday, December 16, 1992

Unfortunately, when I went by the hospital Wednesday morning, Perry was still in an oxygen tent in Intensive Care. I was able to chat with him briefly but this was certainly not the time to pump him about Deandra Mason—especially not with his little white-haired mother at his bedside.

As I drove to the office, I decided the time had come for drastic action. I would go to see Deandra once again and try to get to the bottom of things on my own. But first I had to take care of a few matters at the office. The first of these concerned Detective O'Mallory. The more I thought about that shadowy figure I'd seen in the lobby the night Pete Bidewell died, the more convinced I was that it had been the ubiquitous Deandra Mason.

I asked Jane to come in and talk to me for a minute. I gave her a report on Perry's condition, then asked if she could try to get O'Mallory on the phone for me. A few minutes later she reported back that he was, as usual, out of the office but she'd left word for him to call me. 

I told her I had an errand to run and would be gone for an hour or two.

“When I get back, why don't you go on over to the hospital and spend a few minutes with Perry,” I suggested.

I could see she was curious as to the nature of my errand but I knew she'd disapprove if I told her I was going to confront Deandra Mason.

Just as I was walking out the office door, the phone rang and I paused for a moment to see if it was O'Mallory returning my call. But it was Walter Braddock. I shook my head at Jane and heard her telling Walter I'd just left but that she'd have me call him as soon as I returned.

I drove quickly over to Deandra's building and this time was not so fortunate in finding a nearby parking place. I had to park about two blocks away, on a side street. It had started to snow and by the time I reached the lobby of Deandra's building, I was covered with the wet white stuff. I managed to shake off most of it but it had left my short curly hair even curlier and darker than usual. I wondered if Deandra was home, and if she was, if she would even agree to see me. I gave my name and her name to the guard in the lobby and waited impatiently while he rang her apartment on the in-house phone.

It took a long while for her to answer. At first I thought she had refused me admittance but finally the guard nodded his head at me and pointed to the bank of elevators on the other side of the lobby.

As I got into the elevator, I took off my trenchcoat and draped it over my arm. I was thinking that I wished I knew what I was going to say to Deandra when I finally got in to talk to her. I decided to wing it and see what happened. My experience with focus groups had helped me learn to think on my feet—to be able to extemporize when necessary.

The elevator whooshed to a gentle stop at the 19th floor and I got out. I hesitated just a moment at Deandra's door, then bit the bullet, and rang the door chimes. When she didn't answer the door within a few seconds, I rang again—with the same result. So then I knocked. But nothing happened. Finally, I pounded loudly on the oversized white wooden double-doored entrance, but still no one answered. Deciding I had nothing to lose, I reached out and tried the doorknob.  To my surprise, it turned easily in my hand and the door opened slightly. I pushed it open a few more inches and leaned my head inside, calling “Deandra?” Still not a sound. Pushing the door all the way open, I stepped inside, struck once again by the whiteness of the apartment's decor.

I walked from the foyer into the living room, looking around for any sign of life. I stuck my head in the kitchen, which was off the living room and dining room area, but it too was empty. As I headed down the hallway towards the bedrooms, I could feel a faint brush of cold air against my legs. At the first bedroom doorway, I stopped, looked in and saw that this was some kind of a small guest bedroom, empty. The next door in the hall was closed. I tapped on it, then eased it open. This room, which had a desk and computer and looked like an office was also empty. The last door, at the very end of the hallway was open and it was through this door that the rush of cool air was coming.

I stood in the doorway, looking around a large bedroom that was evidently the master suite. It too was decorated mostly in whites, but with a few touches of beige and brown to relieve the starkness of the white. The far wall of the room contained a bank of windows, one of which was wide open.

Sitting in the window sill, one leg thrown over the sill into the outside world, was Deandra Mason.

Chapter 15

Wednesday, December 16, 1992

I stood there in the doorway motionless. I felt as though I were in some kind of virtual reality experience like the ones I had at the Fun-Or-Ama. This couldn't be happening. Deandra couldn't be half-in/half-out of a window on the 19th floor.

She was semi-leaning against the side of the window frame but seemed only precariously perched there. She was watching me with a smile on her lips, but it was one that didn't extend to her eyes.

In a hoarse whisper, I said, “Deandra? What are you doing?”

At first I thought she wasn't going to answer my rather inane questions. But then she shrugged her shoulders and said, “Just what it looks like—I'm jumping out this window.”

She said the words with a slow, slurred cadence. I wondered if she were drunk or drugged or perhaps both.

I felt as though I were frozen in place, caught forever in this doorway into unreality.

“Why don't you come over to the bed and we can sit down and talk? It's really cold in here with that window open.” I felt so stupid and inept in trying to persuade her to move into safety. 

She shook her head slowly and her body seemed to weave out the open window. At that, I took a few steps toward her and she leaned even further out the window.

“Don't do that,” she called to me in a harsh voice. “Don't try to stop me.”

I didn't know whether I should walk back into the living room and phone for help or if I should make a flying grab for her. I decided against the grab—by the time I got to the window, she'd have started her tumbling descent into nothingness.

“Talk to me, Deandra—tell me why you're doing this.” I used my most soothing tone, and spoke slowly and gently.

There was no response, just a blank stare. I wondered what could have happened to bring her to this point.

She bowed her head and mumbled a word or two. I was still half a room away form her and couldn't make out what she was saying. I took a chance that with her head down she wouldn't be able to see me walk closer to the window. I finally got within about ten feet of her and stopped there, afraid to press my luck.

“Deandra...” I said softly. “Let me help you.” At my words she lifted her eyes. I was close enough now to be able to see her face clearly and I saw that her eyes were red and puffy and swollen, evidently from crying. She had no make-up on and her blond hair hung limp and dank to her shoulders. She seemed to be wearing the same sweatshirt and jeans that she'd had on days ago when Perry and I came to visit her.

“It's because of Cal,” the words came softly. 

I wasn't sure what she meant but decided to stay silent in hopes that she would say more.

“He's dead and I killed him.”

I couldn't help my shocked gasp. The sound seemed to momentarily startle her out of the fugue-state in which she was immersed.

“I loved him and now he's dead.”  The words were accompanied by a low wailing moan. “It was an accident—we were arguing and I tried to push him out of my way so I could leave and he fell and hit his head. He just lay there, not moving.”

I remained silent, not wanting to interrupt the flow of her words.

“He'd been working on the computer wiring under the floor when I came down to talk to him. He'd found about the take-over attempt and was really angry at me. He called me a traitor and a slut and said he never wanted to see me again. I tried to explain how rich we were going to be. But he called it blood money and said he wanted no part of it. He yelled at me to get out and that's when I tried to push past him and he fell and...” the words trailed off. Then, in a stronger, crisper voice, she said, “That was my gold pen, not yours, that you found there on the floor by his...by Cal. I thought you'd figured that out—that you saw the initials on the penclip were mine, not yours.”

I tried to process this piece of information but it didn't really seem to matter.

Deandra gave a gulping sob, then said, “Without Cal, I just don't care about living anymore. I never thought I'd feel that way about a man. And now it's too late.” She began to weep, big wracking sobs that shook her body. I walked towards her, reaching out a hand to comfort her.

But she must have thought I was going to try to grab her. She shrunk back from me and as she did so, she lost her balance and toppled out the window. I screamed and ran over to the opening. By the time I looked out, she had reached her final destination, the concrete sidewalk below.

I stood there shaking. In shock, I didn't know what to do. Finally, I   went over to the phone at the side of the bed and punched in ‘9-1-1’ almost in slow motion.

“Emergency service—May I help you?” A crisp woman's voice came on the line.

“There's—there's been an accident. Someone fell out the window.”

What's the name and address, the voice questioned.

“Ah,” I stammered, trying to remember the address of Deandra's building. Finally I had it. “It's 500 Broadway, 19th floor. The woman's name is Deandra Mason.” I stood there gripping the receiver tightly in my hand, breathing in great gasping gulps. My heart was pounding wildly—it felt as though it would jump out of my chest at any moment.

“What's your name, ma'am?” the emergency operator asked.

“My name?” I repeated dumbly. “Why do you want my name?

“We need it for our records,” came the reply.

Evidently my benumbed mind could accept that, so I said, “My name is Lee DelMonico.”

“An ambulance is on the way ma'am. Please remain where you are and try to stay calm.” This was followed by the dial tone. It was a moment or two before my brain could send a message to my hand to hang up the phone.

I don't know how long I stood there in that cold bedroom. The icy air was coming through the open window but I couldn't make myself go over and close it. Finally, I heard  the wail of sirens outside, then the sound of voices somewhere nearby. But still I stood there by the phone, unable to move.

Epilogue

Friday Evening, December 18, 1992

Late on Friday evening, two days after Deandra's suicide or accident or whatever it was, I sat in front of our family room fireplace with Robert and Walter and Eleanor and Brad.  Todd was sound asleep upstairs and the twins were out with friends.

It had been a long two days. When the police had arrived at Deandra's apartment, they didn't know what to make of me. At first I think they thought I'd pushed her out the window. That belief was certainly reinforced when Detective O'Mallory arrived on the scene.

From the first, he'd thought I was guilty of something and now he seemed to have proof.

Fortunately for me, Deandra had written a note—incoherent, rambling, but a suicide note nonetheless, and so I ended up absolved of any blame or complicity in her death.

Robert had arranged for this evening's get-together, as a way of tying up loose ends. I tried not to think that perhaps he also wanted more story material for the mystery he was currently trying to write.

We all had drinks, of one sort or another, coffee, beer, wine, etc. 

“First,” Eleanor said, “tell me how the handsome hunk is doing?” Brad poked her in the ribs and gave her a look of what I interpreted to be mock jealousy.

“He's coming along well. I think they might release him on Monday or Tuesday,” I answered.

“Did you ever find out what happened last Saturday night at Deandra's?” Eleanor asked.

“Sort of. I finally told Perry when I visited him after work today about Deandra's death. He said he wasn't too surprised. She'd been in bad shape when he got to her place Saturday night. She'd been drinking and crying and blaming herself for something but Perry hadn't been able to quite make out what it was she had done. He tried to sober her up with black coffee but instead she got sick, then passed out. He wasn't feeling so hot himself, he said, and went home, where he proceeded to collapse with pneumonia.” I took a sip of my coffee, then continued.

“Anyway, the long and short of it is that Deandra was helping Steve Braddock” I winced as I said Walter's son's name, on behalf of Medley's in a scheme to take over Braddock's.”

“Thank heavens they failed,” Brad Braddock said emphatically.

“Amen!” was Walter's rejoinder. I thought he looked older and tired than usual. This had to have been a terrible experience for him, having his son try to destroy his life's work.

“Well, at least it's all over now,” Brad said with a sigh. “Too bad that Steve seems to be getting off the hook.”

Walter frowned, then said, “I wouldn't say that, exactly, son.”

“What do you mean, Dad?”

“It seems that there were some stock irregularities involved in the takeover attempt.” He turned to me and said, “Thanks to Lee, we have proof of that.”

Eleanor looked at me questioningly and I explained about the packet of papers that Cal had mailed to Aunt Norma—papers containing proof of the stock fraud.

We sat around for another hour or so, talking about this and that. Finally, Brad said it was time for all of us to call it a night and everyone agreed.

Robert and I walked our guests to the front door. There were lots of hugs and kisses and squeezes and pats on the back as Brad and Eleanor and Walter left.

Robert locked and bolted the front door and turned out the porch light. He put his arm around my shoulders and half led, half pushed me up the stairs.

“All's well that ends well,” I said with a yawn. Robert's response what was a musing, “Right—right.”

“Hmmmm....”he said as we reached our bedroom door. “All's Well That Ends Well—that's a great title for a mystery, don't you think?”

He grunted as I swatted him in the stomach then led him into our bedroom.

THE END

