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    Jon and I had front row seats at the Hannah Block Second Street Stage theater. My sister Melanie sat beside me with her husband Cameron Jordan on her left.


    On stage, our half-sister Scarlett Barrett sang a Cole Porter tune, Begin the Beguine. The audience swayed, finding it impossible to resist the rhythm. Scarlett is a talented and famous Broadway star. Most recently, she played the lead female role of Miss Adelaide in the revival of Guys and Dolls at the Nederlander Theater. But Scarlett had not signed on for the national tour so when the show went on the road, Scarlett remained in New York with her husband Ray. “I wouldn’t dream of leaving Ray to go on tour,” she had told our Aunt Ruby during a telephone conversation in the spring.


    And clever Aunt Ruby had suggested that as they owned a house at Wrightsville Beach, she and Ray should consider spending more time “down home with kin folks.” Scarlett and Ray stayed through the summer, loving Wilmington and Wrightsville Beach so much they decided to make the move permanent. Ray could easily direct his financial investments from here and Scarlett was ready for a break.


    Now Ray accompanied her on the piano along with a small orchestra that included an alto sax. Scarlett’s Cabaret Night was sold out with an audience of about two hundred filling the historic auditorium. In addition to members of the Thalian Association along with actors, directors, choreographers, producers, and tech crews, members of the local and national press were present. There was Marimar McNaughton representing Lumina News and Wrightsville Beach Magazine. Francis Weller from WECT-TV. A reporter from WHQR. A couple of journalists from the Star-News. And because of his friendship with Scarlett, Patrick Healy of the New York Times had flown in to cover the event.


    Scarlett sang the best of Cole Porter, including my favorite You’d Be So Nice To Come Home To. Jon and I held hands and I had to stop myself from humming along. She sang Rodgers and Hart’s Blue Moon and Rodgers and Hammerstein’s Some Enchanted Evening from South Pacific, my favorite musical ever.


    During a brief intermission, we stretched our legs and wandered out into the lobby, restored to its 1943 appearance along with furniture from the period. “This must have been the hottest place in town when it was the USO,” I said to Jon and Melanie. Cam had been dragged off by someone wanting to talk television business.


    Melanie, too, was working the crowd with her eyes. Honing in on her target, she told me, “There’s Dalton Montjoy. My sources tell me he’s putting his house on the market. I’ve got to snag him.”


    And she was gone. Off to talk to Mr. Montjoy who I knew from the neighborhood and who tonight was leaning on a cane.


    I laughed up at Jon. “He hasn’t got a prayer. Don’t you run off too.”


    He gave me a squeeze. “Not a chance.”


    “Why do I love those old songs so much?” I’ve often wondered why the music of my parents’ day was so absolutely splendid and lyrical. Almost as if the best in music had already been written.


    “They’re classics,” he replied. “They’ll always be popular.”


    “You’re so smart,” I praised him which pleases him no end. Hey, if you’ve got a wonderful husband you’ve got to keep him happy.


    After the intermission, Scarlett moved on to the greatest songs of Irving Berlin and I was in heaven. “I love his music,” I whispered to Jon as my amazing half-sister sang They Say It’s Wonderful.


    Jon whispered back, “He is America’s greatest song writer.”


    At the end of the concert, Scarlett rose to take bow after bow as the audience cheered and gave her a standing ovation. Scarlett looks just like our mama. Favors her just as Melanie does. Creamy ivory complexion, auburn hair, yellow-green eyes. Long luxurious black eyelashes that make me ill with envy. Scarlett wore a white evening gown and on stage she appeared to glow.


    Cries of “Encore, encore,” rose from the audience. Scarlett moved closer to the piano to sing one more tune by Berlin, Always.


    Taking her final bow, Scarlett left the stage and the cheering audience to join us in the front row in the seat we had saved for her.


    Then Susan Habas, the Thalian Association’s Managing Director, came onto the stage.


    “Doesn’t she look stunning in that sequined sheath dress?” Melanie whispered to me as Susan’s dress shimmered in the spotlights.


    “That’s an impossible act to follow,” Susan said with a big smile. “We are most grateful to Scarlett Barrett for her performance tonight with all funds raised going to the Thalian Association. The association was established in 1788 for the purpose of bringing arts education and performing arts to Wilmington and southeastern North Carolina. Today, we continue to preserve that tradition, enriching the artistic environment of the Cape Fear region. Revenue from ticket sales funds only a portion of our operating costs and community projects and we depend upon the generosity of patrons to bridge that crucial gap. Our membership table is set up in the lobby and we invite you to join our Thalian family today and let the community know you support the performing arts in the Port City.


    “Now I have the great pleasure to introduce Mr. Cameron Jordan and Mr. Ray Barrett, who have an immensely important announcement to make. Everyone in Wilmington knows who Cam Jordan is, having produced two hit television series. He’s been a big supporter of the Thalian Association, devoting hours and hours of his free time as a volunteer in just about every capacity. Cam’s got a day job, as they say. He’s the founder and CEO of Gem Star Studios, one of our local television and motion picture production companies.


    “But Mr. Ray Barrett is new to us here in Wilmington. He’s an investment financier and we hope to see more of him in the future. I give you Cameron and Ray!”


    Susan stepped off as Cam ascended to the stage where Ray waited at the podium. Cam was laughing. “You can say all you want about my credentials, Susan, but truth be told I am best known as Melanie Wilkes’s husband. Everyone knows Melanie. She’s sold houses to half the town. But not everyone knows me.”


    There was laughter and a sprinkling of applause.


    “And I,” Ray said with a broad smile, “am best known as Scarlett Barrett’s husband. In fact, I’ve been called Mr. Barrett so often I gave up and changed my last name to Barrett. It’s not the name I was born with but hey! you girls change your last names to your husband’s all the time. Why can’t a man do the same thing for his wife?”


    The audience was totally charmed. Totally disarmed. They loved Ray and Cam.


    Cam is long and rangy with thick sandy hair and bushy eyebrows. He looks like just what he is: a nice guy. Unassuming and humble, despite his worldly position. Likeable. Everyone’s favorite big brother. And he’s been a good influence on my often-times head-strong and irrepressible sister Melanie.


    “In all seriousness, folks, we do have an important announcement to make,” Cam said.


    I whispered to Jon, “Don’t you just love how Cam has picked up our Southern style of speech.” Cam is originally a sunny California boy. But this summer, he’s been in a deep funk. Now, Cam is a really good guy, a prince of a fellow. And ordinarily in good spirits. Always patient. Always giving and forgiving. The only man who’s been able to lead Melanie to the altar although many have tried.


    Why has Cam been in such a bummer state of mind? It’s all because of his leadership in the film and TV industry here in Wilmington where he’s piled on one credit after another. That is until his production studio, Gem Star Studios, lost the bidding war to produce Iron Man 3 to EUE Screen Gems Studios. Iron Man 3 was filmed right here over the summer and will be back next month to wrap up the filming. Everywhere Cam goes, everyone he talks to, every time he opens the Star-News, he is reminded that he lost out on the chance to produce something big – really, really BIG.


    Ray too has had a bad case of the mean reds. Ray is a successful Wall Street investor with his own seat on the Stock Exchange. But these days he’s been chewing his nails down to the quick and rolling his big beautiful brown eyes heavenward as he moans and groans about the threat to the Euro zone with the collapse of Greece’s and Spain’s economies requiring gigantic bail-outs. Then there’s Italy’s debt, and riots in the streets over there. If the euro collapses, he worries, will Wall Street be far behind?


    So it was to my utter amazement when that very afternoon, my two brothers-in-law came strolling into my house with faces all aglow. Positively radiant, grinning from ear to ear, arms dangling around each other’s necks, they looked like two ten-year-olds who’d just gotten off a Ferris wheel. They couldn’t be happier. What had happened? What had changed?


    I invited them back to the library which is the hub of my home, the official gathering place for family and friends. I am Ashley Wilkes, historic preservationist. Together with my husband, architect Jon Campbell, I restore old houses in the historic port city of Wilmington, North Carolina. And my own house, although rather small, is a historic treasure: antebellum, Queen Anne style, lovingly restored.


    Jon jumped up from the computer as they entered the room, gave them both quick hugs, then asked, “What are you guys up to? You look like you just won the lottery. Come on in and sit down.”


    “How about some iced tea?” I asked. “I just made a pitcher of my favorite herbal tea, lemon ginger. And the boys are down for a nap so we’ve got about an hour of sanity before all hell breaks loose again.”


    “We’ve got fantastic news,” Ray said with a grin.


    “But you’ll have to wait till tonight,” Cam said. “We’re breaking the news after Scarlett’s show. We have a big announcement to make. Don’t we, Ray?”


    “Way big,” Ray replied.


    “Can’t you give us a hint?” Jon asked.


    “You can tell me,” I said. “I won’t tell. Cross my heart. Does Melanie know?”


    “No one knows. Just us.” Cam was tormenting us.


    “Later,” Ray teased.


    Cam shot Ray a look of pure brotherly love and admiration. “We don’t know why we didn’t think of this sooner. You may not have noticed, but I’ve been at loose ends since the filming of Iron Man 3 began and I’m not involved.”


    Oh, we noticed, all right, I wanted to say but did not.


    “Seeing the cast around town - you know, Robert Downey Jr., Gwyneth Paltrow, and Scarlett Johansson – hearing exciting progress reports from just about everyone in town about the filming on the city streets or at the back lot at Screen Gems – well, it’s been hard on me.”


    “It has to be,” I commiserated.


    Ray added, “And with the stock market just holding its breath waiting for the other shoe to drop over there in Spain and Greece. And then Scarlett and I here all summer, well, I’ve been at loose ends too. So we’ve come up with a plan. But we can’t tell until later.”


    


    So now it was later. Now the big news would be revealed. What were these two up to? What was their plan?


    “Do you know what this is about?” I asked Melanie.


    She shook her head. “He won’t tell me. But whatever it is has got him in a better mood. Thank goodness.”


    “Ladies and gentlemen,” Cam began formally. “We have exciting news. Scarlett and Ray have formed Barrett Enterprises and together with my studio, Gem Star, we have formed a partnership. We . . .”


    “We’re going to make a movie,” Ray blurted out with more enthusiasm than I’ve heard in his voice in a long time.


    Cam stepped back and stared at him, then laughed. “Well, heck, Ray, don’t hold back.” Then he turned to the audience. “Yes, friends, we’re going to make a movie. Now, as you may remember, my TV series had a successful run. But a full-length feature film of my own? Well, I’ve never attempted that. But now the time is right.


    “For years, I’ve been producing Hollywood motion pictures. They come here to film, bringing their cast and crews. And while we’re all grateful to them for the boost they give the local economy, Ray and I feel we can do more for our town. We can create our own motion picture.”


    “I’ll manage the business side,” Ray interjected. “Line up other investors, handle the distribution, that sort of thing. And Cam will manage the creative side. Scarlett will be involved too.” Ray extended his arm to our row where Scarlett had taken the seat next to Melanie. “With her experience as a Broadway star, she’ll be indispensable.”


    “And here’s the best part,” Cam interjected. “We’re going to keep this local. There’s so much talent in this little town, we don’t have to go outside. We’ve decided on a musical. A big production type musical. Scarlett can have the lead role if she wants it. And with all the singers, dancers, actors, directors, choreographers and tech crews we’ve got right here, we don’t need to bring talent in from out of state. Scarlett Barrett’s name is big enough to carry the show.”


    I turned to Jon. “I love musicals. I don’t understand why Hollywood stopped making them.”


    Ray leaned forward over the podium. He was so wound up, he waved his hands as he spoke. “I’ve been doing some research. Audiences have gone ballistic over those talent shows on TV. You know, the Dancing With the Stars type shows that are being imitated on all the channels. And the most popular shows put on by our own Thalian Association are the musicals. Yes, we’ve got plenty of talent to draw upon.”


    “I’ve done some research too,” Cam said. “Remember those big musical productions that were so popular? Oklahoma!, Carousel, Brigadoon? They started out as Broadway shows but not everyone could travel to New York to see a Broadway show. So they got made into movies. And that is just what we have in mind.


    “And here’s the exciting part,” Cam said. “You’re gonna love this. Writers flock here from all over for a chance to get hired on a motion picture or television production.”


    He paused, then said dramatically, “We’re going to have a contest. We’ll offer $250,000 in cash plus ten percent of the royalties. Plus a promise of future work, to the writer who can turn in the best musical score with lyrics and script for a big production musical.”


    Ray added, “We realize there might have to be collaboration. Two creators, one for the music, the other for the script. We’ll have to see what we get. But collaborations are just fine and dandy with us.”


    Cam chimed in, “Plus, we thought, while we’re in production, we’ll perform the show live right here at Thalian Hall. And we’ll let the Thalian Association produce it. We’ve bought a full-page spread in this Sunday’s Star-News to make the announcement to the public.”


    “And we’ll get press coverage,” Ray added.


    I whispered to Jon, “That’s a brilliant idea. They’ll get so many outstanding scripts they won’t be able to make a decision.”


    “I’m sure that’s what they’re hoping for,” Jon whispered back.


    Melanie was on her feet, applauding her husband. She turned to me and said, “Thank god he’s out of his funk. My sex life has been a disaster.”
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    The next week, Melanie told me, “I’m in heaven. My man can perform again. Last night was fantastic. He performed like a Greek god.” She gave me one of her pleased with herself smiles.


    “Spare me.” I hate hearing about other people’s sex lives. It’s not that I’m a prude. I just don’t like people telling me about their sexual adventures.


    “When a man is not a success in business, it sure messes up the old libido. But after that big spread in Sunday’s paper, Cam’s phone has been ringing off the hook. He’s back in his groove again.”


    “Mel, please don’t mention the word ‘Greek’ in front of Ray. He’s having a fit over their debt problems and the fear that the Euro is going to collapse.”


    Melanie was hustling me down Nun Street, over toward South Front. I scurried to keep up with her.


    “Why are we in such a hurry? What’s the story on this house?”


    “I’m sure you know more about the Montjoy house than I do with your knowledge of historic houses. And it’s right here in your neighborhood. But I’ve got the listing,” she sang as she spun around on the sidewalk to face me. She favored me, and the rest of the world, with one of her dazzling smiles. “Life is good again. My man’s back in peak form – and I do mean peak,” she giggled. “And I’ve got a new listing. You’re the first one I thought of.”


    Melanie always tells her clients that. How many times have I heard her say just those words to a client? And now I was that client.


    She went on, “Ashley, you’ve been complaining for months about how crowded you are in your little house. You, Jon, the twins, one bathroom. Remember? So when Dalton Montjoy called me yesterday, I sped on over here, contract in hand, and signed him up. And it’s thanks to Cam that he called me. They’ve served together on Thalian Association productions. If I hadn’t corralled Dalton during the intermission the other night he might have called another broker.”


    “Jon and I are involved with TA too. Jon helps with the sets for TACT, the children’s theater, and I’m on the planning committee for the 225th anniversary celebrations next year. Hugh McRae II is the honorary chairman but Vivian Parlier-Burnett is actually heading up the committees. You know Vivian, don’t you?”


    “’Course I do. Everyone knows Viv. A beautiful woman. She served as president for three years. Do you remember about ten years ago, before you went off to New York to study at Parsons School of Design? Mama and Daddy were alive then and we all went to Thalian Hall to see South Pacific?”


    “How could I ever forget? What a wonderful evening.”


    “Well, Vivian was behind getting the Thalian Association to produce South Pacific.”


    “That’s my favorite musical,” I said.


    “Mine too,” Melanie agreed. Her voice caught in her throat. “I miss Mama and Daddy so much.”


    I slipped my arm around her waist. “Me too.” I had to change the subject or we’d both be crying out on the street. “I’m on the float committee,” I said. “We’ll have a float in the Azalea Festival parade. So we all know Dalton. What’s his story? Why is he selling his house?”


    “Poor Dalton can’t manage that big house anymore. He’ll be buying into assisted living out at Brightmore so he needs the money.”


    “How much money are we talking about?”


    “We listed it for seven-fifty but I think he’ll take seven-twenty-five,” she said blithefully as if everyone needing a house has seven-hundred-twenty-five thousand dollars lying around. Our restoration business has been slow, just as her real estate business has been slow. But the economy is slowly coming back. Things are picking up.


    We reached Front Street, then walked around the corner to stand in front of Linda Lavin’s house and stare across the street at the very large, two-story frame house on the west side of South Front Street. I’d done some research. The house was wood frame, made of heart pine, the wood many of our older houses were made of. The Bellamy Mansion is made of cypress. The house was supposed to be white but the paint was dingy and peeling, a wreck.


    Late Georgian in style, it had been built around 1770 by an Englishman who had immigrated to Wilmington to make a life here. He was the first Dalton Montjoy. As a young man, so the story goes, he had been an actor on the stage of the Drury Lane Theater in London. But it was here in Wilmington that he made his fortune as a Commission Merchant, buying and selling merchandise as it arrived at the docks directly below the house. His success in business did not deter his love for the theater, however, for the family claims he was one of the original founders of the Thalian Association in 1788, along with Colonel Archibald McNeill and several others whose identities remain unknown.


    “I don’t see a For Sale sign,” I told Melanie.


    “That’s because I haven’t put one up yet. I wanted you to have first crack at the house.” She lowered her sunglasses and gave me a long look. “You know I always take care of you, shug.”


    “Yes, that’s true. We take care of each other. Mel, I may know about the history of the house and its architecture, but I don’t really know the details other than it’s been used as a boarding house for actors for the last twenty years. Through good times and bad, the Montjoys have managed to hang onto it. And now the line has run out and it’ll be passing to someone else.”


    Melanie started across the street. “The house needs a lot of work. But taking a down-on-its-heels house and making it sparkle again is just what you and Jon love doing. As you say, this house has been used as a boarding house so some of the larger rooms have been partitioned off into smaller bedrooms. And tiny bathrooms have been added.”


    “How many bathrooms? Can I see the listing sheet?”


    “Don’t have the listing sheet prepared yet. But there are eight.”


    “Eight? Eight bathrooms?”


    “Sure ‘nuff.”


    We had strolled across the street by then, standing right in front of the house just outside the wrought iron gate which stood open. Actually, it was wedged into the ground and looked like you couldn’t wrestle it loose if you were a real-life Iron Man. Many of the fence rails were broken. Oh, this house was indeed a fixer upper.


    “Mel, if this house is going to take so much work, why is the price so high?”


    She turned to me and spoke slowly, as if speaking to a child. “Because of its location, Ashley, and its size. Wait till you see the back. High on a bluff overlooking the Cape Fear with no obstruction of the view and there never will be. It’s got a half acre. A half-acre downtown! Of prime location real estate. That’s unheard of. You fix this up and it’ll be worth a million and a half, easy.”


    “Easy huh?”


    She ignored me and went on with her spiel. “Inside, it’s got four floors if you count the English basement. Lots of light for a basement. You and Jon can set up real offices for your business down there instead of that computer in the corner of your library you’re using for an office now. And you can convert the attic into a big playroom for the boys for rainy days. Besides the house down the street, in good shape I’ll grant you, went for over a million. And the lot is not nearly as large.”


    She was right. We were bursting at the seams. My formal rooms now serve as playrooms, housing toys and mechanical swing sets, playpens and strollers.


    Although I’ve passed by this house a million times, I now viewed it as a potential home. I liked how the front porch wrapped around on the north side of the house. We could have parties and dinners out there. On the south side, a brick driveway led to the rear of the property. Many houses downtown don’t have driveways; owners have to park on the street. So a driveway for us and our guests was a definite asset.


    Melanie rang the doorbell. “Haven’t installed the lock box yet,” she told me. “That’s how new this listing is.”


    Dalton Montjoy opened the huge and heavy front door, yanking on it as it stuck. Another repair, I noted.


    I knew Dalton from around the neighborhood and from the many plays he had appeared in at Thalian Hall. A versatile and talented actor, singer, and dancer, he had starred in, produced, and directed plays for the Thalian Association since he returned back home from New York City twenty-five years ago. He was a songwriter too, and if one passed by this house on a mild day when the windows were raised, you could hear him playing the piano.


    “Dalton. Sugar.” Melanie hugged him. “How you doin’, darlin’?”


    Dalton looked feeble. Dancing, singing, acting were things of the past for him now. In the last few years, he had run out of the energy it took to perform for hours; it was then he joined the association’s board of directors. That is how he became friends with Cam.


    His hand went to the small of his back. “Arthritis is acting up, Miss Melanie.” He managed a smile. “As they say, ‘The spirit is willing but the flesh is weak.’”


    Melanie eased by him and into the house. “Just you wait till you get out there at Brightmore and settle in. They’ll have you on the massage table and in the exercise room. And you’ll be outnumbered by women ten to one. You’re going to feel like a young man again. Mark my words.”


    Dalton gazed at her adoringly. Oh no, not another smitten male. Get in line, Dalton. Melanie possesses some very powerful pheromones.


    Dalton picked up the keys that lay on a nearby table and stepped out onto the porch. “The doors to the rooms upstairs are unlocked so you can go inside. Some of my tenants have already moved out, others are looking for places. And the guest director is staying in my spare room till he makes other arrangements or until I sell the house.”


    “Don’t worry, we’ll be fine,” Melanie said.


    “And I’m sorry about the mess. My old girlfriend told me I was a pack-rat. She tried to clean up my messes but finally gave up on them. And me.”


    “Why don’t you get someone in here to organize things?” Melanie asked. “That’ll make the house easier to sell.”


    “I may just do that, Melanie. Now, I’ll just have a leisurely stroll around the neighborhood while you girls inspect the house. Ashley, it was good to see you again, young lady. If you have any questions, just give a holler.”


    He held onto the hand rail firmly as he cautiously descended the steps. I hoped the loose railing would not give way under his grasp. He didn’t so much walk down the sidewalk as hobble, and I guessed he’d find a bench somewhere and simply sit out our inspection of his house.


    I turned back into the front foyer and took a good hard look around. “Melanie, this is more than a fixer upper. This is a disaster!”


    “It is pretty bad,” she admitted. “But nothing you and Jon can’t handle. You’ve dealt with worse.”


    “And just look at all this stuff, Melanie! Is the man a hoarder?”


    There were piles of debris everywhere. Here in the front hall near the entry, stack upon stack of newspapers, most bundled with twine, leaned against the walls like sagging stair steps. In the corner near the staircase, there was a heap of white plastic trash bags, with red draw strings that were tied closed. “Why doesn’t he just drag all this junk out to the curb on trash day? The City will haul it away.”


    “Don’t look at his mess,” Melanie said. “He’ll remove all that.”


    “But what’s under it, Melanie? How can we appraise the condition of the house if we can’t see it?”


    “I’ll speak to him, shug. Don’t worry. He’ll clear this out. You’ll see. What you need to concentrate on is the overall structure. Just look at those ceilings. They’re twelve feet high. And notice the wide open archways so that the rooms flow visually, one into the other. This house is going to be a delight to decorate. And restore. It’s got good bones.”


    I stared at the walls and ceilings, the tall, tall windows. “It does have good bones.”


    “Now that’s my smart sister talking,” she said approvingly.


    The ceilings soared. Making my way into adjoining rooms, I saw fireplaces in each, some with gas logs, French doors with transoms, large windows letting in sunlight. Excellent millwork. And gorgeous chandeliers.


    A bedroom at the rear left me speechless. It had been turned into a music room. A baby grand piano dominated the room. Stacks and stacks of sheet music covered the top of the piano. Had Dalton Montjoy collected every musical score ever written? On tables and chairs, papers were piled high. Some of the papers seemed to be hand-written musical scores. Others were notes, and lists, and who knows what? All mixed in with newspapers and magazines.


    “Does that man ever throw anything away? Bet he doesn’t own a shredder. Bet he doesn’t even know what a shredder is. I can’t wait for him to clear out this mess so I can truly see this house,” I complained to Melanie.


    “Don’t worry, shug. He will.”


    One of the first floor rooms had been converted into a bedroom. “He can’t climb the stairs anymore, so he moved his bedroom down here.”


    “I can understand why,” I said as we climbed the ornately carved mahogany staircase up twelve feet to the second floor. Upon reaching the upstairs hallway, I said, “Oh, Mel, this is dreadful.” The second floor rooms had been subdivided, chopped up into tiny rooms where the tenants lived. There were five bedrooms in addition to the room I took for what Dalton had referred to as the spare room, the former master suite because it appeared to be the original size.


    “What about the tenants,” I asked, “will there be a problem getting them to vacate?”


    “You heard what Dalton said, some have already moved out. Once the house is sold, they’ll have to go. They’ll have no claim on the new owner. In fact, Dalton assures me there won’t be a problem. They all know they have to leave and are looking for other homes. They’ll be gone before the closing.”


    “Hmmm.” We entered someone’s room. The door was standing ajar. A woman’s room from the clothing that lay about on the furniture. And the spilled makeup on the dressing table. Pale makeup. A blonde lived in this room as evidenced by the long blonde hairs puffing out of a hair brush. The room was dirty. The bed unmade.


    Anticipating my displeasure, Melanie said, “Now, shug, you can’t judge these kids by our standards. They’re holding down two jobs, some of them, auditioning for parts in upcoming plays. They have rehearsals, and voice lessons, and dance classes. They have no time for cleaning. Besides, they’ll be gone, and all their . . .” she wrinkled up her nose and sniffed, “belongings with them.”


    As we exited the room, a door at the end of the hall opened and a man appeared. “Hi,” he said. “Looking for someone? Simon’s out on the porch, I think.” He glanced at his watch. “I was just storing some boxes up in the attic.” He looked back over his shoulder at the enclosed staircase that led up a flight.”


    Melanie extended her hand, put on her best smile, and introduced us.


    “I heard that Dalton was trying to sell this place.” Holding onto Melanie’s hand, he said, “I’m Greg Finley, the guest director of Oklahoma!. Dalton’s been nice enough to let me use his guest room while I’m in town. And letting me store some things in his attic.”


    Oklahoma! was in rehearsal, the first show of the season for the Thalian Association. So this was the guest director. Hmmm. Greg Finley had a charming British accent. He was a nice looking man of about fifty. Which did not escape Melanie. My sister is an admirer of men of any age. And she has a history of involvement with the wrong men.


    Greg ducked into the guest room. In a moment he returned with a notebook, tossed us a wave, and ran down the stairs. “I’m late for rehearsal,” he called over his shoulder.


    “What a darlin’ man,” Melanie said, her antennae quivering.


    “Okay, sister mine,” I said, “to you all men are darlin’. Weren’t you just telling me your man is performing like a Greek god? Anyway, what’s his name? Greg? Greg is probably as poor as the proverbial church mouse. And your tastes run to the expensive. Besides, he’s a little old for you.”


    “I was just looking,” she protested.


    “Yeah, I know you well, sister mine. I know what your ‘just looking’ has led to in the past.”


    “Not since I’ve been married,” she protested.


    “If you do anything to hurt dear Cam, I will personally strangle you.”


    “Never,” she said sweetly. “Cross my heart.”


    As we continued our exploration of the second floor, I counted six tiny bathrooms, with dingy outdated plumbing fixtures.


    “What will I do with all of these bathrooms?” I wondered out loud. “And I counted two downstairs. Eight bathrooms! Give me a break.”


    “Come on, Ashley, give the house a chance. You’re the restorationist. You know you’ll have to take sections of the house down to the studs. You’ve done this before. Why is this house any different? You expand two or three of the bathrooms for your family’s use, upgrade to walk-in showers and big soaking tubs. Add closets, maybe even a dressing room. Wouldn’t that be nice? The rest, you use as space – space to create spacious bedrooms, the way the house was originally built.”


    She stopped and turned to face me, placing both hands on my shoulders. “You’re just nervous because this is going to be ‘your’ house. Don’t think of it that way. Think of this project as if you are working for a client. And you are going to do your best job for your client. You can do it, Ashley.”


    “Yes, I suppose I can. If I want to. But I haven’t decided if I want to or not. And Jon hasn’t even seen it. I hear music.”


    I moved down the hallway to the back of the house. On a rear second floor porch, a man of about twenty was sitting and playing a tune on a guitar. The guitar was a beauty, made of satiny maple, and looked very much like one I’d seen appraised for $30,000 on a recent episode of Antiques Roadshow. The song he sang was new to me, something about Love is Mighty. Something original? His own composition? I was about to inquire when the view caught my eye and I stopped, frozen - the music, the guitar, and the guitarist forgotten.


    “Melanie! This is fabulous!”


    Melanie gave me a big smile. “Didn’t I tell you? Now you’re sold, aren’t you?”


    “I just might be.”


    We descended a long flight of stairs to the rear of the property where we stood high on a bluff. Below us flowed the wide blue Cape Fear River. Memorial Bridge, newly painted pale green, spanned the water. The rear yard was enclosed by a high stone wall. Peeping over the wall, I looked down at the small development of townhouses known as Governor’s Landing.


    In the far corner of the yard, stood a gazebo, badly in need of repair. I started toward it but my access was blocked by a large fallen branch. I looked up into an ancient oak tree with dead and broken branches.


    “Uh oh, Mel. This tree is dying. It’ll have to come down.”


    Our historic district has been experiencing the loss of some of our oldest magnificent oaks. “The City had to take down two big oaks across the street from my house, directly in front of The Verandas. The innkeepers are heart broken.”


    “So you’ll plant another one,” Melanie said cavalierly. “It won’t take long to grow another.”


    “Like this?” I said, pointing up into the enormous tree. “Only about two hundred years!”
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    As Melanie and I stepped into my front reception hall, voices flowed out to us from the library. There was Jon’s deep manly voice, the twin’s “dada’s”, plus Binkie’s distinct, almost pedantic, style of speech, and a female voice, as Southern and smooth as warm maple syrup.


    I turned to Melanie. “They’re back!” And rushed into the library with her at my heels.


    “Aunt Ruby,” I cried. “Binkie! You’re home.”


    Aunt Ruby is my deceased mother’s older sister, a Chastain from Savannah, who lives here in Wilmington now with her husband, Binkie, my best friend next to Jon. Benjamin “Binkie” Higgins is a history professor emeritus at UNCW. As children Ruby and Binkie had fallen in love but of course they hadn’t known that then. Years later, after lives as single individuals, they rediscovered each other and married. I gathered them both in my arms as Melanie joined us, and we bonded in a great big loving family hug.


    Jon beamed at us happily. Little Peter was up in his arms, delighted to be snuggled by his “dada”, and reaching up to rub Jon’s scratchy chin.


    Little Jonnie grabbed my leg, pulling himself up off the floor. The twins just celebrated their first birthday, and they are walking and into everything.


    I scooped Jonnie up in my arms and sat with him on the sofa across from Binkie and Ruby. After kissing his soft blonde hair, I told them, “I’m so glad you’re home. We missed you. The boys have missed you, too. Haven’t we, Jonnie?”


    Jonnie just looked up at me adoringly with his big blue eyes.


    Jon joined me on the sofa. “OK, tell me, what did you think of the house?”


    He had remained at home with the boys while Melanie and I walked over to Front Street to view the Montjoy house.


    “As you predicted, Jon, the house needs a lot of work. A lot of work. But it does have the space we need, and it’s right in the heart of the historic district, which we love. It’s one of the town’s oldest homes. And oh, Jon, the view. You’ve got to see it to believe it.”


    “I’ve always liked that house,” he said. “And I’ve always wanted to own a really old house. With its being the same vintage as the Burgwin-Wright House, someone will snap it up.”


    “You’re so right, Jon,” Melanie said.


    I glanced up at her. “Tell him how expensive it is. Jon, we might be forced to sell your house at Wrightsville.” As a bachelor Jon had lived in a house he owned at Wrightsville Beach.


    “I’d rather not, Ashley. I own that house free and clear and when the boys are a little older, we’re going to love moving out there for the summer.”


    I took his hand. “Yes, darling, we will. You’re so smart.”


    Jon grinned happily.


    “All right, then. We’ll find another way. Of course, we can’t touch the family foundation. The lawyer has set that up as a not-for-profit with clearly defined uses of the funds.”


    Melanie and I had inherited some family money that we were dedicating to worthy causes. The money was off-limits for personal use.


    “That is,” I said to Jon, “if you decide you want to buy the Montjoy house after you’ve seen the disaster inside.”


    Binkie, who lives in the house he inherited from his deceased widowed mother that is located one block north of the Montjoy house, said, “Dalton Montjoy? We used to play together when we were kids. Mother was friends with his parents, Randall and Claire Montjoy. She and they served on the board of the Thalian Association for decades, starting in the Seventies.


    “But Dalton and I lost touch when we went to college. Then he returned from New York twenty or so years ago and we’re both on the board of the Thalian Association now, just as our parents before us.”


    He chuckled. “Mother used to say the Montjoys had delusions of grandeur. Always claiming their lineage went back to the Elizabethan period in England. And further claiming that their ancestor there served on the Privy Council for Queen Elizabeth the First. But one claim I personally believe is true. And that is that Dalton’s fifth great-grandfather, the first Dalton Montjoy, was a founder of TA.”


    “Dalton has no delusions of grandeur,” Melanie said. “He doesn’t put on airs. He’s a sweetheart, with a bad hip.”


    “How ever did the Montjoys manage to keep the house in the family for over two hundred years?” I wanted to know. “That’s pretty remarkable.”


    “It is extraordinary, Ashley. They did whatever had to be done. This is not the first time the house was used as a rooming house. Back in the Great Depression, Dalton’s grandparents took in boarders to help make ends meet. My house has been in our family for close to one hundred years and that’s pretty remarkable as well. My parents bought our little bungalow when they married. Once upon a time, the Montjoy house was one of the grandest residences in town.”


    I looked at Jon. “I hope we’ll have a house to pass on to Peter and Jonnie.”


    “And that they’ll want it,” he laughed.


    Binkie said, “Dalton is a little older than I am and not in good health. How was he, Ashley? I don’t see him out in the neighborhood much anymore. And he’s been missing board meetings. But I do hear his piano. Nothing wrong with the man’s hands and he has not lost his love of music.”


    “He said he was going for a stroll around the neighborhood today, Binkie, but I doubt he got very far. He seems to be in pain.”


    “Cam said the word at board meetings is that he needs a hip replacement,” Melanie told us.


    “Yes, I’ve heard that mentioned among board members as well,” Binkie said. “We’ve been wondering who we’ll enlist to replace him.”


    He got up and paced around the room. “I remember how disappointed his parents were when he decided to move to New York City after completing graduate school at Chapel Hill. But then, after they both passed away, leaving the house to him, he retired from his job at that hospital up there and returned home. He’s been a valiant supporter of the Thalian Association ever since.”


    In my arms Little Jonnie’s eyelids drooped, his blonde lashes fluttering on his rosy cheeks. Next to me, Peter had fallen asleep on Jon’s lap.


    “Looks like you’ve got some sleepy little fellers there,” Aunt Ruby said. “Oh, I’ve missed these sweet boys.”


    Binkie smiled. “Me too. I consider them my honorary grandchildren.”


    He stood up, and took Jonnie from my lap. “Now you just sit here and rest, Ashley dear. Ruby and I will take these little shavers upstairs and put them to bed.”


    Melanie followed them out of the room. “I’ll help,” she said and disappeared.


    Jon and I went into the kitchen. He wrapped his arms around me and nuzzled my neck. His nearness made my heart skip a beat. I wrapped my arms around his neck and kissed him. “I love you, sweetheart. This is a big move we’re contemplating. I’m a little nervous.”


    “It is a big step. I’m a little nervous myself. I love this little house.”


    “Me, too. We’ve had a lot of happy moments here. I want you to look at the house right away. I need your opinion. And your professional assessment.”


    “It’s been a few years since I was inside that house. It hasn’t been maintained but basically it is a good house. About the same age as the Burgwin-Wright house. I’ll see it later today or tomorrow.” He moved out of my arms. “I hear them on the stairs. There’re coming back down.”


    “Go on out and chat with them while I fix us a pitcher of fresh tea.” I gave him a loving push toward the door.


    


    “Tell me about your trip to Washington. I want to hear all about it,” I said as I served Aunt Ruby, Binkie, and Melanie tall glasses of iced tea.


    “Oh, yes, Aunt Ruby, tell us what you found out,” Melanie said.


    “It was a most successful trip,” Aunt Ruby said.


    “I’ve got exciting news also but I’ll let my bride tell hers first,” Binkie said.


    In her eagerness, Aunt Ruby scooted forward on the sofa. “Oh, that DAR library is a sight to behold. My stars, the beautiful glass ceiling – it’s called the lay light – oh, it’s just magnificent.”


    Aunt Ruby is a dedicated member of the Daughters of the American Revolution and has recently been elected Registrar of her chapter. We knew all about the Chastain family history because our Great Aunt Lillian had been something of an amateur genealogist. But until recently little had been researched about our father’s ancestors. Several months ago we learned that we were descendants of a Revolutionary War patriot named Samuel Wood. Aunt Ruby decided she would research our Wood line for us.


    “Such a source of information that DAR library is. And, my stars, what a beautiful place. The glass ceiling was damaged by the earthquake Washington D.C. experienced last year. Who could imagine? DAR is raising funds to repair and preserve it.”


    “Damage from that earthquake revealed something I will share with you later,” Binkie added. “But first Ruby has news for you. Tell them what you discovered, my dear.”


    “Well,” Aunt Ruby began, drawing out the word, “I was able to locate a book about your ancestor, Captain Jonathan Wood. What a revelation. It included an interesting tale about his adventures at sea.”


    “Tell us,” Melanie said.


    “Let me get my notes. I want to be sure I have this right.” Aunt Ruby left the room and returned with a tote bag just bulging with papers. She dug around in it and brought out a spiral notebook, then opened it to her notes.


    “I found a book entitled The Surprising Adventures of the Brigantine Rebecca published by the American Antiquarian Society. The first chapter is devoted to Captain Jonathan Wood and his adventures as master of a vessel on its maiden voyage from Philadelphia to the West Indies in May of 1762. Those were war years for England, war with France and Spain.”


    “Remember,” Binkie interrupted, “America was still a colony at that time. The War for Independence had not yet been fought.”


    “They know that, Benjamin,” Aunt Ruby said. She is the only one who calls Binkie by his given name.


    “Captain Wood was hired by the ship’s owner to sail the brigantine to Barbados where merchants would receive the cargo. The cargo consisted of flour, bread, white oak, and other supplies. The cargo was worth 600 pounds.


    “The voyage took a month. They arrived on June 27th. Captain Wood’s orders were to remain in Barbados no longer than twenty days and indeed on the twentieth day he set sail for Philadelphia. His return cargo consisted of rum and sugar. And one passenger, a well-to-do Englishman from London. He and Captain Wood were about the same age, early twenties. They forged a fast friendship.”


    “Aunt Ruby,” Melanie inquired, “Do you mean a man in his early twenties possessed sufficient experience to captain one of those huge sailing ships to the West Indies?”


    Binkie answered, “Yes, Melanie dear, some of them began sailing as boys, you know, as young as fourteen or fifteen perhaps.”


    Aunt Ruby continued with her account of our ancestor’s adventures. “A few days out to sea, The Rebecca was captured by a French privateer. You see, the Rebecca was not armed because the owner was a Quaker. Seeing the approach of the privateer and knowing what it could mean for his new friend, Captain Wood instructed the Englishman to change his clothing for the rugged garments of one of the crew. The rich garments of the Englishman were then hidden in the Captain’s own trunk.”


    “Clever thinking,” Jon commented.


    “Captain Wood, being knowledgeable about the practices of privateers at high sea in those days, knew that it was common for a passenger or an officer to be taken for ransom. And that is precisely what happened. Captain Wood’s First Mate was taken hostage and Captain Wood was forced to make a written pledge of two thousand dollars on behalf of the ship’s owner.”


    Seeing me shake my head in disbelief, Binkie said, “Piracy was a common practice in those days, Ashley. When two countries were at war, they raided each other’s ships if they met on the high seas.”


    “There still are pirates out there,” Jon commented.


    “Captain Wood was then free to sail home to Philadelphia. After he arrived, the story of the abduction was reported in the Pennsylvania Gazette on …” Aunt Ruby consulted her notes, “… on August 19, 1762.”


    “Was the first mate ever released?” Melanie asked. “Did the ship’s owner pay the ransom?”


    “Yes,” Aunt Ruby replied, “but the transaction took about a year. During that year the first mate was held captive in Bordeaux.”


    “What became of the English passenger?” Jon asked.


    “There’s no further mention of him in any of the files I researched,” Aunt Ruby said. “And his name was never mentioned either.”


    “And just how is Captain Wood related to us?” Melanie wanted to know.


    “He was your fifth great-grandfather’s older brother. That would be Samuel Wood’s older brother.”


    “What exciting lives they lived in those days,” I commented.


    “Now it’s my turn,” Binkie said excitedly. “While Ruby was doing her research at the DAR library, I made a special visit to the Washington Monument. Cracks in the monument from the earthquake are being repaired and the monument is closed to the public. In fact, it may take until 2014 until the structure is made safe again.


    “But I had contacted the National Park Service and was able to secure an appointment with a park ranger to view the Thalian Stone.”


    “There’s a Thalian Stone?” Melanie asked.


    “Oh, yes, Melanie, I first viewed the stone many years ago when my mother was alive and she and I and other Thalians journeyed to the capitol to visit the monument. You see, I’ve served on the Thalian Association board for oh . . .”


    “Decades,” Aunt Ruby chimed in with a chuckle.


    “Yes, decades,” Binkie repeated with a smile. “And my mother before me. I felt it was my duty to check on the status of our stone. Had it been damaged in the earthquake, I wondered. I wanted to set my mind at ease and see for myself. And the park service ranger was most cooperative.”


    Jon said, “I’ve heard of the stone and have seen pictures of it.”


    “You have?” I said.


    “Yes,” he replied. “The design of the stone was covered in one of my classes at NC State, back in the day.”


    I gave him a smile, remembering him as a college student. “Yes, that was when I was in grade school,” I teased.


    Jon grabbed me, and gave me a rollicking hug. “You’re a cruel woman, Ashley Wilkes.” We all laughed.


    “Why is there a Thalian stone in the Washington Monument?” Melanie wanted to know.


    As a former professor and lecturer, Binkie was in his element. “In 1833 the Washington Monument Society was formed to fund and build a monument dedicated to the memory and honor of President George Washington. The funding would be raised from private donations.


    “It wasn’t until 1848 that the cornerstone was laid and construction began. However, the construction costs soon exhausted the funds. Then one of the states had the idea to donate a carved commemorative stone for the interior of the monument. The Society saw this as a fund raising opportunity. They would feature commemorative stones in the monument if a donation was made with each stone. Thereafter, stones were shipped to the capitol from around the country and around the world.


    “In 1851 the Thalian Association commissioned our stone. The artist selected was a local sculptor, James McClaranan. And I must say the stone he created is particularly handsome. And according to the park ranger is exceedingly popular with the public. It is made of white marble and measures two feet vertically and three feet four inches horizontally and is one foot thick.


    “The sculptor carved the profile of William Shakespeare in the demi-Relievo style at the center of the stone. And this is verified by an article printed in the Wilmington Commercial on December 20th, 1851, and also reported in The Wilmington Daily Journal on the same date.”


    Binkie continued his description of the stone. “Above Shakespeare’s head, there appears a graceful arch of unfurled Ribands, upon which the inscription ‘Wilmington, North Carolina, Thalian Association’ is carved. The letters of the inscription were bronzed. Most handsome, indeed.”


    “So you were able to examine it?” I inquired.


    “Yes, Ashley. And to my relief, it is in perfect condition. No damage had been done by the force of the quake.


    “As I said, the park ranger was most cooperative. Originally, the stone had been mounted at the two-hundred-fifty foot level which is on the twenty-third landing. However, in order for the monument’s repairs to proceed, the stones had to be dismounted, photographed and catalogued, and stored in a special unit provided for that purpose. The ranger escorted me to that site.”


    He went on, “Now here is the interesting point of my tale. The ranger was particularly excited to show me the back of the stone.”


    “The back?” I asked.


    Binkie smiled broadly. He loved it that he had captured our attention so completely. “Yes, the back, Ashley dear. He had two crew members turn the stone so that we could view the back. The ranger had discovered an inscription, previously unknown, on the back. You see, the stone had not ever been removed since it was set in position in 1888. No one had ever seen the back once it was set in place.”


    “What was on the back?” Melanie wanted to know.


    “An inscription. Words had been carved on the back of the stone when the stone was created here in Wilmington prior to sending it to Washington.”


    “What did the inscription say?” Jon asked.


    Binkie dug down into Aunt Ruby’s tote bag and withdrew a file folder. “Here, I’ve brought photographs.” He passed the photographs around to us.


    Jon studied one picture. “I can’t make anything out.”


    I studied another. “I can’t either,” I protested.


    “No. No one can,” Binkie confirmed. “When the original adhesive was removed from the back of the stone, a sort of scarring took place. The adhesive had settled into the indentations of the inscription. The stone was cleaned but still the letters could not be rendered legible.”


    I studied the photograph. “I can make out some letters. A lower case ‘e.’ A lower case ‘o.’ And a partial of something that might be a capital ‘W.’”


    “That is precisely what the ranger and I saw.”


    “And that is all I can decipher as well,” Aunt Ruby said.


    I passed the photograph to Melanie. She scrutinized it. “But why did someone carve a legend on the back of the stone where it would never be seen? They couldn’t have anticipated an earthquake in the capitol and that the stone would be taken down.”


    “Just so,” Binkie answered. “You’re a clever girl, Melanie. Unfortunately, I don’t have the answer. No one does.”


    I said, “I’m guessing the craftsmen who installed the stones in the monument thought nothing of a stone with an inscription on the rear side as well. After all, our stone had been in storage for thirty-seven years before it was mounted.”
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    On Saturday morning Aunt Ruby and Binkie returned to our house to babysit. Jon and I strolled over to Front Street to meet Melanie at Dalton Montjoy’s house.


    A pickup truck was parked in Dalton’s driveway. Evidently one of the tenants was moving out. Good news. Boxes had been loaded onto the open bed of the truck, while several remained in the grass, along with miscellaneous items of small furniture. Melanie waited for us on the front porch. She and Dalton sat at the corner of the porch at a round outdoor table.


    She got up when she saw us. “Hey, shug,” she greeted. “Hey, Jon.” She moved closer. “If it’s OK with you, Dalton will just sit out here while you look around inside. He’s having a bad day.”


    “Of course,” Jon said, and walked over to shake hands with Dalton.


    Just then a beautiful, pale blonde girl hurried out of the front door, her arms filled with boxes which she promptly dumped onto the porch floor the moment she spotted Melanie. “Melanie Wilkes! I was hoping to run into you after Dalton told me you were handling his sale.”


    My sister knows everyone in Wilmington. And everyone knows her. High or low. Young or old. She’s sold houses to half the town. “Taylor, sweetie, how nice to see you.” She made kissy sounds in the air at Taylor’s cheek. “This is my sister, Ashley.”


    Taylor surprised me by giving me a hug too. “You two! You’re Scarlett Barrett’s sisters . . .”


    “Half-sister,” I corrected but she didn’t hear.


    “. . . How lucky are you? Imagine being sister to a famous Broadway star. Oh, I just love Scarlett. I’ve followed her career. And now she’s here, living among us.”


    Then she turned back to Melanie. “Oh, Melanie, we’re all so thrilled about Cam’s big contest and the movie he’ll be producing. And he’s announced he’ll be using local talent. How absolutely fab. There are so many of us looking for a break. All we can get are bit parts when something like Iron Man 3 is being filmed here. But a big part in a big show . . . well, I just want to hug that man. But I’ll hug you instead.”


    And she gave Melanie a bracing hug. Melanie peered at me over her shoulder, eyebrows arched, as if to say, “What’s with this girl?”


    Jon joined us. “We’d better go inside.”


    He opened the glass storm door for us just as a young man came bursting out. “You bitch! You stole it! Give it back!”


    His rage was directed at Taylor. I recognized him as the man I’d seen out on the upper rear porch yesterday, singing and playing an unfamiliar tune on his guitar.


    Taylor reared back, eyes wide. “What the hell are you talking about, Simon? I didn’t steal anything.”


    “My guitar! My guitar is missing. And I just know you took it.” He balled up his hands into fists and strode over to the porch railing. “It’s on that truck. In one of those boxes.” With a leap he was down the stairs, racing to the truck. Lithe and limber, he jumped up onto the back of the truck easily and began tearing boxes open. But only the large boxes. The small boxes he kicked aside. Frantically, he tossed Taylor’s belongings down into the driveway.


    Taylor ran to the truck. Her friend, the man who’d been loading the truck, backed up, staring. “Hey, what are you doing, man?”


    “It’s in here somewhere. That guitar is valuable. It belonged to my grandfather. You know what it means to me.” He glared down at Taylor. “But you’ve had your sights set on it ever since you moved in here. I had to keep my door locked at all times or else I’d find you in my room, trying to play it with your pathetic attempts at music.” He gave her a look of utter disgust.


    Taylor climbed up into the back of the truck and grabbed at his hands. But they were flying. “Stop throwing my clothes on the ground, you idiot! I don’t have your guitar. You’ve gone too far this time, Simon.”


    Jon, Melanie, and I watched from the front porch. Dalton had hobbled over to stand with us. Today he was using a walker.


    Swiftly, Simon tore through the boxes. Tearing them apart, ripping the contents out, and tossing them on the ground. Clothing, linens, towels. A hair dryer crashed on the brick pavement where it cracked into pieces.


    “Just see what you’ve done,” Taylor screeched. “I’m calling the cops.” She reached into her pocket for her cell phone.


    Jon strode down the steps and approached them. My hero. The peacemaker.


    “Get down from that truck,” he commanded in a no-nonsense tone of voice.


    Simon stopped in his tracks. But by then, he had combed through all of the boxes large enough to conceal a guitar. He slumped forward, shoulders hunched, palms opened wide, in a posture of defeat. “I was sure you took it. It’s gone. Where else can it be?”


    He jumped down from the truck and seemed to return to sanity. But only for a moment. Looking up at Dalton, he charged up the steps onto the porch. “You’ve got it then. I thought you were my friend. I know I owe you rent but I told you, I’m good for it. I told you I’d pay you next week.”


    Jon rushed up to stairs to step in between Dalton and the out-of-control Simon. “Look, if you don’t calm down, I’m calling the police myself.”


    To our amazement, Simon sank down onto his knees. There were tears in his eyes. “My granddad left me that guitar. It was his. He used to play it for me when I was a kid and tell me one day it would be mine. It’s valuable. From nineteen-fifty. A Stromberg arch top. Made of maple. It’s worth a lot.”


    “Is this what you’re carrying on about?” another man said from the doorway. He stood there, looking faintly amused, and holding aloft the guitar I’d seen Simon playing yesterday.


    Simon leapt to his feet. “Where did you find it?”


    “Where you left it. Out on the upper porch.”


    “No. No way. I’d never leave my guitar outside. What’s going on here?”


    He stared from Dalton to Taylor to the other man. “You’re all in on this together, aren’t you? You’re trying to drive me over the edge. You know how nervous and stressed out I am about playing the lead in the play.” Simon grabbed the guitar out of the tenant’s hand and pushed past him, back into the house, stomping up the stairs. Cursing as he went.


    Jon turned to an astonished Melanie. We were all astonished. “When did you say they were moving out?”


    “Oh, Thomas, thank God you found his guitar,” Taylor said. “He was about to tear the house apart.”


    Thomas looked at us. “The drama queen’s just having his daily hissy fit. He’s always been a bit neurotic but he’s getting worse. I feel sorry for him. He can’t seem to help himself.”


    “Thomas is right,” Dalton said. “Simon is basically a good boy. I think he may be bi-polar. Perhaps he should be on meds. I’ll tell you one thing: that boy has talent. He’s a gifted singer and dancer. A talented lyricist too. He’s been helping me with a score I’ve been working on for years. We’re collaborating. And we’re going to enter it in your husband’s contest, Melanie. That is, if Simon gets his head back on straight.”


    Taylor said, “He’s really a basket case about starring with us in the play. I can’t help wondering what he’ll do next. Storm out of the show at the last minute? And to think I thought he was special.”


    Thomas wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “Come on. I’ll help you repack your things. I’ll have a talk with Simon. He’ll listen to me and calm down.”


    “You’re such a good friend, Thomas,” Taylor said as they moved to the truck where the driver was attempting without success to repack Taylor’s clothing in the boxes.


    


    As Jon and I toured the house from top to bottom, we saw no sign of the manic Simon. Jon commented favorably on most aspects of the house, seeming to ignore Dalton’s hoarding tendencies.


    “I like it,” he said, as we reached the bottom of the main staircase. “It’s a fine example of architecture for that period, built really well. Those beams in the basement are as big around as I am.” Turning to face me, he said, “We’ve seen worse, Ashley. We’ve tackled worse. Remember the first house we worked on together? The Reggie Campbell house? That was in much worse condition and we made it beautiful again.”


    Feeling rather apprehensive, I asked, “So you think we should buy it.”


    “I do.” And he grabbed me up in his arms and whirled me around. “Our house,” he said joyfully. “We’ll make it beautiful.”


    “I love you, Jon Campbell.”
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    We now have a babysitter. Someone very good. She is Tanya, the granddaughter of our general contractor Willie Hudson. Willie and his wife Esther have a very large family with many grandchildren. Tanya is studying Interior Design at Cape Fear Community College and plans to join the family business. She attends classes during the day but is the perfect sitter for our boys for the evening hours. And they have really taken to her because she plays with them. They are in bed by eight, leaving Tanya free to do her homework. And Jon and I free to join our gang for the dress rehearsal of the Thalian Association’s production of Oklahoma!.


    Heads turned and voices hushed as my half-sister Scarlett Barrett entered the lobby of Thalian Hall. The audience at dress rehearsals is made up of actors and actresses, volunteers, and theater people who have in some way assisted with the production or past productions. There is no admission charged and this policy is a way of thanking them for their contributions. These people know exactly who Scarlett Barrett is and are thrilled that she is now living in Wilmington.


    As we made our way through the lobby to the door to backstage, a few people rushed to introduce themselves to Scarlett and to tell her they’d seen her on stage during a trip to New York. Scarlett responded graciously, as she always does.


    She’d been invited backstage to wish the actors well. As it turned out, Melanie, Jon and I had already met the lead actors. Met them on Dalton Montjoy’s front porch last Saturday when we’d witnessed the three of them involved in a fracas, the theatrics of which could earn each of them a Tony. The actress playing the lead role of Laurey Williams was none other than Taylor Page. While Thomas Holbrook, the peace maker, played the hired man, Jud Fry. Thomas was a large, burly kind of guy, and if not cleaned up and with a few days growth of beard, just the image of how you’d expect Jud Fry to look. The star of the show, the actor playing Curly McLain, was none other than Simon LeBeck. And Simon made a perfect Curly, with his fair curly hair and amber eyes.


    The scene backstage was one of controlled chaos. The actors were hyped up on adrenalin and anticipation. Bob Rogers, the stage manager, seemed to be everywhere at once, shouting instructions to everyone at once. Tables containing props lined one wall of the hallway opposite racks of costumes.


    Scarlett and I moved into a small room where Taylor and two other actresses were applying stage makeup to their faces. Scarlett was expected and the women dropped their makeup brushes and jumped up to surround her.


    “I don’t mean to interrupt. I just stopped by for a second to wish you all good luck. I know the play is going to be a big success. Break a leg,” she laughed and stepped back into the hallway to greet the others.


    We found Thomas Holbrook beyond an open door in a dressing room being used by the males in the cast. A woman was smoothing gel into his dark hair, then rubbing her fingers through his hair to make it messy and spikey - a real bed head look. Her own hair was thick and dark, similar to Thomas’s. In fact, she looked a lot like Thomas. She spotted us in the mirror and frowned. “You girls are not allowed back here,” she called. To one of the male actors, she complained, “The girls just can’t leave him alone.”


    Scarlett and I stared at each other. “Okay,” Scarlett said amiably. “Excuse us.”


    She turned to leave with me right behind.


    Thomas pushed the woman’s hands away from his hair and jumped out of his chair. “Don’t go, don’t go. She doesn’t know who you are.”


    Hands on hips, the woman scowled. “And who are they, son? Your little groupies?”


    Whoa, this woman had some attitude. And some nerve.


    “No, Mother, you’ve got it all wrong. This is Scarlett Barrett. You know who she is. She’s a star.”


    He moved toward Scarlett with outstretched hands. “Ms. Barrett, I can’t thank you enough for coming. Don’t mind my mother, she forgot her glasses. I’m so thrilled to meet you. Some of us went to New York last year and we saw you in Guys and Dolls. You were wonderful!”


    Thomas’s mother moved to his side, and kind of shoved him aside with her hip. She grabbed Scarlett’s hands out of his. “Thomas, you dopey boy, why didn’t you introduce me to Ms. Barrett?” To a bewildered Scarlett, she said, “I’d know you anywhere, Scarlett . . . may I call you Scarlett. I feel like I know you. I’ve seen you perform on Broadway and years ago . . . weren’t you a Rockette? I’m sure I saw you at Radio City Music Hall.”


    “Yes, I started out with the Rockettes, Mrs. . . .”


    Thomas’s mother was drooling. Her smile was broad and toothy and positively goofy. “I’m Cheri Holbrook. Call me Cheri. And may I call you Scarlett?”


    “Of course,” Scarlett said coolly. She looked over at Thomas and the other actors who had gathered around to watch this little bit of live theater being performed backstage. “Now we must go. We’ve taken up too much of your time already. But I want to invite you all to my house on Friday evening for a cast party after the show. We’ll celebrate. I know you’re all going to be just great and the show will be a hit.”


    The actors smiled and bobbed their heads and murmured “yes” they would be thrilled to attend a party given in their honor by the famous Scarlett Barrett.


    I found myself chuckling as we made our way back up a short flight of stairs into the lobby. Scarlett was a showman, both on stage and off. And that mother? I’ve only seen the likes of her once before. And that was dear Cam’s famous mother, Nelda Cameron, star of the silver screen in the Fifties and the most galling, egocentric woman you’d ever want to meet. Thankfully, we haven’t seen anything of her in the past year ever since she fell in love with her young male nurse!


    As my family took our seats in Row F, my gaze traveled upward to admire the period chandelier that had been installed during the recent renovation. The newly applied decorative hand-painting on the proscenium and balconies glowed colorfully.


    The history of Thalian Hall and the Thalian Association are inexorably entwined. It was the Thalians who conceived of the plan to build a first-class theater to host local theatrical productions and to provide a venue for world-famous talents such as Lillian Russell, Oscar Wilde, and Buffalo Bill Cody.


    Jon took my hand in his. “I forget how spectacular this place is until I return and see it again.”


    I rested my head on his shoulder. “Me too. I was just thinking the same.”


    Jon said, “When the Thalians decided to build a theater, back in 1855, a prominent Thalian, Robert Cowan, travelled to New York to meet with the greatest theater architect in the land. He was James M. Trimble, and he designed this hall. We studied his work in one of my classes at State. Then James F. Post was hired to build Thalian Hall.”


    “Post? Didn’t he build the Bellamy Mansion?” I asked.


    “He did. A fine builder.”


    “It’s peaceful here. I love it,” I said. I enjoy sitting in a theater waiting for the performance to begin, watching people take their seats. I feel the same way in church, waiting for the service to begin.


    “To think the City almost destroyed this hall back in the Fifties. They didn’t want to spend the money on repairs. That was before preserving our old buildings was recognized as a sound economic move as well as important to our heritage.”


    “What happened? I’m not sure I’ve heard this story.”


    “A woman named Emma Bellamy Williamson was President of TA in 1951 and ‘52. She was determined that the hall would not be destroyed. When the wrecking equipment showed up on the grounds to start the demolition, Emma


    stood between them and the hall, refusing to budge. She announced she was


    going to camp right there outside where we’re sitting now. If they tore down the hall, it would be over her dead body. Well, the City caved and agreed to preserve the building.”


    “That’s a great story, Jon. What would we do without this beautiful theater? Oh, look, there’s Dalton Montjoy,” I said.


    “Where?” Jon asked.


    “Three rows ahead of us. He’s sitting with his friend Major Canady. Oh, and there’s Faye and Danny Brock. I hear Danny’s been doing a fabulous job as treasurer of TA. Jon, I’m so relieved Dalton accepted our offer.”


    Last week Jon and Willie Hudson, the general contractor we work with on all of our restoration projects, inspected the Montjoy house from top to bottom. “Solid as a rock,” Willie had pronounced. The following day, we’d brought in an independent appraiser.



    Jon and I then met with a loan officer at our bank on Monday, and subsequently offered Dalton seven-hundred-fifteen thousand dollars which he accepted within hours. His house was under contract to us with closing scheduled for thirty days.


    “But I’m happy and scared at the same time,” I confided in Jon. “I love our little house on Nun Street. And once we restore our new house and move in, we’ll have to sell it.”


    Jon kissed my forehead. “I understand but don’t be sad. Your little house will always hold a special place in our hearts. But once we restore the Montjoy house and move our things in, it will be like it’s always been our home. You’re going to love it. I’ll see to that. I have big plans for that house.”


    “I know you’re right, darling. I’ve seen you poring over the photographs you took and working on your drawings late at night. You’re the best architect in town. You’ll make it happen. But thanks for understanding.”


    “We’ll make happen.”


    I lifted my head from his shoulder to smile into his caring face. Down the length of our row sat my family. There were Melanie and Cam, so much in love. Cam is good for Melanie; he has brought out the best in her. Melanie used to have a thing for the bad boys which just about drove me crazy. Now she is married to a solid, good man. And if she ever gives him a moment of grief, I’ll murder her.


    On the other side of them sat Aunt Ruby and Binkie. Aunt Ruby has filled Binkie’s lonely life with joy and companionship. He adores her. We all do. How could we not? And she loves him as much in return.


    Then came Scarlett and Ray. Scarlett, who had lost years of her life when for her own safety the FBI secreted her in the Witness Protection Program, has regained her stardom on Broadway and found a husband who thinks she hung the moon. How lucky we all have become. To think that only a few years ago there was only Melanie and me, struggling with our ill mother’s Alzheimer’s. They say that when God closes a door He opens a window. In my case, He opened a mansion full of windows.


    The house lights dimmed, the spotlights came on, and the Artistic Director, Tom Briggs, stepped out to center stage and with a few words of welcome, introduced the show. The orchestra struck up the overture to Oklahoma! and I sat back in my seat and relaxed. Let the show begin!


    The medley of favorite Oklahoma! tunes included The Surrey With the Fringe on Top, Kansas City, and of course the hit musical number, Oklahoma!. The curtain went up to reveal a calm and almost regal Simon LeBeck, sitting astride a real horse in front of a row of cornstalks. At the sight of the horse, the audience went wild, cheering and breaking into a resounding applause.


    Simon owned the stage. I was amazed at the transformation: from a hysterical, weeping man, crying over his guitar, to a professional showman. He sang Oh What a Beautiful Mornin’ and brought down the house. His voice was every bit as good as Gordon MacRae’s. I was entranced. I couldn’t believe this fine actor was the same whacky man I’d seen only days earlier, going berserk and accusing Taylor of stealing his guitar.


    I whispered to Jon, “The set design is really good.” For as Curly/Simon sat upon the placid horse, the set revolved behind him, moving from corn stalks as high as an elephant’s eye to lifelike cut-outs of cattle. As Simon sang the lyrics about the cattle standing like statues, there they were. One cow was painted brown with a large glassy eye that winked when Simon sang about the little brown maverick winking her eye. I knew then that we were in for a treat.


    The show progressed through familiar scenes and familiar scores. My enjoyment was not at all spoiled by having seen a revival on Broadway or by watching the movie many times. In fact, my familiarity with the show added to my sense of anticipation.


    I have to admit my favorite song is People Will Say We’re in Love. Again. the set design was marvelous. Laurey/Taylor and Curly/Simon strolled through a peach orchard, chiding each other about how to conceal their love.


    Later, Curly/Simon sang Pore Jud is Daid, mocking the slow-witted Jud Fry.


    Intermission came quickly and we strolled out to the lobby. We gathered in a circle, sipping soft drinks. Binkie told us, “You young people weren’t born when the original Oklahoma! opened on Broadway in 1943. It was a box-office success; the first collaboration between Rodgers and Hammerstein, with Richard Rodgers as the composer and Oscar Hammerstein II writing the libretto. The play is set in 1906 when Oklahoma was a territory just applying for statehood. You’ll see, there’s a scene about that in the next act.”


    Just then Dalton Montjoy stopped to say hello. He was looking like he felt better. Binkie asked him to join us for a late supper after the show and he heartily accepted.


    The chimes sounded and we returned to our seats. After the joyful wedding scene, the play moved on to the riveting climax. The mood would now take a turn from one of general merriment to that of high drama as Jud Fry is killed. Laurey and Curly have changed into their traveling clothes and are about to leave for their honeymoon. But first the wedding guests have to perform the ritual of jovially putting them up onto a haystack where they become the object of good-natured jokes. There is friendly teasing and banter. The players do not seem to notice the spoiler Jud Fry skulking about distant haystacks, obviously plotting no good.


    Suddenly a haystack explodes into flame as Curly yells “fire” and the men rush to the haystack with water cans to put out the fire. Jud slinks around to the haystack where Laurey and Curly have been stranded on top because someone removed the ladder. Jud then sets their haystack ablaze. The pretend flames were produced with lights and very cleverly done. Curly encourages Laurey to jump to safety.


    As Jud eggs Curly on, he then pulls out a knife. This was supposed to be the part where Curly jumps down to fight with Jud and save Laurey from possible abduction. We all know how this scene is supposed to end. Curly will jump on top of Jud, and Jud will be stabbed accidently with his own knife.


    But something was amiss. Instead of holding the knife out in a threatening manner toward Simon, Thomas stepped back and flung the knife onto the floor with a loud cry.


    “Stop the show!” he shouted. The music came to an abrupt stop. Nimbly, Simon leapt down from the haystack as Taylor rushed around from behind the haystack to see what had happened.


    Thomas spread his palms in a gesture of amazement. “It’s real,” he yelled. “It’s real. The knife is real. It’s not a prop.”


    He reached down to pick up the knife to show the others. “The blade is supposed to retract.”


    An angry Greg Finley strode out onto the stage. The audience buzzed with excitement, everyone jumping to their feet for a better view.


    Holding the knife in his outstretched hand, Thomas shouted, “This knife is real. It’s not a prop knife. It doesn’t retract. I would have been stabbed with it. Maybe killed.”


    He took a step forward toward Simon. “Did you do this? Is this your doing? Are you trying to kill me?”


    Simon looked confused. “Are you crazy? Kill you? Why would I kill you? You’re the only friend I have.”


    He turned to the director. “The props were laid out on the table backstage. Anyone could have switched knives. But it wasn’t me. I swear it wasn’t me.”


    Greg the director stamped his foot in frustration. “Lower the damned curtain,” he roared.
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    Late night downtown Wilmington reminds me of New York City where I lived for four years while earning a Bachelor of Fine Arts degree at Parsons School of Design. Downtown Wilmington is as wild as Greenwich Village where my friends and I used to hang out.


    Now I’m an old married lady of twenty-seven with two children. And I wouldn’t have it any other way.


    Circa 1922 had a large table ready for our party when we arrived. We sat at the front near the window and outside there was a steady stream of partiers. Watching all the many bare legs passing by, I asked everyone, “When did dresses get so short? Guess my attention has been focused on diapers and baby bottles for the past year and I haven’t noticed the latest trend.” I turned to Jon, “Should I buy one of those stretchy dresses that barely cover my crouch?”


    Jon grinned at me. “Absolutely! But you can’t wear it outside our house!”


    Glancing out the window, I saw a pair of sequined shorts pass by. “And what about those short shorts? What do you think, Aunt Ruby?”


    To my amazement she broke into laughter. “Guess you’ve never heard of ‘hot pants’. In my day that’s what we wore, short shorts called hot pants. With little white ankle boots.”


    Binkie beamed at her. “Now that I’d like to see.”


    She laughed again and smacked at his hand.


    “What in the world happened back there?” Melanie asked everyone.


    When the curtain came down, the director stepped out and apologized for the interruption. He asked for our patience during a brief intermission while things got sorted out backstage. In about five minutes, the curtain opened again on the haystack scene. Apparently the correct prop knife had been located backstage, and the scene progressed as it was supposed to. Curly and Jud struggled with the prop knife and Jud played at being accidently stabbed. His death was declared an accident, and Curly and Laurie left on their honeymoon. The show closed to applause from a slightly puzzled audience.


    Dalton, whom Binkie had invited to join us, offered an explanation, “It’s always hectic backstage before the dress rehearsal. Somehow, the prop knife was mistakenly replaced with a real knife.”


    “So you think it was an accident?” I asked, wondering if Thomas who was playing Jud had any enemies.


    “Of course, it was an accident. Who would want to hurt Thomas? Everyone likes him.”


    The waiter came to take our orders. “Sorry for the delay,” he apologized. “Things are really busy tonight. The new play had their dress rehearsal. We always get a crowd when something is going on at Thalian Hall.”


    And then he added excitedly. “Word is someone almost got killed at the theater tonight. Don’t know the details yet.”


    So the rumors had begun.


    Cam spoke up. “We’ve all had earlier dinners so how about we order a variety of plates from the Tapas menu. And this dinner’s on me.”


    When protests began, he merely said, “I insist.”


    “I love the Thai chicken,” Melanie said. “Good idea, darling.”


    Ray said, “In that case, the wine’s on me.” And he turned to the waiter and ordered two bottles of chardonnay from the wine menu.


    I told everyone at the table, “It’s wonderful to be able to drink wine again.”


    The restaurant was indeed crowded. “Good thing we called ahead,” Jon said.


    With its brick walls and Twenties-style paintings, Circa 1922 was one of the most popular downtown restaurants.


    I whispered to Jon, “This is where we had our first official date. Remember?”


    “How could I forget?” His smile lit up his face.


    Dalton was saying to Scarlett, “Accidents on stage are not all that uncommon, don’t you agree?”


    “I haven’t personally experienced any accidents, but just think of what happened with ‘Spider-Man: Turn off the Dark.’ There were four accidents during preview performances. So yes, Dalton, I agree, accidents do happen in the theater. There’s so much going on at once, everyone is hyped up, it’s a wonder there aren’t more.”


    “My experience, as well,” Dalton said.


    “Dalton, we’re so glad you accepted our offer on the house,” I said. “I know it must be hard for you to give it up.”


    “Yes,” Jon echoed. “Your house will make a splendid home for our family. I can’t wait to get to work on the changes we want to make.”


    Dalton laughed. “There’s plenty of room for improvement in that house.”


    “I wanted to ask you about the oak tree in the back yard. We think it may be dying. We’ll probably have to take it down. We really hate to do that but we have children to think of.”


    “That’s an old, old tree,” Dalton said. “It was a mature tree when I was a boy. I’m not sure how old it is but I think I heard it was there when my fifth great-grandfather built the house.”


    The waiter poured wine for us all, and Scarlett proposed a toast. “To the theater,” she said. “And to actors everywhere.”


    “Here, here,” Dalton said.


    Scarlett continued, “I was especially impressed with the TACT production of Guys and Dolls. Ray and I went last month. Those kids were great. Absolutely talented. We really enjoyed the show, didn’t we, Ray?”


    “We did.” He smiled. “You’d think Scarlett would have had enough of Guys and Dolls but no, she wanted to see the children perform it.” Turning to Binkie, he said, “I understand you and Dalton were friends as boys. Grew up near each other.”


    “That’s true, Ray. Our parents were friends as well. Dalton’s parents and mine served on the Thalian Association board at one time or another.”


    “I’ve heard people say the Thalian Association might be the oldest surviving theater group in America,” Ray said.


    “That may very well be true,” Binkie said. “But as yet I’ve discovered no proof to substantiate the claim. Although it does seem likely from what we know. And as more and more old books and records are digitalized, we may very well find proof of such an assertion.”


    “Perhaps you aren’t aware, Ray,” Aunt Ruby interjected, “you being from New York and all, but the Thalian Association is the Official Community Theater of North Carolina by an act of the General Assembly.”


    “No, I didn’t know that. Does that mean it is the oldest theatrical group in the state?”


    Binkie answered, “It does. An association of actors was organized here in 1788 or before. One of the founders was Dalton’s ancestor. To put that date into perspective, that is the same year delegates met in Hillsborough to debate whether to ratify the U.S. Constitution. They could not agree and North Carolina remained out of the Union until a Bill of Rights was incorporated into the Constitution. That will give you some historical perspective.”


    Dalton said, “My fifth great-grandfather was one of the founders of the Thalian Association.”


    Melanie chimed in, “He built the house Ashley and Jon have just bought from Dalton. That house is a historical treasure.”


    “We can’t wait to see it,” Scarlett said.


    “Come anytime, Scarlett,” Dalton invited. “I’ll be happy to show you around. You too, Ray. Although I can’t make it up the stairs any longer. My hip, you know.”


    “Too bad women weren’t allowed on stage in the early days of your theater group,” Scarlett said. “Men played the roles of women. I hear some of them were very good at it.”


    Aunt Ruby chimed in, “And two hundred years later we’re still fighting for women’s rights and gay rights.”


    “Yes, my dear,” Binkie said. Then to Dalton, he said, “Do you remember how we used to hang around the USO when we were kids and watch the soldiers congregate there?”


    Dalton smiled. “I do. I remember how much I wanted a uniform.”


    “I loved the music that flowed out of the USO. Made me want to dance. And I was just a kid.” Binkie laughed.


    “Remember? We used to hear Hannah Block herself play the piano. After I heard her play, my mother didn’t have to push my piano lessons. I was eager to learn.”


    “Is that how the Community Arts Center got its name?” Scarlett asked. “The City named the building for the woman who played the piano?”


    “Quite true, Scarlett,” Binkie said. “In 2006 the building was named for Hannah Block. Then two years later, restorations were completed. The lobby was restored to its 1943 appearance.”


    Two waiters approached our table and quickly set plates before us. Platters of the Tapas offerings were set down the middle of the table. There was a selection of cheeses and a variety of bruschetta. Sate of Thai chicken, Thai beef, Miso Shrimp, and Sesame Tuna. There were marinated vegetables and a Charcuterie of cold cuts.


    “Oh, this looks divine,” Melanie said. We busily passed plates, helping ourselves and each other. And then contentment set in.


    Dalton seemed to be in a mellow mood. “Say Binkie, do you remember that actor we had to get out of jail?”


    Binkie plunked down his napkin. “Do I? I’ll never forget that experience. We had to go before the judge.”


    “What are you talking about?” I asked.


    Dalton answered, “Simon’s little charade the other day made me think of it. The play was The Mousetrap. The actor was a talented young man. As talented as they come. But bi-polar, as I suspect Simon is. Well, he went off his meds and kind of went berserk. Threatening people, stuff like that, until the cops were called. He got into a fight with them and they locked him up.”


    Binkie interjected, “And the next night was opening night.” He looked around at all of us, beaming. “Dalton and I had to go down to the courthouse and vouch for this fellow. The judge looked down at us from his bench and told us sternly that he was holding us responsible if anything happened. I’ll never forget that experience.”


    Dalton said, “But the show went on without a hitch. Oh, what we do for the theater! Oh, and Binkie do you remember the one about the pair of ducks?”


    Binkie started to laugh and couldn’t stop. I’ve never seen him laugh so hard.


    “Tell us,” Cam said. “What about ducks?”


    Binkie shook his head. “The Thalian Association was presenting The Pirates of Penzance. It was the last night. Well, the chorus was singing along with the character Ruth the lines, ‘A Paradox, a paradox, a most ingenious paradox.’ A couple of the stage crew crept behind the scenery of waves and held up two yellow rubber ducks as if they were swimming along on the waves. The audience roared. But the director didn’t think it was funny. He went back stage and ordered the two pranksters out of the building.”


    I was so caught up in the story, I almost didn’t notice when the actors from Oklahoma! arrived until someone’s loud laughter made me look up. I was sitting with my back to the brick wall, facing the front door of the restaurant as they came streaming noisily inside.


    “Do you see what I see?” I asked Jon. “How can that be?”


    We were both gazing at the group of actors. Taylor Page and Simon LeBeck were holding hands. They seemed to be very much into each other.


    “I see them. And I don’t get it. Why, just the other day he was accusing her of stealing his guitar.”


    Taylor had changed out of Laurie’s sweet gingham pinafore costume and was wearing one of those stretchy short dresses. And platform heels. She was hanging all over Simon. Certainly making moves on him.


    I nudged Jon. “Well, they sure made up fast.”


    At our table, Binkie was telling Dalton about his trip to the Washington Monument and his viewing of the back of the Thalian Stone. He told Dalton that only a few letters of the inscription were visible. “Any idea what it means?” Binkie asked. “Your ancestors and mine were involved with raising money for the creation of the stone.”


    Dalton looked thoughtful. But before he could respond, Aunt Ruby said, “Dalton, as you’ve known Benjamin all of his life, perhaps you know how he got the nickname of Binkie? He claims he doesn’t remember.”


    Dalton replied, “Oh, I remember. I asked my mother that question when we were boys. It seems Binkie’s mother admired an English actor whose name was Binkie something or other. Binkie was a popular nickname for Englishmen back in the thirties. The name just stuck.”


    “For all of his life,” Aunt Ruby said. “Well, I prefer Benjamin. That suits a man of his distinction much better.”


    Binkie turned to her and smiled indulgently. Anything Aunt Ruby said or did was just fine with him.


    Just then, Thomas came into the restaurant to join Simon and Taylor. He was hanging onto an actress who had been in the girls’ chorus. Angela. Angela somebody. She was wearing tight jeans and a very revealing tank top. Her right breast was tattooed with a thunder bolt. As a mother who had only recently nursed two babies, I wondered what this woman’s babies would think as they stared up at that thunderbolt.


    While Simon approached the host, Thomas’s partner reached up and pulled his face down toward the thunderbolt. Whoa! I was repulsed. Fortunately, before things could get any more torrid, Dalton called to them. “Hey, guys, over here!”


    On the way to their table, the four stopped to say hello. “Great performance,” Dalton said. “Did you ever find out what happened? Glad nobody got hurt.”


    “Somebody got the knives mixed up,” Thomas said. “I’m just glad I realized I was holding a real knife in my hand before we did that scene. I could have been stabbed.”


    “Why you?” Simon demanded. “Why is it always about you? I was about to jump off that haystack right at you. I’m the one who would have been stabbed!” And in a huff, he stalked off after the host.
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    On Friday night after opening night of the show, Jon and I, and Melanie and Cam headed out to Wrightsville Beach to Scarlett and Ray’s house for the cast party. The play had gone smoothly. Splendidly, in fact. The actors performed wonderfully and bowed to a standing ovation from a grateful audience. There were no hitches, no real knives instead of prop knives. The whole show went like clockwork.


    Bless their hearts, Aunt Ruby and Binkie had volunteered to babysit so “you young people can go off and have some fun.”


    Jon drove out Martin Luther King Drive which becomes Eastwood Drive to the bridge to Wrightsville Beach. He picked up the southern leg of Lumina Avenue and followed it to the south end of the island. Both sides of the street were filled with parked cars for the party. We pulled into a paved driveway in front of Bella Aqua. At Wrightsville Beach, the houses have names. Bella Aqua is three stories tall if you count the enclosure under the house. The ground level housed a garage and storage rooms, an area that could withstand flooding without experiencing too much damage if sea water flowed through the pilings when there was storm surge as frequently happens during hurricane season.


    Bella Aqua is an incredible house, built in the Modernist style. This is the house Melanie rented a couple of summers ago when she, I, her friend supermodel Kelly Lauder, and Mickey Ballantine one of Melanie’s bad-boy obsessions vacationed here. Later, when Scarlett and Ray were looking for a beach house, Melanie brokered the sale of this house to them.


    The house is sand color with a lot of painted white trim. Decks and balconies and little porches cover the front and back sides of the house. From the ocean-side decks one has spectacular views of the bella aqua or beautiful water for which the house is named.


    Moonlight on the water sparkled in the distance. We headed up a flight of outside stairs to a little covered porch.


    “Remember the time we stayed here?” I asked Melanie, knowing full well that of course she would recall.


    She hunched her shoulders as if ward off a chill. “How could I ever forget that dreadful summer? That was when we found Valentine Russo murdered in her art gallery.”


    Jon called over his shoulder as he stepped into the enclosed stairwell. “To be sure, that was one crazy summer. But it was the summer Ashley realized she was in love with me so my memories are good.” We reached the top floor. Here, the vaulted-ceiling great room was filled with partiers.


    The house should have been named Bella Blanc -- everything was white. The walls were white and the area rugs, the sectional furniture, the shades and draperies. Scarlett had filled all of this whiteness with the most dazzling, colorful paintings by local artists. Spotlights from the ceiling illuminated the artwork. And there were vases and art objects in bold colors. Two sides of the room were sheets of glass - great expanses of glass that framed a moonlit sky, sand, and ocean.


    Scarlett had hired a classic rock band. The center of the room had been cleared of furniture and everyone was dancing on the hardwood floor – couples, singles.


    Jon and I got drinks, then circulated around the room, saying hello to the actors. Simon and Taylor were dancing. Finding Scarlett and Ray in the crowd, we hugged them. But the person who was being mobbed by fans was not the lead actor but my brother-in-law, Cameron Jordan. “I’ve entered my musical in your contest,” one of the musicians said. “Me too,” someone else told Cam. “We’re so excited about your contest. How great to make a movie using local talent.” They were all vying for his attention.


    One man grabbed his elbow. “Remember the classic science fiction novel Dune? There was even a Dune trilogy. And a movie. Well, I’ve written a musical based on Dune. I’m calling it Dune, the Musical. I sent it to you. Did you get it?”


    “If you sent it, then we have it. We have some volunteers cataloging the submissions and assigning numbers. That way, the judges won’t be influenced by knowing the identity of the composer.”


    “That seems more than fair. Good idea.” The man shook Cam’s hand. Told him what a great guy he was. And handed him a business card.


    Jon and I love to dance, and when the band struck up Mustang Sally and the vocalist began singing, we joined the others on the dance floor.


    Over his shoulder I spotted a couple. “Look at that. Cheri Holbrook and Greg Finley? Wonder how long they’ve known each other?”


    Jon looked too. Greg and Cheri were dancing together and seemed rather familiar with each other.


    “Let’s go out on the deck,” Jon said when there was a break, “where I intend to get to know you better.”


    I smiled up into his face. “Promises, promises.”


    Outside, the night was mild for early October. “This is snuggling weather,” I said, flirting with my husband.


    He took my hand and led me over to a comfy chaise lounge. We got onto it together. I stretched out in his arms. “Is this what you had in mind?” he asked as he pulled me closer.


    “Exactly,” I said and stroked his chin.


    As my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I saw that other couples had the same idea. Some were doing more than snuggling. And there was Thomas, who had played Jud tonight. So this was why he wasn’t inside. He and his actress friend Angela seemed to think they were alone, making out hot and heavy.


    “Wow,” I told Jon. “Hope they don’t actually go all the way out here in front of us.”


    Jon looked where I was looking. “Want to go back inside?”


    “In a minute. Let’s just look at the ocean and ignore them. It’s so peaceful out here. The music coming from inside. The waves rolling in on the sand.”


    Just then the peace was shattered by an angry, screeching voice that yelled, “Get up! Get out of that chair!”


    I jumped. Jon bolted upright lifting me up with him.


    A woman stood over Thomas and Angela. I had just seen her inside, dancing with the guest director. Thomas’s mother, Cheri Holbrook.


    Thomas was on his feet. But the half-undressed Angela lay huddled on the chaise, frantically pulling her clothes together.


    “Mother . . .”


    “Don’t you ‘mother’ me, Thomas Holbrook. Straighten up your clothes. And if I ever see you around this tart again, I’ll . . . I’ll . . .”


    Thomas was rearranging his clothes, pulling down his shirt. In the chair, Angela was sobbing.


    “Mother, you’re making a scene!”


    And she was. Others out on the deck were watching the drama unfold.


    Cheri pushed Thomas toward the glass doors. For a moment I thought she was going to grab his ear and drag him away.


    “The sacrifices I have made for you,” she screamed. “I gave up my own career for yours. Drove you to auditions when you were too young to drive. Coached you, pushed you. Paid your rent. You stupid fool, you have a promising career ahead of you. You should be inside, making nice to Cameron Jordan and Ray Barrett. They can do things for you. But instead you’re out here, fooling around with that piece of trailer trash. Probably getting her pregnant for all I know. And then where will you be? Working at McDonald’s for a few measly bucks to feed a family?


    “No way, young man. I’ve got bigger things planned for you!”


    They reached the glass doors, everyone on the deck standing and watching. Angela had her clothes on now but was still ducked down on the chaise. I didn’t feel one bit sorry for her. Or for Thomas. The two of them were clueless.


    “Let’s get out of here,” Jon said. “I’m not in a party mood anymore.”


    I agreed. “Yes, we’ll say goodbye to Scarlett and Ray, collect Melanie and Cam, and leave.”


    Jon laughed, breaking the tension. “If we can pry Cam away from his fans.”


    We made our way down the outside stairs to Lumina Avenue. The street was dark and crowded with parked cars. Melanie and Cam got into the backseat of our Escalade. Jon got into the driver’s seat and I went around to my side. Two cars away a couple stood in the street. And they were arguing. Loud angry voices drifted my way. The streetlight revealed Cheri Holbrook and Greg Finley.


    “I hold you responsible,” Greg cried. “He could have been killed.”


    “Don’t you lecture me,” Cheri ranted. Then, realizing they were not alone, she glared at me. “What are you staring at?” she demanded. “Mind your own damned business.”


    “Cheri, calm down,” Greg said. “You’re out of control.”


    As I closed myself inside our car, Jon asked, “Who was that? What was that about?”


    I told him what I had overheard.


    “Some of these theater people are strange,” he commented and started the engine.


    “She had to be referring to Thomas and the accident with the knife. But why does he hold Cheri responsible?” I wondered out loud.


    Jon chucked. “Too much drama for me.”


    From the backseat Cam chimed in. “Me too. I like my drama scripted.”


    We all had a good laugh although the fury in Cheri’s voice lingered in my head during the drive home.
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    Finally closing day arrived. Monday, October 22nd, dawned a perfectly beautiful fall day. Too wired to sleep, Jon crept out of bed to open the shutters at our bedroom window. Golden sunlight steamed in, illuminating his body. Now Jon sleeps naked and girls! I’ve got to tell you, that was one sight to behold. I had to get my hands on all that manliness. So I too crept out of bed. I pressed up against him and hugged his waist. Then one thing led to another until we were tumbling back into bed, stifling our laughter so as not to wake the babies.


    Contented moans escaped from his throat. He pulled me to him. For once, the twins slept in. Some days just start out right.


    By nine o’clock we were up, showered and dressed, and beaming at each other over the twins’ heads as we feed them mushy cereal. Aunt Ruby arrived, all energetic and chipper. “Today is your big day,” she said.


    “It’s an exciting day,” I agreed. “We’re closing on our new house.”


    


    By eleven o’clock we were back home: richer by one historic house but much, much poorer and deeper in debt. Still, we were very happy. “I don’t know what we’d do without you, Aunt Ruby,” I said as I walked her to the door. “The twins adore you. I do too.”



    We hugged and kissed. “Well, you won’t have to find out for a long while. I plan to be here to see those little fellers on their wedding day. Melanie’s coming over?” she inquired.


    “Yes, she and I are going over to the house to take possession while Jon babysits.”


    “I’m sorry I can’t stay so Jon can go with you but I’ve got this DAR luncheon. And Binkie is deeply engrossed with a research project on the early Thalians for the anniversary next year. But I’ll come back later this afternoon and then the two of you can tour your new house together.”


    “Thank you again,” I called as she stepped off the front porch.


    Melanie pulled up then, parked on the street, and came in for a glass of iced tea. “That closing went off like a snap,” she said, and snapped her fingers for emphasis.


    “Melanie, we appreciate your help,” Jon said.


    She grinned. “If I can’t be good to my family, who can I be good to?”


    Jon gave her a hug. “You’re the best.”


    “Want to walk over?” I asked. “It’s gorgeous outside. And you know what’s coming? Cooler weather. Might as well enjoy this mild weather while we can.”


    Melanie and I strolled along Nun Street with me babbling on about all the improvements we were going to make to the house.


    As we stepped up onto the porch, I was surprised to see the front door standing open. I thought Dalton would be gone and the house locked up. Instead, only the glass storm door remained shut. And something appeared to be lodged against it. I cupped my hands around my eyes to block out the sunlight and stared down. Dalton Montjoy lay prostrate on the floor.


    I gasped just as Melanie cried, “I smell gas.”


    “I smell it too. We’ve got to get him out of there.”


    “I’m calling 911.” She pawed frantically in her large purse for her cell phone.


    “No,” I cried. “Not here. Take that down to the street. Get far away.” I waved my arm toward Front Street, unable to take my eyes off Dalton.


    She stared at me, uncomprehending.


    “A spark from the phone could cause an explosion! Now go!” I yelled. “I’ll get him out.”


    With the cell phone in her hand, Melanie clattered down the porch stairs in her way too high high-heels. Scrambled down the sidewalk, and out through the gate to the sidewalk on Front Street.


    I tried the glass storm door. It was not locked. Gulping a large intake of air, I pulled the door open. The smell of gas was intense, making me want to cough. Pulling my tee-shirt up over my mouth and nose, I tried not to breathe.


    Bending and grabbing Dalton by the ankles, I dragged him toward the open door, toward the fresh air he needed so badly.


    He wasn’t heavy. He was old and frail, and light as a child. Plus, I’d built up some muscles from hefting two little boys off the floor.


    I used my butt to hold the door open, held my breath a second longer, and yanked on Dalton Montjoy’s stick-like legs. His body glided across the bare floor and over the threshold like a threadbare rug. As his face banged the porch floor, I felt a shiver of guilt. But it couldn’t be helped. I had to get him away from the toxic gas fumes – and fast, if he was going to survive.


    A wound on the back of his head was bleeding. A good sign, I thought. That meant he was not dead; his heart was still pumping blood.


    The door banged shut behind us, closing the poisonous fumes inside. I opened my mouth and swallowed a large intake of fresh, good-old Wilmington humid air. And then slowly exhaled.


    Gently, I rolled Dalton onto his back and tried to evaluate his condition. He seemed to be unconscious. Was he breathing? I’d do CPR on him anyway. Seemed like a good precaution. I’d taken a class after my children were born. Just in case. Just in case I had to rescue an old man from gas asphyxiation? Well, no. But now the training came in handy.


    I squeezed his nostrils closed with my thumb and forefinger and tilted his head back. His mouth fell open automatically. He was mumbling, trying to say something. So he really was alive. And maybe conscious.


    “Don’t talk, Dalton,” I commanded. I puffed into his mouth. Then doubled my hands together over his chest and pressed down. Puffed into his mouth. Pressed on his chest. Over and over for what seemed like an eternity.


    And then in the distance, I heard the glorious sound of sirens approaching. Growing nearer and nearer. Louder and louder. Until they stopped abruptly. Then the welcome sound of feet pounding up the sidewalk.


    The medics took over.


    I got out of the way fast and scrambled down the sidewalk to join Melanie where she sat scrunched up on the curb.


    “Is he dead?” she asked. Her normally creamy ivory skin was ghostly white.


    “No, thank God. He’s alive. They’re working on him.”


    The ambulance was parked in the street, narrowing two-way Front Street to one lane. Traffic came to a standstill followed by the inevitable honking and hollering. Pedestrians gathered on the sidewalks, watching, buzzing with excitement.


    “What happened?” a woman I took for a tourist asked.


    “Gas leak,” I replied.


    “Gas? A gas leak?” Wide-eyed she looked at her partner. “Let’s get out of here before it explodes.” They took off at a trot, warning others. That started a panic as people ran, clearing the sidewalks.


    And then the fire truck roared up to park behind the ambulance, and four firemen jumped out. A big sign on the back of the truck read “Haz Mat.” The firemen donned protective gear, attached gas masks to their faces and dashed up to the porch and into the house. First responders. Our unsung heroes.


    The gas company trucks and crews came next, burly men with bags of tools and heavy tool belts strapped around their middles. “Turn it off at the street,” one shouted. They hurried off.


    By then the EMTs were rolling the stretcher with Dalton strapped on it down the narrow driveway, loading him into the back of the ambulance. Sirens wailing, they pulled away from the curb, south on Front Street in the direction of the medical center.


    Melanie stood up, brushing off the seat of her short shirt. “May as well go back to your house. Nothing we can do here. Not now.”


    But this is my house now, I wanted to cry. Would it explode, burst into flames before I had a chance to even take possession? Would those first responders meet their deaths inside my house? I prayed not.


    I stood up too, and nodded. Then looked up at the large house, the house I had come to take possession of.


    “Oh no,” she said. “We’re not going to make it.” She tried leading me through the snarled traffic to the other side of the street, but the Wilmington PD cruiser just swerved across our path, cutting us off and blocking the street.


    “He’ll just follow us if we try to leave,” I said, knowing that escaping him was impossible. He’d just follow me.


    The window on the passenger side of the cruiser powered down to reveal the handsome face of my former husband, Homicide Detective Nicholas Yost. He wore dark glasses so I couldn’t see his eyes but I expected they were rolling heavenward with exaggerated patience. Nick likes to pretend I am a trial.


    “Don’t you have anything better to do than meet me at every crime scene I investigate?” His tone dripped sarcasm.


    “What makes you think this is a crime scene? It’s a gas leak.”


    He grunted. “You’re here, aren’t you? That means somehow, somewhere, a crime has been committed here. You’re like a lightning rod.” He turned to his partner, the driver. “If Ashley’s here, somebody’s been killed. She’s notorious.”


    The other officer looked from Nick to me and grinned. I’m sure the entire Wilmington Police Department knew our history.


    “Stay put while we park,” Nick said. “I need to talk to you.”


    The driver backed into the spot vacated by the ambulance. Traffic in the opposite lane inched forward. A uniformed officer at the intersection was doing his best to divert oncoming traffic away from Front Street.


    Melanie and I moved back to the sidewalk, watching as Nick got out of the PD cruiser and strolled toward us. He acted as if he had all of the time in the world.


    “I hate to admit it,” Melanie murmured, “but he’s still hot.”


    She was right. Nick was a hot, sexy, good looking man. But trouble. Big trouble. He had the slim waist and hips, the long legs, the broad shoulders, the thick hair, the chiseled jaw. And he dressed nicely, not like most guys these days who think tank tops, baggy shorts, and arms covered with tattoos make them irresistible to women.


    But Nick and I are like oil and water. We do not mix well. On second thought, we are more like kerosene and flame. Our passion had sure burnt itself out fast. Married in haste, divorced in haste.


    “So, Ashley, explain to me what you’re doing here. At the site of this gas leak.”


    I gave him a long, cool stare, taking pleasure in telling him the last thing he’d expect to hear. “Because this is my house, Nick. Jon and I closed on it this morning.”


    Well, that sure took the wind out of his sails.


    “Your house? You bought this house? But it’s a wreck.”


    Melanie stepped in. “Her house. Her house. Why is that concept so difficult to understand? She bought a house. A bigger house than her little house on Nun Street where she and Jon and the twins are bursting at the seams.”


    “Oh, and by the way, in case you have forgotten, Nick,” I interjected, “Jon and I restore old houses for a living. We’ll turn this historic house into the pride of Wilmington.”


    Nick gazed up at the house, then to me, then back to the house again. He was right. It was a wreck. But it was big. Big. Lots of space.


    “And we’re here because we came to take possession,” Melanie said. “Dalton Montjoy has already moved his furniture out but must have returned for his personal items. Anyway, we found him lying on the floor at the storm door, as if he had crawled to it, trying to get out.”


    She lifted her face, staring him straight in the eye. “Ashley saved him. She dragged him out.”


    Nick pulled off the dark glasses, contemplating me seriously now. It was as if Melanie’s words had sobered him up.


    “I dashed down here to the curb to call 911 while Ashley managed to get him out onto the porch. She gave him CPR until the EMTs arrived. You should be thanking her instead of handing her your usual crap and put downs.”


    She glared at him hard. “You know, Nick, you’ve really got to get over her. That’s what all these snarky remarks of yours are about. You’re still hung up on her. Let her go. She’s moved on. So should you.”


    Nick’s partner stared at his shoe laces.


    Nick looked stricken; his face grew red. He was not used to anyone telling him what to do.


    Melanie took me by the hand and pulled me out into the street, calling to him over her shoulder. “Now, we’re leaving. Come on, Ashley. Oh, and Nick, do something about this awful traffic jam.”


    When we got to the other side of the street, she turned to me and said, “Now, he won’t follow us. I have a feeling now he’ll leave you alone.”


    I threw my arms around my sister and squeezed her. “You know what, you are something, Melanie Wilkes. Really something. I love you, big sister.”


    Melanie tossed her long auburn hair. “Back at you, little sis. But hey, sexy or not, that man is infuriating.”


    As I knew well from firsthand experience.
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    Dalton Montjoy


    


    Dalton Montjoy saw the light. Of course, he knew what it was, what it signified. He was dying. All of his life he had heard the stories of people seeing the light as they passed over to the other side. First from his mother and grandmother, who were deeply religious women. Then later from patients at the hospital where he worked who had experienced near-death journeys.


    The light seemed to be drawing him into a deep tunnel. He was not being sucked into the tunnel. Nor did he walk into it. Rather, he felt like he was floating into it, but with no control, no power to stop the forward motion.


    And then he was in the light.


    His parents were there, ahead of him at a distance, facing him, watching him as he floated along toward them. But they were not smiling. They seemed concerned.


    “Dalton, Dalton,” his mother called out to him. And it was a joy to hear her voice again until she cried, “Go back, son. It’s not your time. Go back.”


    He didn’t understand. Why wasn’t she happy to see him? Why didn’t she step forward to greet him? Embrace him. Welcome him. After all, he had not seen her in twenty-five years. Hadn’t she missed him?


    Besides, he had no power to turn around. He had no control over his motions or his destiny.


    “Go back, son,” she called again. “We love you but it’s not your time.”


    Dalton felt himself still floating weightless toward them, like a leaf on a soft breeze.


    Then his father stepped forward. “Dalton Randall Montjoy,” he said sternly, the way he used to when Dalton was a kid and had gotten into trouble. “You turn yourself around right this minute, young man, and you head on back home.”


    Amazingly, Dalton felt the floating sensation stop. He was still.


    And then there was only blackness.


    Until a face appeared in front of his eyes. A face that leaned over his. A beautiful face with eyes the color of spring violets and a cloud of dark hair. The face of an angel.


    He knew that face. Young Ashley Wilkes. He recalled his feeling of relief that if his house had to be sold, had to pass out of his family to another, it was to Judge Peter Wilkes’ daughter. Judge Wilkes had been a force for good in this community. He had been a leader in the preservation movement of the Seventies. He had helped Dalton’s family and others hold onto their old homes.


    But what was Ashley Wilkes doing here in his dream? And what was she saying to him? He had to strain his ears to hear her, to make out her words.


    “Don’t talk, Dalton,” she told him.


    And then she did a strange thing. She covered his mouth with her own. Was she kissing him?


    No, you old fool, he told himself. She’s giving you CPR. That’s why she’s holding your nostrils closed.


    And that noxious odor? The gas. Of course, the gas. Now, he remembered. But only for an instant. Because in that instant, the blackness swirled around him, gathered him into itself, like a heavy dark cloud that whirled him away.
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    Melanie got up from the sofa arm where she had perched and moved into the middle of my library. “There was a gas leak, Jon. And we found Dalton Montjoy trying to crawl out of the house. Ashley dragged him out and gave him CPR. She saved his life.”


    Jon looked at me, alarm written all over his face. Had I placed myself in danger? I could read the question and concern in his eyes. My safety would always come first with Jon.


    “We were out on the porch,” I told him. “I was fine. The paramedics came right away. You must have heard the sirens?”


    “We heard them,” Aunt Ruby said. “When we saw they were at your house, we both hurried over there.”


    Aunt Ruby and Binkie’s little bungalow is located on Front Street, between Nun and Ann. I explained to Jon, “They caught up with us just as we arrived home.”


    “A gas leak, you say?” Binkie asked. “What happened?”


    “We don’t know yet. But the gas has been turned off. Firemen and a gas company crew are working there. We wanted to come straight home to let you know, Jon.”


    Jon stood up. “Let me have the keys. I’ll walk over there right now and check on things. I’ll have to secure the house after they leave.”


    “Do you want me to come with you?” I offered.


    “No, stay here for the time being. I know you want to catch up with Ruby and Binkie. I’ll call you on your cell if I need you.”


    “I’ll go with you, Jon,” Melanie offered. “I still have to remove the lockbox and take down the For Sale sign. Although that seems the least of our concerns right now.”


    My boys were playing around our feet, pulling themselves up, walking with short bursts of confidence. Peter tottered over to Aunt Ruby and grabbed her around the knees. She pulled him up onto her lap and talked to him.


    I continued my tale, about how we’d found Dalton Montjoy inside the storm door.


    “How is he?” Binkie wanted to know.


    “I’m not sure, Binkie. He was trying to talk but then he seemed to faint. He was completely unresponsive while I did the CPR. And then when the paramedics arrived, they surrounded him and I left his side. I’ll call the hospital after a little while. It’s probably too soon to get a report on him.”


    “But what about your house, Ashley dear?” Aunt Ruby asked as she played patty cake with Peter. Little Jonnie watched from the floor where he lay sprawled, feet kicking the air.


    “We’ll see what Jon finds at the house. Thank goodness, there wasn’t a spark or our house would have blown up. I still can’t believe this. Whatever the cause we’ll have to get the gas company in to find the leak and make repairs. I know we’ve got the whole house to restore before we can move in, but this adds a sense of urgency.”


    “Indeed it does, Ashley dear.” Binkie stood up as Jon and Melanie came back into the library. “That was fast.”


    “We weren’t allowed in,” Jon told us. “Not even on the grounds. I’ll let Nick tell you why.” He turned to Nick who had followed them into the library.


    What is he doing here? I wondered. Oh, Lord, as if there isn’t enough going wrong, why does Nick have to be involved in my life when trouble strikes?


    Nick remained in the doorway, as if perhaps he was as uncomfortable as I. This had once been home. This had once been his favorite room, where he liked to unwind after a hard day of catching bad guys. Now this room was off limits to him, a gathering place for a family, and not his family.


    For an instant, he gazed at Peter and Jonnie as they stared up at him curiously – the stranger in their midst. I wondered if it was dawning on Nick that this might have been his life. If. If he had made the right choices. Or I could be way off base. The domestic life was not his thing.


    When Nick abandoned our marriage he did so to join Blackwater Security, a free-wheeling private army that sold their services to the highest bidder. At that time they had been located right here in North Carolina. After two name changes and a move to Virginia, they are facing criminal investigations. Nick has a history of making bad decisions.


    He straightened, inhaled, and that guarded expression I detest overtook his face. He was back to being a homicide detective, hiding in his “cop’s mode.”


    “I have news,” he said.


    “Benjamin, let’s you and I take the little ones out to the play yard so they can talk,” Aunt Ruby said.


    “Good idea.” Binkie took Jonnie by the hand and lead him from the room with Aunt Ruby and Peter following.


    “Now what’s this about?” I asked Nick, not even attempting to hide my displeasure. “Do you have news of Dalton?”


    “Here, have a seat,” Jon said politely although I could tell by his expression that he was as displeased as I.


    “He hasn’t died, has he?” Melanie asked with alarm.


    “Dalton Montjoy is in the ICU. His condition is being evaluated and I don’t know if he regained consciousness. From the wound on the back of his head, his doctors believe he was attacked, struck from behind.”


    “Attacked? His head was bleeding but I just assumed that he had passed out and fallen,” I said.


    Nick viewed me with irritation. “Why would he have remained inside the house inhaling gas fumes? That doesn’t make sense. He would have fled the house, out into the fresh air. The gas company adds a noxious scent to gas so people can smell when they have a leak. Natural gas itself has no odor. The only way Mr. Montjoy would have remained inside that house breathing in those fumes is if he was unable to leave. Unable to leave because he was unconscious from a blow to the head.”


    “That he could have gotten if he tripped and fell and hit his head,” I argued. “He has a bad hip and walking is difficult for him. He could easily have fallen in his haste.” The idea that someone had deliberately struck Dalton and left him to die of asphyxiation was unthinkable to me.


    “Are you saying the police think someone tried to kill poor Dalton?” Melanie asked. “Who would want to kill him? He was well-liked. Popular. Respected in the community. Why, he provided homes for actors with little money.”


    “We think we know who attacked him. That’s why I’m here. To ask you what you know about Simon LeBeck.”


    “Simon?” I echoed.


    “Yes, Simon LeBeck. I’ve been told his behavior has been aggressive. Out of control. That he attacks people. That he can be violent. Mr. Montjoy wondered if he was bi-polar and in need of medication.”


    “But why would Simon want to kill Dalton?” I asked. “They were friends. They were working on a musical together.”


    “That’s what I am trying to find out, Ashley,” Nick said with exaggerated patience. “And I can’t ask Simon LeBeck because he’s dead.”


    “What?” I gasped.


    “Yes, he’s dead too. Fell to his death off that high second-story porch as he was fleeing the house. It’s possible he turned on the gas, struck Mr. Montjoy and left him for dead. Then fled from the upstairs porch. But in his haste to escape, he fell to his death down those treacherous stairs.”
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    “Where are we going?” I asked Jon the next morning. All I knew was that he had arranged with Aunt Ruby and Binkie to babysit and he was taking me somewhere special. “A surprise,” was all I could get out of him.


    “There’s too much stress in our lives,” he said. “We need to relax.”


    “OK, I’m game.” He took my hand and led me west on Nun Street toward Front. But as we crossed Front Street, we did not stop at our house, but continued down the hill toward the river.


    “The police are still at the house,” I said. Yellow crime scene tape had been strung around the property. Did that mean they were now treating Dalton’s near death and Simon’s fall as a homicide? I caught a glimpse of Nick up on the side porch and averted my head. I couldn’t bear another confrontation with him. “And the gas company truck is there too.”


    “They’ll be gone soon. Then we can get to work on the restoration.” Jon is an optimist. “Meanwhile, it’s a beautiful morning and we are going to enjoy every minute of it.”


    I smiled to myself. I am one lucky woman. And I know it.


    At the bottom of Nun Street, we entered River Walk, the boardwalk that runs along the Cape Fear River. We strolled past the Pilot House Restaurant, then Elijah’s, till the boardwalk sloped upward. After passing the Wilmington Tea Room, and LeCatalan, we stopped at the next building. Jon took me into the gift shop of Wilmington Water Tours.


    “We have reservations, Mary,” he told Mary DeLollo who was selling tickets. “I called earlier this morning.”


    “Hey Jon. Hey Ashley.” Mary knew us, of course. We downtowners all know each other.


    We boarded the catamaran named “The Wilmington.”


    Captain Doug Springer and his wife “Admiral” Diane Upton greeted us with hugs of welcome. Most of the passengers were already on board. We were happy to see Erin Cunnane and her mother Chris whom we know from previous cruises. The Cunnanes are regulars.



    Garland offered us a beverage and we asked for water.


    Captain Doug got behind the wheel, tooted the horn loudly, and we were on our way.


    We pulled away from the dock and sailed smoothly up the Cape Fear. “What a beautiful day. You have the best ideas.” I moved closer to Jon on the bench.


    “Stress is stress, whether it’s good stress, like the kids and restoring our new house. Or bad stress, like the gas leak and Simon’s fall from the porch. You know, the yellow tape might be up because of the gas leak, not because the police are considering this a homicide.”


    So he had read my mind. Again.


    “Let’s stop in on our way back.”


    “Sure. They can’t keep us out forever. After all, it’s our house.” And perhaps Nick will be gone by then, I thought.


    “Now, let’s simply escape to Eagles Island,” Jon said.


    Captain Doug directed our attention to the Battleship North Carolina. The World War II battleship was saved from scrapping by the citizens of North Carolina and arrived at its current berth at Eagles’ Island in 1962. A century earlier, the six mile island had been a rice plantation owned by Dr. Richard Eagles. Those were the days of slavery and I shudder to think of the plight of those poor unfortunate souls. Daddy always said that slavery was a great evil. Anyone with a conscience would agree.


    “The Cape Fear River was first explored by William Hilton, Jr. in 1662,” Captain Doug told us over the sound system.


    “And there’s his ancestral home,” I joked to Jon, pointing to the large Hilton Hotel on the downtown side of the river.


    Captain Doug continued, “The Cape Fear is a blackwater river, clear and black with swamps along the banks. Now we’re crossing under the Isabelle Stellings Holmes Bridge. The main river flows northwest to the locks at Fayetteville. But it also forks to the right to the Northeast branch and the Brunswick River.”


    “The weather is perfect,” Jon said. His eyes smiled into mine. “Beautiful day. Beautiful wife.”


    I grinned at him. “I’ll reward you for that later.”


    “I’m counting on it.”


    The weather was perfect. Sunny. Low humidity. Temperatures in the high seventies. No place has skies prettier than right here at home. Clear, true Carolina blue with banks of puffy white clouds that seemed not to be moving. I was reminded of “all the clouds are holding still” from Brigadoon.


    “The turtles are back,” Captain Doug was telling us. “And the bottle nose dolphins. Eagles Island is in conservation. The ospreys have left for their annual migration to Central America but you’ll see a few blue herons. There’s one!” and he pointed.


    Jon’s attention was fixed on a far off tall bare tree. He lifted the field glasses that dangled from his neck and aimed them at the tree. “A bald eagle,” he shouted excitedly. And everyone on the ship looked where he pointed.


    Captain Doug is an active member of the Cape Fear River Watch which continuously measures and monitors the quality of the water. “You’ve probably heard of the river wood that is being found under the river. It’s heart pine and they’re rescuing it, drying it out, and using it to build furniture. In fact, some of the wood being raised is so old, it’s got the King’s stamp on it.”


    “That’s what our new-old house is made of,” I said, “heart pine. Very durable.”


    “It’s lasted 240 years,” Jon said. “Most of our old houses were destroyed by fire.”


    Sailing upstream we passed a landmass at the fork in the river. “That’s Point Peter,” Captain Doug told us. “During the Revolutionary War, Wilmington was occupied by British soldiers. A citizen here, a Welshman named Colonel Thomas Bludworth, despised the British and vowed to do something about their invasion of his city. One day while out hunting at Point Peter, Bludworth came upon the largest cypress tree in that swamp. The tree was said to have been seven feet in diameter, and seventy feet tall. Inside it was hollow with enough room to accommodate a small family. Surprisingly, the exterior was perfectly sound.


    “Bludworth possessed mechanical abilities. He was a genius at making sword blades, pikes, pistols, and the best rifles. Bludworth had an idea. He would make a very long rifle, one capable of firing a two-ounce ball from Point Peter to the dock at Market Street.”


    We listened intently as Captain Doug narrated his story over the sound system.


    “Bludworth took his son Tim, and Jim Paget, a lad who worked for him, to the cypress tree on Point Peter. Inside the tree, they constructed a scaffold and from its height carved a hole in the tree large enough for the muzzle of the long rifle. When the Redcoats assembled at the Market Street dock, outside Nelson’s liquor store, Bludworth, his son, and Jim Paget took turns shooting two-ounce balls from the rifle.


    “Over the course of a week, they shot three Redcoats and created turmoil in the British ranks. The Brits sailed over to Eagles Island thinking the shots had been fired from there, but found no one.


    “Eventually, they rowed here to Point Peter but Bludworth and his lads escaped during the night.”


    Captain Doug’s tale of adventure during Wilmington’s early days reminded me of something. “Ohmygosh,” I said to Jon. “With all the excitement at the house, I completely forgot. We’ve got an appointment this afternoon with the arborist. She’s coming to look at that dying oak tree we’ve got at the new house to see if we can save it. I’ll call and cancel as soon as we get home and I can find her number.”


    But later, as we climbed Nun Street after the cruise, and turned the corner onto Front Street, we were surprised to find the crime scene tape had been removed and the law enforcement vehicles and gas company truck were gone. No one there at all, with the exception of one man who sat at the round table up on the porch, looking for all the world like he owned the house. Nick!


    I stopped in my tracks. “Oh dear Lord, is that man stalking me?”


    Jon reached for my hand. “Take it easy, babe. He may have good news for us. Let’s give him a chance.”


    Jon is a better person than I am.


    Nick got up when he saw us approaching. “Hi. I called your house and your Aunt Ruby told me Jon had taken you on a river cruise. I knew you’d be walking up this way so I thought I’d wait for you and brief you on our findings.”


    “That was good of you, Nick,” Jon said. “What have you learned?”


    “First of all, the gas company inspected all your lines and connections and there is not a problem with your gas lines. The gas in the parlor fireplace was turned on but the pilot light had somehow gone out. Pending our finding a reason to think the pilot light was deliberately extinguished, we are treating this incident as an accident. Montjoy is getting older and may not have realized the pilot light had gone out.”


    “But why would he even want to burn gas logs?” I asked. “It’s too warm.”


    Nick shrugged his magnificent shoulders. “Don’t know. Maybe he just wanted to warm the morning chill. We’ll question him when he wakes up. If he wakes up.”


    “What do you mean, if he wakes up?” Jon asked.


    “According to the ER doctor over at the medical center, Montjoy has suffered a concussion.”


    “There was blood on the back of his head,” I said.


    “We think he was hurrying to the door for fresh air when he lost his balance and fell. He does have a hip problem. He might have hit his head on a piece of furniture.”


    Frustrated, I jammed my fists on my hips and glared at him. “That’s exactly what I told you yesterday. Did you find blood on any of the furniture?”


    Nick narrowed his eyes and stared at me. He is always surprised when I ask intelligent questions about police work.


    “No, actually, we did not find blood anywhere but at the front door where he had crawled when you found him.”


    “What I don’t get,” Jon interjected, “is why he didn’t turn the gas off.”


    Nick was getting impatient as evidenced by his fidgeting from one foot to the other. “As I said, we’ll question him when he wakes up.”


    “What about Simon LeBeck? Are you sure he fell? Could he have been pushed? Were there any signs of a struggle?”


    Nick grimaced. “There were scuff marks on the floor of the upper porch but they could have been caused by furniture being moved, we just don’t know. We found nothing to suggest that LeBeck’s fall was not an accident. We believe he was on the second floor in his room when he smelled gas and in his haste to escape the fumes, he simply tripped over his own feet and plunged down the two flights of stairs. I ordered a tox screen but those take a while so we won’t know for a couple of weeks if he had drugs in his system.”


    “Is Dalton going to be all right?” I asked.


    “They aren’t saying. He’s in a coma and they’ll call me as soon as he comes out of it.”


    “Do us a favor, will you, Nick?” Jon asked. “Let us know when he wakes up. Ashley and Melanie are worried about him.”


    “Will do,” Nick said and moved quickly down the sidewalk toward his car.


    “Well, some of that was good news,” Jon said. “We don’t have a gas leak and now we can get into the house and start work.”


    I wrapped my arm around his slender waist and looked up at the large house. “We’re going to turn this into a fine home for us and the boys. We’ve got to remain positive about what we’re doing and not let this incident spoil our plans. But we’ve got to do something about that upstairs porch to make it safe for the boys.”


    “Already in the works. You know, I can’t help feeling a little sorry for old Nick. He doesn’t know what he’s missing.”


    Maybe he does, I thought. “Let’s go on home and give those rascals their lunch. Relieve poor Aunt Ruby. Tanya is coming early this afternoon so we can be back here in two hours.


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    


    


    12


    


    Dalton Montjoy


    


    Dalton Montjoy lay in a coma in the ICU at New Hanover Regional Medical Center. He was unresponsive to stimuli such as touch or sound. But in his mind Dalton was not desperately ill in a hospital bed, he was reliving his old life back in New York City.


    The year was 1988 and he had just locked up his laboratory at New York Hospital and was walking home in a pleasant fall evening. He always walked to and from work: rain, shine, sleet, or storm. The walk was good for him, mentally and physically. At the end of the work day, the thirty minute walk home allowed him to make the transition from his work life to his real life: the world of music and theater.


    Dalton may have majored in biology at Chapel Hill to please his parents, but he had minored in music to please himself. His job at the hospital as a senior technician in a research lab allowed him to support himself comfortably while at the same time his day job did not interfere with his music or his performances as a singer, dancer, and actor – that is, when he was lucky enough to be selected from the stiff competition that showed up at auditions.


    Dalton walked south on York Avenue until he was crossing under the noisy Queensboro Bridge. Then the cityscape changed dramatically as he strolled down elegant Sutton Place. One block west and he found himself on First Avenue. It was at this point that he began searching faces. He watched for Mr. Irving Berlin who often walked, on the arm of a female nurse, around the neighborhood at that hour. Both Dalton and Mr. Berlin lived one block east of First on a short, private street called Beekman Place.


    Mr. Berlin was a night owl. Five-thirty in the afternoon was morning to him. Dalton had learned all about Mr. Berlin’s personal habits because they had become friends. The very elderly composer was now one hundred years old. Dalton had been seeing Mr. Berlin around the neighborhood for years and although Dalton always greeted the man respectfully, Mr. Berlin never returned the greeting.


    And then Berlin’s beloved wife Ellin died in July. The word among the neighbors on Beekman Place was that Mr. Berlin was lonely, very lonely. And cut off from so many of his former associates, partly because he had outlived most of them, like his good friends Fred Astaire and Moss Hart. And partly because he had become a recluse.


    One day as Dalton passed the famous songwriter on the street, Mr. Berlin surprised him by stopping his nurse and peering intently at Dalton with those piercing, hooded eyes. “Save many patients today, Doc?” he inquired grimly.


    Dalton was astonished. And pleased. Pleased because he now had a chance to perhaps have a conversation with this great man whom he admired. “I’m not a doctor,” he explained. “I work in a lab at the hospital.”


    “Ah,” Mr. Berlin said, “that explains the white clinician’s coat.” For Dalton was in the habit of wearing his lab coats home in the evening so he could personally launder them.


    Mr. Berlin again surprised Dalton by telling him he knew who he was and where he lived. “I hear you playing the piano, when your window is open. I live right across the street.”


    Now everyone on Beekman Place knew that the four-square brick Federal style house that overlooked the East River was the home of Mr. Irving Berlin. Dalton’s apartment was located on the third floor of a converted town house at 34 Beekman Place, on the west side of the short street. Mr. Berlin’s free-standing home – a rarity for the City - was on the east side of the street, on a bluff high over the river.


    Abruptly, Mr. Berlin ended their brief conversation by moving on with his nurse. The nurse had remained silent during their discourse, had appeared bored and bemused at the same time.


    After that Dalton made a point of watching for Mr. Berlin, made a point of asking him about his day, engaging him in conversation, and making sure Mr. Berlin remembered his name.


    And then one afternoon, the conversation changed dramatically from small talk between casual neighbors to something of importance. “You know I’ve got trunks full of unpublished songs,” Mr. Berlin said. “And I continue to compose even more. I’ll be composing songs when they lay me out. But here’s something most people don’t know about me: I really can’t read music. Or write it. Oh, I can pick out the melody of a song with one finger on the piano, but I can’t read the harmony. I’m dependent on others to write the songs I compose in my head and at the keyboard. I take it you can write music, doc.”


    “Oh, yes, sir,” Dalton was quick to assure him. “I studied music at the University.”


    “Okay, then, doc, after you get home and out of that white coat, come on over to my house for a drink. And then I’ll play my latest tune for you. I’ll play the notes on the keyboard, and you write them down. What do you say to that, doc?’


    Dalton tried to remain cool. But inside, he felt feverishly hot. An invitation to Irving Berlin’s home! A request to assist him with his latest score! Dalton practically ran home. In ten minutes he was ringing the doorbell across the street at Mr. Berlin’s magnificent home.
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    “I can’t believe their junk is still here!” I was about to explode. Three upstairs rooms were still filled with tenant’s belongings, most of it junk. Had they moved out and left their throwaways behind? Or were they still living here? On the morning of the walk-through, Dalton had assured us they and their possessions would be gone by the end of the day. But here it was two days later. Thomas’s room had not been cleared out. Neither had Angela’s. We’d seen Taylor move. But what about her key? Had she returned it to Dalton?


    I opened the door to the room that had belonged to Simon LeBeck. “Lord, what a mess. It looks like this room has been ransacked. Could he have really lived in such a mess?”


    “Surely his family have been notified,” Jon said. “In the meantime, what are we going to do with all this? We’ve got to get rid of this stuff so we can begin work.”


    “I don’t see it, Jon. It’s not here!”


    “What? What are you looking for?”


    “The guitar. Simon’s guitar. Remember? It was valuable. And important to him.”


    “How could I forget that scene we witnessed when Taylor was moving out?” Jon asked.


    “So where is it? Someone must have taken it. Any one of them could have stolen it.”


    “He accused Taylor of stealing it. Remember?” Jon asked.


    “But then we saw them dating. A couple.”


    “Would she have taken it after he died?” I wondered. “Let’s not jump to conclusions and think the worst of her. Perhaps it’s somewhere in the house.”


    “We’ll look.”


    We moved down the upstairs hall and I opened the door to the guest room where the guest director Greg Finley had been staying. “Empty. Dalton had this room cleared out. Furniture all gone. Everything gone. And no guitar. Nothing left for us to do here. Oklahoma! ended two weeks ago. Wonder if Finley’s still in town. I don’t remember where he was from. Do you?”


    “Never heard,” Jon said. “But with that accent he’s got UK in his background. We’ve got to get this mess cleared out. Willie and his crew are ready to start day after tomorrow.”


    “Soon as they can get in,” I said, frustrated with the situation we found ourselves in.


    Next we went out onto the second floor porch. “Those are steep stairs. Dangerous. No wonder Simon fell to his death. We’ve got to fix this, Jon.”


    He put an arm around my shoulders. “Don’t worry, Mommy, I’ve got a plan. We’ll enclose this porch around the lower third of the walls. Up to where this railing is now. Instead of open stairs, we’ll frame the opening in, and install a door. We can keep it locked.”


    He moved over to the railing and indicated the open area. “Up here, we’ll have windows that slide open and closed. And screens. The boys may want it for a sleeping porch when they’re a little older.”


    “What a good idea.” I kissed him. “I married a genius.”


    We went back inside the house. “I hear noises coming from the attic,” I said.


    Jon flung open the door to the attic stairs and hollered up the stairwell, “Who’s up there?”


    “It’s me, Greg Finley,” came the recognizable British accent.


    “Well, that answers your question: he is still in town. Come on, let’s see what he’s up to.” Jon led the way up the stairs.


    Greg Finley met us at the top of the stairs, almost as if he was blocking our way. “Just retrieving my things I stored up here.”


    Jon moved around him with me following. The lids of several old trunks were raised, the contents strewn around the trunks.


    “What are you searching for?” Jon demanded.


    “Not searching,” Greg replied. It was clear he was embarrassed to be caught in the act of going through old Montjoy trunks. He picked up an empty box. “I’m helping Dalton out. Packing up his things for him. Thought I’d put them in storage. He was good enough to give me a room. I thought I’d return the favor by helping him out while he’s flat on his back.


    “How is he doing, by the way? Any news?”


    “He’s stable. His doctors are talking about moving him out of the ICU. Taking him off the respirator,” I said, reciting one of Melanie’s daily reports. She checked on Dalton regularly, had developed a soft spot for aging actor.


    I can read Jon’s face well enough to know he was deciding what to do next. I knew he would take the high road, avoid accusing Greg of theft. What could he want with those old documents anyway? The trunks seemed to hold old photograph albums, diaries, notebooks.


    “Look,” Jon said, “it’s good of you to want to help Dalton but we’ll take over from here. We’ve got this entire house to pack up. We’ll bring someone in and take care of all this.” The wave of his arm indicated the heaps of Montjoy history. How did you get in anyway? Do you still have a key?”


    How many keys had Dalton given out to his house? I wondered.


    “The front door was standing open. But yes, actually, I do have a key. Do you mind if I hold onto it for a while?”


    “Actually I do mind if you keep it,” Jon responded but in a mild tone. “I’ll take it right now.”


    Greg looked insulted. “I’m not a thief,” he exclaimed. “But here, have it.” He removed a key from his key fob and handed it to Jon.


    “Thanks,” Jon said. “I’m sure you understand. You’d do the same if you were in my shoes.”


    “Probably.” Greg managed a half smile.


    He looked around the attic, and seemed to be disappointed. “All right, I’m going.”


    We watched him descend the attic stairs, then followed him down to the landing and listened as his footsteps went down the main staircase. Jon snapped off the light switch at the bottom of the attic stairs and closed the door.


    “Another mess for us to tackle,” I complained.


    “Guess we’d better tour the downstairs rooms and face the music there.”


    I laughed. “Are you trying to be funny.”
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    Dalton Montjoy


    


    In his coma, Dalton once again traveled back in time to Beekman Place and the period he referred to as “the Irving Berlin period.” Each evening he could not wait to get home from his job at the hospital, to grab a quick shower and supper, and then to walk across the street to ring Mr. Berlin’s doorbell. An attendant always answered, telling him he was expected and escorting him into the music room where Mr. Berlin could be found tapping out melodies on the keyboard of a magnificent Steinway piano.


    It was mid-May of 1989 and Mr. Berlin had just celebrated his 101st birthday. Over the previous fall and winter months, Dalton and Mr. Berlin had formed a fast friendship. Dalton would address his friend only as “Mr. Berlin” – never as Irving - while Mr. Berlin still called Dalton “Doc.”


    They had confided in each other. Mr. Berlin had shared intimate stories of the famous people he was once associated with. Stories about Fred Astaire and Judy Garland. And of Moss Hart. Mr. Berlin told Dalton how he had met the young playwright and convinced him to collaborate on a musical revue called As Thousands Cheer which went on to become a smash success and established Moss Hart’s career.


    The two men were friends as well, Mr. Berlin explained, and so were their families. Moss Hart was married to the actress Kitty Carlisle. When their daughter Catherine was born, the Harts asked Ellin Berlin to honor them by becoming the baby’s godmother. Which she did. “Cathy became a doctor,” Mr. Berlin said.


    “I know Cathy Hart,” Dalton had explained excitedly. “She practices internal medicine at New York Hospital. I’m always running into her. A lovely lady.”


    Dalton felt like he could confide in Mr. Berlin and he did. He told him things about his family that he dared not share with others. Not that he was ashamed of his family – on the contrary, he was quite proud of his ancestors. But simply because in the past folks he’d confided in had reacted with skepticism to what he had to say. And as a youth he had been aware that his parents were regarded as pompous and bragging, as they told anyone who would listen how the first Dalton Montjoy had been a founding member of the old Thalian Association.


    As he told his story about his ancestors in England, Mr. Berlin peered at him intently from out of those piercing, inquisitive, and knowing eyes. The man was sharp, extremely sharp for his age. A wonder. In so many ways.


    Then Mr. Berlin simply nodded and said, “I see. We both come by our love of music naturally. My father was a cantor. This love and talent for singing and song writing is in our blood.”


    And then on that positive note of acceptance from the great man, Dalton worked up the courage to ask Mr. Berlin if he would be willing to listen to Dalton’s musical compositions and offer pointers. And Mr. Berlin graciously agreed.


    After that, Dalton brought his musical scores over to Mr. Berlin’s house, played his songs on Mr. Berlin’s piano, and gratefully accepted Mr. Berlin’s advice: increase the tempo here, slow down there, too much repetition in one place, not enough repetition in another. He suggested bits of lyrics for the songs. And he told Dalton that what he now needed was a good playwright to write the libretto to go along with the musical score. “Too bad Moss is gone,” he said at one time.


    Dalton was overjoyed. He was actually collaborating with the greatest songwriter of them all, the great Irving Berlin.


    As the summer wore on, Dalton saw less and less of Mr. Berlin. When he rang Mr. Berlin’s doorbell, the attendant or a nurse would tell him Mr. Berlin was resting.


    And then on September 22, 1989, he and the rest of the world got the news: Irving Berlin had died in his sleep the night before. The lights on Broadway were dimmed in his honor. That night, his friends, neighbors, and admirers gathered outside his stately home. Dalton joined them. As voices softened to whispers of grief and respect, as tears flowed, candles were lit. The candlelight vigil lasted far into the night. With tears flowing down Dalton’s cheeks, he made his way home to his little apartment. It felt so empty. His life now felt so empty. He felt like he had lost his best friend. And he had.


    Within months his own parents were gone. Dalton inherited the family home in Wilmington. He resigned from his hospital job and returned home to join the Thalian Association and to rent rooms in his home to struggling actors. He worked on many musical compositions over the years, trying to imagine how Mr. Berlin would advise him. He even submitted some of his songs to producers. But none were ever accepted. And then his fellow TA board member, Cameron Jordan, announced he was holding a contest to find the best big-production musical to make into a movie. Dalton was elated. He and Simon got out the score, dusted it off, and began working on it again. And Simon was working on the libretto. They both thought they had the winner. But what to call their musical? They decided on Love is Mighty.
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    After Greg Finley left the house, Jon and I made our way down to the first floor entry hall. The stacks of newspapers and bags of trash were gone from the front hall. The living room and dining room furniture, along with Dalton’s bedroom furniture, had been moved to his apartment at Brightmore before the episode of the gas leak. I knew it was his intention to remove everything from the house. His intentions were good, but for some reason his tenants had not acted upon his instructions. I wondered why.


    We walked to the rear of the house and into Dalton’s music room where I got another shock. I couldn’t believe my eyes. His music room was the same jumble it had been the morning of the walk-through.


    Plus we had another trespasser to confront. “What are you doing?” I demanded. Thomas Holbrook stood at the piano, cramming Dalton’s musical scores into boxes.


    From behind me, Jon asked, “Yes, what are you doing? And how did you get in here?”


    Thomas stopped throwing papers into the box he’d set on top of the piano to reply in an agitated tone, “I’m trying to help Dalton out. He can’t pack up his things himself. I’m doing it for him.”


    “But how did you get in? Do you still have a key?” Jon asked.


    I felt like I was in an echo chamber. These were the same questions we had just asked Greg. And we were getting the same answers.


    How many people had keys to Dalton’s house? I wondered. Correct that. To our house?


    “Of course, I have a key. I live here. And right now I’m trying to help my injured friend by packing up his papers. Oh, and I’ll get the piano out of your way too.”


    “The piano!” Jon was near exploding. “That piano is ours now. We bought it from Dalton. He couldn’t take it with him to Brightmore.”


    I had a flash. “You know, Thomas, you don’t have to do this packing up. We’re going to have to pack Simon’s room and put his possessions in storage. Surely, his family will want them. Particularly his grandfather’s guitar. By the way, do you have any idea what became of it? It’s not in his room.”


    Thomas looked around the room for a moment. He seemed not to want to be dragged into a discussion about the guitar. Then, shrugging his shoulders, he said, “I have no idea.”


    “You still haven’t explained why you have not moved out?” Jon confronted Thomas.


    “I’m not moving out. I live here, remember? This is my home.”


    I made a mental note to keep the inside door shut at all times.


    Jon marched up to him and got in his face. “You should be upstairs packing your things because you most definitely do not live here any longer and this most definitely is not your home. I’m giving you twenty-four hours to get your stuff out of my house or I’m calling the police.”


    Thomas smirked at him. “Go ahead, call the police. You can’t throw me out. This has been my home for the past three years. You can’t evict me. Or any of us for that matter.”


    Jon’s face grew red. “Can’t evict you? But I thought you all were moving out. Your lease was with Dalton – not with us - and he no longer owns this house.”


    “Don’t have a lease. None of us do. Dalton wasn’t into that. Anyway, it doesn’t matter. I’m within my legal rights to stay here. My mother looked into the matter. This has been my home for the past three years. You can’t put me out!” He started for the stairs.


    “This is my house! And you are trespassing. Now get out!”


    I’ve never seen Jon so angry. Usually, he’s the calm one and I’m the one in a dither. He intercepted Thomas in the front hall and escorted him out of the house. Not exactly pushing him, not even touching him. But with the sheer force of his outrage, of his body in motion, he propelled Thomas out. Thomas stayed one step ahead of him as they marched toward the front door. I stood in the front doorway, watching as Thomas made a beeline for his car, an old model junker.


    “Call Walt Brice,” Jon said angrily. Then realizing he was speaking to me, he softened his tone. “Ashley, call Walt. He’ll know what to do.”


    Walter Brice is Wilmington’s best defense attorney. He took my call right away. He always takes calls from Melanie and me. He had been a close friend of our father, the late Superior Court Judge Peter Wilkes.


    “Ashley, my dear. What a pleasure to hear from you. And how is life treating my favorite young lady?”


    I explained the situation to Walt, including Thomas’s assertion that he could not be evicted.


    “Ashley, I’m afraid to tell you it isn’t as easy as you think to evict someone. He’s right that as your house has been his home for three years that does make it harder to evict him. It would be easier if there had been a lease. You could charge him with being in violation of it.”


    I was horrified. I stared at Jon with alarm trying to convey to him that the news was not good. “Are you saying we can’t get him out?”


    Jon groaned.


    “Oh no. We can get him out. It’s just not as simple as you think. And it could take time. Months even. The sheriff handles evictions and we’ll have to start legal proceedings with his office.”


    “Noooo,” I moaned. “You see he’s not the only tenant here. There are a couple. And one – well he’s dead – and his things are still up there in his room. Dalton Montjoy could straighten this all out but maybe you heard, he’s in a coma.”


    “I did hear about that. ‘Course I know Dalton. Not well. Just an acquaintance. I knew his parents. Yes, my dear, you’re in a delicate position. Now here’s what I advise. Legally, they don’t have a right to live in your home. If the onus is on you to remove them, the process will eventually succeed but could turn into a long drawn-out battle.”


    “Walt, our general contractor has planned his schedule so he can begin work here day after tomorrow. We’ve got walls to tear down, bathrooms to rip out, demolition to be done. We can’t wait months!”


    “Okay, Ashley, calm down. I said I’d advise you. When these tenants are out of the house, simply get a locksmith to change the locks. You will be perfectly within your legal rights. And I believe you said they have not packed their possessions but they are still occupying their rooms?”


    “It sure looks that way. The house is full of their junk. And one of the tenants has refused to leave. As I just told you.”


    “Well, here’s what you do. Call Linda Price of Declutter Pros. Tell her I told you to call. Tell her it’s an emergency. She’ll drop whatever she’s doing and help you out. She’ll do it for me. She’s fast and she’s good. She’ll have everything sorted, catalogued, and packed in a day or two. Then you find a room in the house to store all the boxes – Linda will label everything – and get messages to the tenants to make appointments to come retrieve their belongings.”


    “And they won’t sue us?” I asked.


    “You of all people, Ashley, with your dad having been a judge and all, know we live in a litigious society. Anyone can sue anyone. But they wouldn’t have a leg to stand on. Besides suing is costly. And I believe these tenants are poor actors, are they not?”


    “Yes.” I breathed a sigh of relief.


    “Give your contractor a key and tell him to let no one but his crew inside the house. Y’all can tell the tenants that demolition work is going on and it would be dangerous for them to come inside.”


    And that was very true. Restoration sites can be dangerous.


    “Thank you, Walt. I can’t wait to tell Jon the good news.”


    “Give him my best. And give that gorgeous sister of yours a hug for me.”
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    Dalton Montjoy


    


    In his hospital bed, Dalton was unaware that Melanie Wilkes visited often. That somehow the successful realtor and busy socialite had formed a soft spot in her heart for the old man. That she stroked his hand and spoke to him in her melodic Southern voice. If he had been conscious he might have wondered if the young Ms. Wilkes was missing her father. But Dalton was not conscious; he lived in another world – a world of memories.


    He was a child living with his family in the big house on Front Street as it used to be with ancestral furniture and paintings that later had to be sold. Large dark pieces of furniture, dark paintings as well. The household was multi-generational. There were his parents, his grandparents, and even his elderly great-grandfather whom he called “pa-paw.” Pa-paw spent a lot of time rocking a young Dalton in a large rocking chair on the front porch. As he rocked he told Dalton stories.


    The stories he told Dalton made no sense to the four year old at the time. But later, as an adult the stories would come back to him in bits and pieces and some of them did make sense to him then. The stories had not been told in sequence, were all mixed up in time, and that further confused things for Dalton.


    There was a story of adventure on the high seas. In 1762, the first Dalton Montjoy had sailed from Liverpool on a ship destined for Barbados. For some reason that Dalton did not understand, it was common for ships to sail from England to Barbados, to transfer their goods and passengers there for other ships sailing north to the ports of the American colonies. The adventure happened when the American ship, Rebecca, on which his ancestor was the only passenger, was captured by a French privateer. If it had not been for the captain’s quick thinking, of bidding his passenger disguise himself as one of the crew, Dalton’s fifth great-grandfather might have been taken hostage and held for ransom. Instead the privateer’s commander imprisoned the Rebecca’s first mate.


    With the advent of computers and the internet, Dalton was able to research his family and confirm the stories told to him by “pa-paw.” The tale of the capture of the Rebecca by a French Polacco and the ransoming of the first mate for two-thousand dollars was reported in the August 19, 1762 issue of the Pennsylvania Gazette.


    But the stories Dalton loved best were the ones involving the family treasure. Every boy loves the idea of discovering a great treasure, and for Dalton to learn that his family possessed such a treasure was a dream come true.


    “Pa-paw” told him how the first Dalton Montjoy, Dalton’s fifth great-grandfather, had brought the treasure with him to America. Then, he had made his home in Wilmington, eventually becoming a successful Commission merchant, trading merchandise on the docks of the Cape Fear River. He built their fine home high on the bluff overlooking the river. Apparently, he had no need to exchange the “treasure” for money.


    But his great love had been the theater. He and several other professional actors, including Colonel Archibald McNeill, performed in Wilmington in 1788. As a former actor of Shakespearian plays at the Drury Lane Theater in London, the first Dalton Montjoy was an important member of the group. Their plays were so popular locally they formed a theater association, which they called the Thalian Association in honor of Thalia, the ancient Greek muse of comedy.


    The first Dalton Montjoy lived to the ripe old age of seventy-seven, a long life for those days. He lived long enough to see the construction of a theater on the first floor of the Innes Academy. And long enough to celebrate the incorporation of the Thalian Association in 1814 by an act of the General Assembly of the state.


    In 1825, during the years when Dalton’s fourth great-grandfather Randall Montjoy had been the head of the Montjoy household, Edward Bishop Dudley built a mansion on the property next door. Dudley and Randall Montjoy were friends and fellow members of the Thalian Association. In 1836, Dudley was voted president of the Wilmington and Raleigh Railroad. And he was elected by popular vote to the office of Governor of North Carolina.


    The story Dalton loved best was about the family treasure and Queen Elizabeth. Years later, Dalton realized this was not the current Queen Elizabeth but Queen Elizabeth the First. His family went back that far. And that was how he pieced together the truth of the tale of the family treasure. But what had become of it? When his parents died and left him the family home, he took early retirement and moved back to Wilmington. There were so many young people who loved the theatre as he did. Most had little money. He’d open the house to them, he decided. That way, he’d never be alone. He had the large upstairs bedrooms partitioned into smaller rooms. Bathrooms were fitted into closets and dressing rooms.


    All the while Dalton searched for the family treasure. What had become of it? It had to be hidden in the house somewhere.
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    The doorbell rang. Now what? A woman stood outside the glass storm door. “Oh my gosh, Jon, I almost forgot. That’s the arborist, Dr. Matthews. She’s come to look at the oak tree in the backyard. To see if we can save it.”


    Jon exhaled deeply. “Good. I need something to take my mind off that obnoxious kid. I was hoping he’d be able to tell us if Simon had family but there wasn’t a chance to ask him. What a jerk!”


    We went out on the porch and introduced ourselves to Dr. Matthews. She asked us to call her Susan. She was about forty, thin and wiry like a runner, with streaked brown and gray hair and black frame glasses that gave her a scholarly appearance.


    “As I told you on the phone, I’m on the City’s Tree Commission and I teach a class at the University. You’ve probably heard that the City Council has approved the reforestation of Market Street where we’re losing many of our old Laurel Oaks.”


    We strolled along the brick driveway to the backyard. Gazing up into the tall oak there you could see the tree was dying. “Is this a Laurel Oak?” I asked. “I can’t really tell the difference between a Live Oak and a Laurel Oak.”


    Susan smiled. “Most folks can’t. The Live Oak is a sturdy tree. Disease resistant. We’re planting those along Market. It’s a spreading tree whereas the Laurel Oak grows in an upright shape.


    “So yes, this is a Laurel Oak. And, yes, it is dying.”


    “What’s killing it?” Jon asked. “Can we save it? We’ve got young kids, we can’t have branches falling in the yard.”


    “Mostly they’re dying of old age, fumes from traffic, but primarily they’re dying from heart rot.”


    “What’s heart rot?”


    “Basically, it’s a fungal disease. The tree dies from the inside out, or from its heart. And it’s a slow process. The fungi enter the tree trunk through a wound or a hollow, where bare wood is exposed. Something or someone caused the wound. Could even be another tree falling against this one and tearing off a branch.”


    “And we can’t treat the heart rot?” Jon asked. “I love big old trees like this.”Susan smiled. “So do I. And this one is granddaddy. It’s been here for two hundred years or longer. But no. To answer your question, there’s no cure. If you don’t take it down, eventually it will fall down, piece by piece.”


    “That’s too dangerous for us,” Jon said. “As I said we have young children.”


    “Why are these mushroom growing on it?” I asked Susan.


    “Those are further evidence of the fungal disease. The presence of mushrooms or conks means the disease has progressed further along.”


    “And what about these areas that look like scars?” I rubbed my hand over a circular shaped, rough bulky area of bark that had grown like a scar over a wound.


    Susan reached up and rubbed her hand over the scar too. “The tree tries to heal itself. The bark grows like a scar over the wound, just as a scar grows over a wound on human skin. But the healing process for this tree came too late. Something caused a large hole here, maybe it was a hollow where small animals lived, but by the time the scar grew over the hole, the fungi had already entered the heart of the tree and the disease had begun.”


    “I’ll call a tree service,” Jon said. “We’ll take it down.”


    We walked Susan out to the sidewalk. “Sorry I couldn’t save your tree.” We shook hands. “I’m seeing too much of this, I’m afraid. Just goes with the territory. Old neighborhoods, old trees. If you can help with the funding to reforest Market Street, that would be great.”


    “We will,” I promised. “We’re committed to helping our town everyway we can.”


    


    Dalton Montjoy


    


    Dalton Montjoy was having an out-of-body experience. In his dream, he was sitting on a branch of the big oak tree in the backyard of his house. The oak tree he loved so much. In his dream, he was a kid again climbing a tree. In those days, the backyard was quiet. There was not the hum of traffic on the Cape Fear Memorial bridge. The bridge had not been built until the Seventies.


    But in his dream, he heard the bridge’s hum. So he knew he wasn’t a child anymore. There were three people below him, gathered under the tree. As he straddled the rough branch and looked down, he saw Ashley Wilkes and her husband Jon Campbell. And another woman he did not know.


    Ashley was rubbing her hand over the scarred place on the tree trunk near the ground. The woman repeated the motion.


    He could hear them speaking. They were discussing the tree’s wound. He heard the woman tell Ashley and Jon that something had caused a large hole. That perhaps it had been a hollow where small animals lived. She said the tree had tried to heal itself by growing a scar over the wound.


    Dalton remembered that rough spot. He had been fascinated by it too. Even now he could feel its texture against his hand as he stroked it.


    And then, as if a flash of lightning had seared his brain, he knew! He knew where the treasure had been hidden two centuries ago.
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    As Susan Matthews pulled away from the curb, Melanie pulled up and parked her Cadillac. She jumped out and joined us on the sidewalk, giving us both hugs. “I’m going over to the hospital to see Dalton in the morning. Can you come with me?”


    I looked inquiring at Jon.


    “Sure, go,” he said. “I’ll be at home on the phone, trying to find a tree service that can come right away. You girls need some sister time.”


    He took my hand and we went back inside the house to contemplate the mess there and to wait for Linda Price.


    Linda was sympathetic to our predicament. “Can you do it?” I asked. “I know this is such short notice but we’ve got our general contractor coming on Friday to start demolition work. We’ve got to empty out these rooms.”


    “Also,” Jon interjected, “we’ve got to pack up Mr. Montjoy’s papers – musical scores and such – and store them safely. We’re hoping he’ll recover and when he does, he’ll want these personal items. Problem is, you’ll have to sort what’s worth keeping from things like old newspapers and magazines. As you can see, they’re all mixed up together.”


    “What are you going to do with the piano?” Linda asked.


    “It stays. We bought it,” I replied. “So, what do you think, Linda? Is this doable?”


    “Let’s look at those rooms upstairs again. Is the furniture staying?”


    “As I remember,” Jon said, “Melanie told us Dalton planned to donate the furniture up there to Goodwill. As soon as the tenants’ belongings are out of the drawers and closets, we’ll have our construction crew move the furniture out onto the porches where Goodwill can pick it up.”


    We went upstairs. Linda took notes as she studied each room. “I’ll bring in some helpers. We’ll get as much done as we can tomorrow. We’ll be here bright and early. But I think you’d better postpone your construction crew until Monday.”


    Jon leaned against the doorjamb, arms crossed. “OK, that’ll work. I’ll call Willie right away.”


    I walked Linda out to her car where I gave her an extra key. “The locksmith is coming tomorrow but you can let yourself in with this in the morning. And I’ll get a new key for you then.”


    She opened her car door and said goodbye.


    “I can’t thank you enough, Linda. We’re desperate here as you can see.”


    “Don’t worry, Ashley. It’ll all work out. Things usually do.”


    “What a nice lady,” I told Jon as we locked up the house. Although I didn’t know what good that would do to keep the tenants out until we changed the locks.


    As if reading my mind, and he often does, Jon said, “I’ll walk over here a couple of times this evening and check on things.”


    “You’re my hero. Now we’d better get on home to our boys. It’s almost dinner time and Tanya said she had to leave at five.”
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    Dalton Montjoy


    


    Dalton knew he had to wake up. He had to warn Ashley before the tree service cut down the tree and hauled away the pieces. They had to look inside that tree. He felt sure that was where the first Dalton Montjoy had hidden the family treasure. Perhaps he had told no one, so no one knew but he. Or perhaps he had confided in another person who had died without sharing the secret. All Dalton knew was that his great-grandfather, who had told him the story of the family treasure, had not known where it was hidden.


    Dalton knew he was waking when he heard voices. Their voices. The two who had tried to kill him. Where was he? Was he still in his home, trying to escape from the gas fumes? No, that couldn’t be. He remembered that Ashley Wilkes had dragged him from the house, had administered CPR. Had saved his life.


    Dalton remembered that fateful morning well. He had met Ashley, Jon, and Melanie at the lawyer’s office for the closing of the sale of his house. Then Dalton returned to the family home with mixed feelings. He was glad that his house was sold to someone who would restore it to its greatness. Ashley and Jon had the resources and the ability to make the house beautiful again. They would probably show it on the candlelight tour. Or maybe restore the gardens and open them to the public for the azalea festival. Those musings pleased him.


    Still, the thought that his actors had to find new homes saddened him. But there had been no choice. He simply could not manage this large house any longer. And he had no heirs. He was the last of the Dalton Montjoy line.


    And then he had found them in his music room, poring through his papers. And Thomas had shouted, “I found it. This is it, Mother.”


    “Are you sure?” Cheri had asked.


    “I’ve listened to them pounding out this music over and over again until I thought I’d go nuts. So yes, I’m sure. This is it! But where’s the libretto?”


    Cheri had said, “Keep looking. It’s got to be here.”


    Then they’d seen Dalton standing in the doorway. Thomas clutching the score to Love is Mighty in his greedy hands. Dalton knew what this meant. Thomas was stealing Dalton’s music. He would enter it in the contest and win. Of that Dalton was sure. The music was that good. After all, Irving Berlin had had a hand in its creation.


    Dalton grabbed the poker from the fireplace and waved it threateningly at Thomas. “Put that down and get out!” he shouted.


    Cheri advanced toward him. She knew he’d never hit a woman with a poker. Besides she was fearless. As she distracted him, Thomas leapt to his side and wrested the poker from his grip. Dalton felt the wicked blow to the back of his head as Thomas struck him with his own poker. And then nothing.


    Later he smelled the gas fumes. He crawled to the door where Ashley Wilkes had found him. And then the infernal darkness took over. And a lifetime of memories resurfaced as he slept.


    Now, the darkness was receding and he clearly heard Cheri’s voice. “Do it! Do it, Thomas! Hurry, before someone comes.”


    While Thomas cried plaintively, “I can’t, Mother. I tried once before. Simon is dead because of us.”


    “Shut up, boy, and do it! If he wakes up he’ll tell it was us. We have to silence him, permanently.”
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    Jon and I awakened early on Thursday morning. There was so much to do that day. Last evening, Jon had reached the tree service we use on our restoration projects and they agreed to meet him at the house at eight. I’d stay at home with the boys while he went over to meet them. “I’ll check on Linda Price and her team while I’m there,” Jon said.


    Last evening he had made several trips over to our new house to check on its security but had found nothing. No trespassers. No Thomas. No Angela. Actually, we were pleasantly surprised.


    “The locksmith is coming later this afternoon,” I reminded him. “One of us will have to be there with them. You know, this is really not a good morning for me to go to the hospital with Melanie. I’m going to call her and reschedule.”


    “I agree,” Jon said, just as we heard baby jabbering coming from the nursery. “It’s not like Dalton knows you’re there.” He shook his blonde tousled head. “I’ve never seen Melanie so soft on anyone as she is on Dalton. What’s that all about?”


    “Beats me,” I said. “Maybe he reminds her of Daddy. You go on and have your shower. I’ll take care of the monsters.” I laughed and got up.


    Jon got out of bed, naked and gorgeous. “I remember the days when you could join me in the shower. Not anymore.”


    The cries from the nursery grew louder.


    “You wouldn’t have it any other way,” I said with a smile.


    “You’re right.” And he disappeared into the bathroom.


    I didn’t get a chance to call Melanie until Jon joined me and the children in the kitchen. He took over their feeding and I got Melanie on the cell phone.


    “Mel, could we reschedule the visit to Dalton for another day? I’ve got a full plate today and no sitter.”


    “Ashley, you promised. I’ve got a listing this afternoon and a closing tomorrow. This is the best time for me.”


    Sensing I was getting an argument, Jon said, “Go ahead. I’ll be back here at nine. Tell her to pick you up at nine-thirty. That’ll give you time to get dressed.”


    “OK,” I told her, “My hero has come to rescue. See you at nine-thirty. Why is it so important to you that I be there? It’s not like he knows we’re there.”


    There was silence for a moment. Melanie doesn’t like getting caught being sentimental. “Because something tells me today is the day he’s going to come out of the coma. Don’t you want to be there for that?”


    What could I say but, “Sure. OK, see you.”


    I walked Jon to the front door. “She’s sure he’s coming out of the coma today.”


    “Maybe he will. Look, I’ll be right back. The tree guys don’t need me. It’s not like I’m going to ride up in their cherry picker and help them. This is a big job. They’ll be at it all day. And you gave Linda Price a key, remember? I just need to get everyone started. So you go on with Melanie. I’ll take the boys out in the play yard later.” He gave me a light kiss and was gone.


    


    At ten o’clock I was trailing along behind Melanie down hallway after hallway at the medical center. “Where in the world is his room?” she muttered irritably. “His vitals were stable so they took him off the ventilator and moved him from the ICU into a private room. But where is it? This place is a maze.”


    I knew all this so I didn’t argue. I just stopped at a nurses’ station and got directions. Dalton’s room was down the hall and around the corner.


    When we got to it, Melanie pushed open the door just in time for us to witness Thomas Holbrook holding a pillow over Dalton’s face. And to hear Cheri Holbrook say, “Hurry, Thomas, hurry.”


    Melanie screamed.


    I dashed out into the hall and yelled for security.


    Thomas dropped the pillow with a cry. He and Cheri pushed past Melanie and out into the hall. They ran down the corridor just as a security guard stepped from around the corner to confront them.


    “Stop them!” I shouted to him. “They just tried to kill a patient!”


    The guard intercepted them and using his clip-on radio called for backup.


    Melanie rushed into Dalton’s room to lift the pillow from his face. I hurried to his bedside. “He’s OK,” Melanie said. “He’s awake. See I told you.”


    “Hush, Melanie, he’s trying to tell us something.”


    I leaned nearer to his face. “What is it, Dalton?”


    “The tree, Ashley. Don’t let them cut down the tree. The treasure. The treasure is hidden in it.”


    Just then doctors and nurses came running from all over and we were pushed out of the way.


    “Come on, Mel. You know how you like to drive fast. Well, this time you’ve really got to step on it. We’ve got a tree to save!”
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    As Melanie broke every traffic law on the books, I called Jon on my cell phone. “You’ve got to meet me at the house. It’s important. Melanie and I are on our way there now. See if you can get Aunt Ruby or Binkie or Tanya to come over to babysit.”


    “What’s going on, Ashley?”


    I filled him in.


    “I’ll find someone. I’ll meet you there,” he promised.


    Melanie had to park across Front Street. We jumped out of her car and raced up the driveway to my backyard. The upper half of the tree had been removed. A tree cutter in a bucket was working on the last branch. Two men were feeding limbs into a grinder and the mulch was shooting into a dump truck. The noise was deafening.


    I motioned to the foreman and indicated that I had to speak to him. His expression showed irritation but he ordered the sawing and the grinding to stop. “What is it?” he demanded.


    “I’m Ashley Wilkes. Jon Campbell is my husband. This is my house. We’ve just learned from the previous owner that a family memento is stored in this tree. He’s an old man and in the hospital and this family memento means a lot to him.


    Can you find it and remove it before the tree is destroyed?”


    The man rubbed his chin and studied the tree trunk. “Well, it’s probably down low where people could reach. And they had to make one or there had to be a hole. I’d say it’s behind that scarring right there.” And he pointed. “What are we looking for?”


    “It’s a tr . . .” Melanie blurted.


    I jerked her arm. “It’s a family memento,” I said firmly. “Actually, we don’t know what it is. Just that it means a lot to our friend.”


    The foreman surprised me by laughing. “You’d be surprised the things we find in these old trees. Everybody hides things in them. Kids mostly because mostly we find toys. But that’s not all. Other things too. So, OK, we’ll be careful. When we get down to that scarred section, I’ll give you a holler.”


    Just then Jon came trotting up the driveway. The foreman told him, “I was just telling your wife here we’ll be careful and watch out for the family memento. Whatever it is.”


    “I appreciate that,” Jon said.


    “You folks wait inside. I’ll let you know when we find something.”


    “Thanks again,” I said.


    


    Inside the house, Linda Price’s crew had made great progress in separating documents from newspapers and magazines. The newspapers and magazines were bundled and stacked on the porch for recycling.


    “I’m separating the sheet music from the hand-written music scores,” she told us. “Oh, by the way, a young woman came by with suitcases and boxes and packed her clothing.”


    Seeing my concern, she said, “I watched her. She took only her own personal items: clothing and makeup and toiletries. Nothing else.”


    “One less job for you,” Melanie said. “Be grateful.”


    “Did she say she was Angela?” Jon asked.


    “Yes, she did,” Linda replied.


    Jon and I exchanged looks. Wait till she finds out Thomas has been arrested for attempted murder, that look said.


    “I’ve got to leave,” Melanie said. “I’ve got to get the contract signed on a new listing. But I’ll be back in about an hour.”


    After she left, Jon and I checked on the tree cutters. Without the limbs, they were making steady progress making their way down the tree trunk, cutting it into manageable sections.


    We returned to the house, trying to stay out of Linda and her team’s way. She too was making good progress.


    We walked around the house, discussing what we were going to do with each room. “I’m glad we’ve got a large dining room,” I said. “We’ll need one for family dinners. Thanksgiving. Christmas.”


    Just then there was a knock on the kitchen door. We hurried to open it. The foreman stood outside. One of his crew members stood behind him holding a large, and what appeared to be a heavy, jug. “I think this is your friend’s family memento. Only thing we found so far. Wouldn’t say it was valuable but maybe it means something to him.”


    “I’d have to agree with you,” Jon said. “I’ll give it to him. And thanks.”


    “Don’t mention it,” the foreman said.


    Jon took the jug. “It’s heavy,” he told me as we went back inside.


    “Do you think you can carry it back to our house?” I asked. “I don’t want to open it here. Not until we’re alone.”


    “You wait here. I’ll go get the car. We’ll drive it to our house. Aunt Ruby and Binkie are there. I want Binkie to see this.”


    


    “It’s stoneware,” Binkie told us as he examined the jar we had set on the kitchen counter.


    “We gave the boys lunch and put them down for a nap,” Aunt Ruby said. “What have you got there? And where did it come from?”


    Jon and I told the story of Thomas and Cheri’s arrest, of Dalton’s recovery, and of the “family treasure” in the tree.


    “No way you’re going to get that jar open,” Aunt Ruby said. “Whatever it’s sealed with has hardened like cement.”


    “The only way we can open it is to break it,” Jon said. “And I’m not willing to do that. Not without Dalton’s permission.”


    “I’ll call him,” Binkie said.


    It took him a while to get through to Dalton at the medical center. Meanwhile, Jon and I scarfed down a sandwich.


    “He wants us to break it open. He says he has an idea of what is inside. So let’s go ahead. Take it out in the backyard. It’s going to take a heavy tool to crack this thing.”


    “Be sure to wear your safety goggles,” I told Jon.


    


    The stoneware jar lay in pieces at our feet. Crouching down, Jon lifted out three leather cylindrical pouches. We carried them inside and laid them on the dining room table. Then, unbinding the leather straps, we opened each.


    Inside we found pages of a manuscript. A hand-written manuscript on ancient parchment.


    “I can’t believe what I’m seeing,” Binkie said. “It’s a play. Love’s Labour’s Won is the title. And the signature reads William Shakespeare.”
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    “I know you all thought the Montjoys put on airs. That’s why I never told anyone the story of the family treasure. My great-grandfather warned me not to. Besides, even the family doubted it was true.”


    That evening our family had gathered at Melanie and Cam’s lodge where Cam had a large safe to secure the playscript. One of Melanie’s upstairs bedrooms had been turned into a nursery. The twins were tucked in up there and were going to spend the night. Jon and I very much needed a night alone.


    We had decided the subject of the play was a family matter not to be discussed with anyone until we knew what to do with the script. With one necessary exception: Binkie had brought a colleague from the English Department whom he assured us was discreet. And, of course, Dalton was involved. He’d been discharged from the hospital and was living at Brightmore.


    I wondered if Binkie remembered that his mother had accused the Montjoys of having delusions of grandeur. Now it turned out their stories were not delusional at all but the truth. The treasure was real. But was it the real thing?


    “What I’d like to know,” Melanie began, “is how that playscript survived in that tree for two hundred years. Actually, how it survived for four hundred years.”


    “I wondered the same thing, Melanie,” Binkie said, “that’s why I’ve confided in my friend and colleague, Spenser Pennington from the English department. Spenser is a Shakespearean scholar.”


    When Professor Pennington had viewed the manuscript, or playscript as it was called, spread out on Melanie’s dining room table, he had grasped the back of a chair and almost fallen into it. “I’m trembling with excitement,” he said. “If this is real . . . if this is real . . . well, I’m speechless.”


    Cam brought him a glass of whiskey. “I needed this after I saw these papers myself,” Cam told Spenser.


    Spenser sipped the whiskey and recovered. “Let me tell you about the parchment they used four hundred years ago. Plus, bear in mind, the Dead Sea Scrolls were found in good condition after two thousand years. So these miracles do occur.”


    “What kind of parchment did they use?” Cam asked.


    Spenser explained, “The superior longevity and stability of some papers and the rapid decline of others have intrigued paper researchers for generations. Early European paper was made from pure cellulose, that is rags, which were neutral and sized with a non-acidic material. Unlike our modern-day paper, the rag paper held up for centuries. The ink they used was made of natural materials as well, charcoal or berries.


    “After this manuscript was written, the paper was left to dry, then rolled up and inserted into those leather cylinders for safe keeping. The playscript here was further sealed in a stoneware jar, then inserted into the heart of the tree where it was dry. And the hole was sealed over with a mixture of sand, shells and water. Eighteenth century cement.”


    “And then,” I said, “the tree grew a woody scar over the hole. The manuscript was snug as a bug.”


    “But Dalton, why was it hidden in the first place?” Melanie asked.


    Dalton leaned forward in his wing chair. “I don’t think we’ll ever know the answer to that question. The only explanation I can think of was that the first Dalton Montjoy was afraid of fires. In those days, it was common for houses to be destroyed by fire. He might have been afraid to hide the treasure in the house. He might have thought the tree would be a safer place.”


    “But didn’t trees burn as well?” Melanie persisted.


    “Well, sure. But less likely. And that oak tree was some distance from the house.”


    “But why hide it at all?” Scarlett wanted to know. “As you say the first Dalton was a founder of the Thalian Association. Wouldn’t he want to see the play performed? They did perform Shakespeare’s plays in those days.”


    “Yes,” Binkie said, “we do know that one of the founders, Colonel Archibald McNeill played Hamlet.”


    “And perhaps they did perform this play,” Dalton said. “How would we know? Before the theater at the Innes Academy was constructed, the Thalian players were street actors. Or performed their plays in private homes. Love’s Labour’s Won may have been one of the plays they performed. That was not the digital age as it is now when everything is known.


    “And then for some reason the first Dalton hid the play away. We can only speculate what his motives might have been.”


    “Tell me about your family history, Dalton,” Spenser invited, “and we’ll see if we can’t piece this together.”


    Dalton began, “Our family traces its roots back to Edward Montjoy who lived in the time of Shakespeare. He was one of Queen Elizabeth’s censors.”


    Spenser said, “Ah, that explains it. You see, Elizabeth was paranoid, afraid of the Catholics, afraid of being overthrown. Possibly afraid of being murdered. If you know anything about her father, King Henry the Eighth and the fate of his wives, you can surely understand. Elizabeth appointed Sir Francis Walsingham to select and oversee the censors. Walsingham played upon her paranoia in order to control her. It was the censors’ duty to root out and destroy seditious materials. Anything that could be construed, and very often misconstrued, as a threat to the monarch had to be destroyed.


    “Playwrights were particularly vulnerable. The theatre was the only real mass entertainment. And I’m guessing that for some reason Walsingham decided Shakespeare’s Love’s Labour’s Won was seditious and a threat to the queen. No doubt the censors were assigned quotas by Walsingham. Thus, he’d have something threatening to report back to the queen. It would have been your ancestor’s job to destroy the play.”


    Dalton said, “But according to my great-grandfather, Edward was a lover of the theater. He could not bring himself to destroy Shakespeare’s play. So he secreted it away somewhere, and claimed it had been burned. The family was sworn to secrecy. For generations the play remained hidden.”


    “Until Dalton Montjoy!” Spenser exclaimed. “He brought the play here prior to the American Revolution. That was the time of King George, mad King George as he was known. The first Dalton would have wanted to remove the play from England and from . . . well, who knows what fate at the hands of the mad King.”


    “But wouldn’t Shakespeare have kept a copy of his play?” I asked.


    “A hand-written copy?” Spenser said. “I rather doubt it. You see, Shakespeare had no real interest in publishing his plays. He was merely interested in their performance. He left it to others to publish his plays after his death. In fact, it is extraordinary that his Last Will and Testament makes no mention of his body of work at all. Reading his will, you’d never know that he was the Bard of England. Very strange indeed.”


    “But what about the copyright?” Melanie asked. “Who owns the copyright?”


    Spenser answered, “I’d have to say no one. A copyright is good for only seventy-five years. After that, the work is in the public domain.”


    I had a flash of insight. “I just figured something out. Those letters from the inscription on the back of the Thalian Stone. They were the letters ‘e’, ‘o’, and a capital ‘W’. Those letters are in Love’s Labour’s Won.”


    “Good thinking, Ashley!” Binkie exclaimed.


    “But why was that title inscribed on the back of the Thalian Stone?” Cam asked. “Where no one would ever see it? They couldn’t have known that Washington D.C. would experience a rare earthquake.”


    Binkie shrugged his shoulders. “If I may hazard a guess. I’d say it was an act by your ancestors, Dalton, simply to provide them with a sense of satisfaction.”


    “That’s possible,” Dalton said. “The Montjoys were involved in raising funds to create the stone. Expecting that no one would ever see the back of the stone, they may have had the inscription added for reasons of personal gratification, as you suggest, Binkie. After all, the play had been hidden. They didn’t know where it was. The descendants had never seen it. They only knew of its existence through family stories.”


    Ray had remained silent until this point. “Would you all listen to yourselves? We are sitting here discussing the discovery of a lost Shakespearean play! How incredible is that? I think the question we should be asking ourselves is what are we going to do with the play?”


    “But who does it belong to now?” Cam asked.


    “I’d say this is a case of ‘finders’ keepers’,” Spenser answered.


    Dalton offered, “It was found on your property, Jon and Ashley. So is it yours or mine?”


    “It’s your family’s treasure,” I said. “I think it belongs to you.”


    “Wouldn’t it belong to Shakespeare’s descendants since it was taken from them?” Aunt Ruby asked.


    “There are no descendants,” Spenser said. “Shakespeare’s line died out after a few generations.”


    “How extraordinary,” I said. “I had no idea.”


    “I think that since your family preserved it, Dalton,” Aunt Ruby offered, “and they were founders of the Thalian Association, we should give it to the association.”


    Binkie patted her hand. “Excellent idea, my love.”


    “I have a suggestion to offer,” Spenser interjected.


    “Let’s hear it,” Cam said.


    “If you decide you want the Thalian Association to have the play, I think you should consider giving it jointly to them and to the University. The University has resources the association does not. Scholars, like myself, for example. Furthermore, the University lawyers can handle the legal matters.


    “But here’s what I’m thinking. The playscript will have to be examined and authenticated. A chemical analysis of the paper and the ink will have to be performed to verify its age. I believe the original script should be placed on loan to the Shakespeare Institute at the University of Birmingham in England. Their researchers will be able to compare the writing to the handwriting of Shakespeare. They own documents with Shakespeare’s signature.


    “Then after that is done, and if they verify it was indeed written by Shakespeare, the University can exhibit it. Send it on a national tour. Let the Smithsonian exhibit it too.”


    “But can I make a copy of it?” Cam asked.


    “I don’t see why not. What do you plan to do with the copy?”


    “Ray, Scarlett, and I have been running a contest to find the best musical. I think we’ve made our selection. But more about that in a moment. To answer your question, Spenser, I’d like to incorporate this play into our musical.”


    “What a good idea,” Dalton said. “With the 225th anniversary next year, the association could produce a special performance.”


    “Yes,” Cam agreed, “we can do something like advertise it as ‘attributed to William Shakespeare.’ And set the music to this play. After all, it’s a comedy. And as a sequel to Love’s Labour’s Lost which did not end with a wedding, there is a wedding scene in the play we’ve found. What do y’all think?”


    “I can’t wait to read the play,” Scarlett said.


    “And I can’t wait for you to star in it,” Cam said.


    Scarlett stared at him. “Star in it?”


    “Well certainly if TA produces it locally, we’ll want you to star in it. But I’m thinking we’ll make a movie of it too. We’ll modernize it. Love’s Labour’s Lost was made into a musical with Kenneth Branagh. It was done as a grand thirties musical, with top hats and tap-dancing. And music by Cole Porter.”


    “Scholars have believed there was a missing sequel,” Spenser said. “You’re right, Cam. Shakespeare’s comedies always ended with a joyful wedding scene. But Love’s Labour’s Lost ended with the wedding being postponed, suggesting a sequel. However, none was ever found although there is mention of this title during Shakespeare’s time.”


    “You say you’ve chosen the winner of your contest?” Dalton asked, his voice filled with disappointment.


    “Yes,” Ray responded. “We’ve selected a musical called Love is Mighty. I’m not sure we’ll be keeping that title but the music is phenomenal although there’s no libretto.”


    “That’s my music!” Dalton shouted. “And Simon’s lyrics.”


    “Yours? That’s terrific. We haven’t yet checked the name of the composer. Our system was to assign numbers to the submissions so our judges wouldn’t be influenced if they happened to know the composer.”


    Melanie gave Dalton a hug. “That’s wonderful, Dalton. I think this calls for champagne.”


    “I’ve been working on that score for years and years. You know, the great songwriters would stay up all night and in the morning have a smash success. They were geniuses.” He thought of his special friend.


    “When you do check, you will find the musical was submitted by Thomas Holbrook but that was because he stole it from me. He tried to kill me to get it. He did kill poor Simon.”


    “What are you talking about?” Spenser asked. “Murder? Someone attempted murder for a musical score?”


    “That’s exactly right. Detective Yost called me and briefed me on the case since as the victim I have a right to know. Here’s what happened after Thomas and Cheri were arrested. The detectives split them up. They offered a deal to the person who confessed first. Well, those two were ratting on each other all over the place.”


    “A mother and her son ratting on each other?” Aunt Ruby asked.


    “Oh yes, those two are shameless,” Dalton said. “Each blamed the other. Thomas said it was his mother’s idea. Cheri said it was Thomas and his blind ambition that got them into trouble. They turned off the pilot light and left me for dead.


    “Just then Simon arrived home and tried to stop them. Thomas must have been desperate at that point. He struck Simon with the poker too. Cheri suggested they drag him up the stairs and throw him off the porch. That way it would appear he had smelled gas and in his haste to escape had fallen down the outside stairs.”


    “But wasn’t that dangerous,” I asked, “to remain in the house with the gas leaking into it? A spark could have set off an explosion.”


    “I didn’t say they were smart,” Dalton said. “To think that I once thought Cheri was attractive. That was years ago when Thomas was a baby. I was much too old for her but fool that I was, I was flattered that she was willing to date me. I soon realized she was looking for someone to help her raise Thomas. I did take pity on them, and helped when I could. I let Thomas live in my house practically rent free.”


    “I’ve got three unanswered questions,” I said. “One. What happened to Simon’s guitar? Where is his family? And two, what was Greg Finley searching for? And three, who planted the real knife for the prop knife at the rehearsal? Do you know, Dalton?”


    Dalton considered. “I do know a little about that. After that scene out on my porch when Simon thought Taylor had stolen his guitar, he decided to hide it. I helped him hide it in my attic.”


    “But we saw Simon and Taylor together,” Jon said. “They looked like they were close. Very close.”


    “They were. I don’t know what got into Simon that day. As I’ve said before, I think the boy had some bi-polar issues. He was very possessive about that guitar. I suggested we put it someplace safe for a while. Unfortunately, he has no family. I sort of adopted him.”


    Dalton was a good person.


    “He was talented. He had a future in the theater, I believe. He was working on a libretto for our musical but that was slow going. That’s why we did not submit it, Cam.”


    “But where is it?” Jon asked. “We found Thomas in your music room, packing your papers in boxes. We stopped him. Was the libretto among those papers?”


    “It should have been,” Dalton answered. “I must confess I am a bit disorganized.”


    A bit? I wondered and suppressed a smile.


    “I’ve arranged to have the maid service at Brightmore come into my apartment every day and tidy up. That way things will never get out of control as they did at my house.”


    “But what about Greg Finley searching your attic?” Jon asked. “We found him up there, going through old trunks.”


    “Well, he was living in my house. He may have overheard Simon and me talking about hiding the guitar in the attic. Finley was short on cash. That’s why I let him use my spare room while he worked as TA’s guest director. He may have wanted the guitar to sell on eBay or to pawn. I’m only guessing.”


    “And the prop knife?” Melanie asked. “We were all there at the dress rehearsal when that accident happened.”


    “Not an accident, my dear Melanie,” Dalton responded. “That was Cheri’s doing. She was backstage that night.”


    “Yes,” I interjected. “We met her. Remember, Scarlett?”


    “Oh, yes. I won’t forget that scene. A very controlling woman.”


    “Actually, Thomas even told the police about that incident. Cheri exchanged the knives. She told Thomas what she was doing and how he should throw the knife down on the stage.”


    “But why?” I asked.


    “To make Thomas look like a hero. And to create further doubts about Simon’s stability.”


    Cam broke out the champagne. “Enough of that,” he said, popping corks and filling glasses. Raising our glasses, we toasted, “Here’s to Dalton.”


    Dalton said, “And here’s to Irving.”
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    On New Year’s Day 2013, Jon and I toured our restored house, checking on the progress. Some walls had been stripped down to the studs. The partitions upstairs had been dismantled, the plumbing fixtures had been removed. The eight bathrooms were history. We would have three bathrooms upstairs, and a powder room on the first floor. Dalton’s music room would become a library again. We would move the piano into the front parlor. And we invited him to come play it any time he wished. Often, I hoped.


    “It’s going to be wonderful.” I squeezed Jon’s hand. “You’ve done a fantastic job with the design.”


    He turned to me and looked me fully in the face. “I’ll never forget the first time I saw you – as a woman, that is, all grown up. We were starting work on Reggie Campbell’s house. And you came in wearing a hard hat and a tool belt much too big for you. You looked so damned cute, I fell in love. Just like that.”


    “Well, you were older and smarter. It took me a little while. But now . . . what a life we have!”


    “And it’s only going to get better. This year will be better than last, and the year after that will be even better.”


    “And we’ll close this year with TA’s production of the new musical Love’s Labour’s Won. How cool is that? Critics will come from all over the world,” I said. “Who would have ever thought.”


    “In a couple of weeks the mayor will issue a proclamation,” Jon said, “proclaiming that 2013 is the year of the Thalian Association. We ought to have a Town Crier proclaim 2013 is the year of Ashley and Jon.”


    I pulled him close to me. “Every year is the year of Ashley and Jon.”


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    NOTES


    


    I am often asked how much of “me” is in my works. In the late Eighties, I lived at 34 Beekman Place in New York City. Across the street from my apartment stood a stately brick single-family home, a rarity in NYC. The residents of that home were Irving Berlin and his beloved wife, Ellin. Mrs. Berlin passed away in 1988. Mr. Berlin remained alone in the home with attendants and care givers. He was, after all, one hundred years old. Mr. Berlin liked to take leisurely walks on the arm of a nurse around the neighborhood late in the afternoon. I often passed him on Beekman Place, or over on First Avenue. I would smile at him. He would look intently into my face. Perhaps I reminded him of someone from his past, for he gave me long, inquiring gazes from those piercing, dark, hooded eyes of his under their thick bushy brows.


    I remember when he passed away at age one hundred and one. There was a candlelight vigil outside of his home that lasted far into the night. The lights on Broadway were dimmed and everyone felt the loss.


    At the same time my physician was Catherine Hart, M.D. Cathy is the daughter of Moss Hart and Kitty Carlisle. She confided that Ellin Berlin was her godmother.


    Another part of “me” in the book is the story of Captain Jonathan Wood’s adventure while sailing the brigantine Rebecca on her maiden voyage from Philadelphia to Barbados and the return voyage where they were captured by a pirate vessel. Jonathan Wood was my fifth-great-grandfather. His title was Master of Vessels.
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