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  CHAPTER ONE


  


  


  “She’s trying to kill me!”


  I shushed my sister, reached over and took the mug containing the suspect liquid from her hand. “No she’s not. It’s just tea,” I said, through clenched teeth.


  Sam leaned closer and peered into the cup. “What are those bits floating around?”


  I grimaced. “I don’t think we need to know.” I took the mug to the small sink and dumped the contents down the drain.


  “I don’t know what gets into Millie sometimes,” Sam said, referring to our assistant at our temp agency, Always Prepared. “She eats and drinks some weird stuff. Said this tea would cure my cold. Yeah, by killing me.”


  I nudged Sam back into my office where we sat waiting for Millie to return with the weekly printout of our database. I grabbed a large jar off my desk and poured a handful of Halloween M&Ms into my hand. My name is Alex Harris and I’m an M&M-aholic. I love this time of year. I can buy M&Ms with no blue ones. I really hate the blue ones.


  I popped six of the little candies into my mouth and eyed Millie suspiciously as she came into the room and took a seat next to Sam. A pumpkin pin stuck on the lapel of her blazer hinted to the impending holiday along with a large pumpkin and some Indian corn on the small front porch of our office. When I arrived this morning I noticed the small faux fireplace in the reception area had mysteriously acquired some artfully placed cobwebs and spiders that hadn’t been there when I left on Friday night. But despite Millie’s penchant for frivolity, she possessed a wealth of administrative talents.


  “Where’s your tea? Do you want another cup?” Millie looked at Sam’s empty hands.


  “No!” Sam blurted.


  I looked at my sister and rolled my eyes. Sam’s tactful gene had never kicked in. “Well, I need another one.” I got up and walked by my sister, gently whacking her upside the head. “I’ll get us both one.”


  “Let me get this straight,” Sam began when I returned, getting back to a conversation we started earlier. “The woman you met with looked just like Mrs. Scott?”


  I took a sip of my tea. “The spitting image.”


  Sam narrowed her eyes at me. “Before she died or after?”


  “Before! Geesh! What’s wrong with you?” I shook my head wondering, not for the first time, if Sam and I were really related. “I know Mrs. Scott didn’t have any relatives, so Mrs. Sulpizio couldn’t be related, but I tell you, my heart almost stopped.”


  I leaned back in my chair and closed my eyes, silently berating myself for my lapse of professionalism on Friday. My appointment with the head administrator of a new suite of medical offices had been momentarily sidetracked the moment I laid eyes on the woman, who unfortunately resembled Elvira Scott, a woman who had been killed ten months before—and whose body I had found.


  “Maybe I’m just more worried about that other agency than I thought,” I said, thinking about a new temp agency that managed to snatch away several of our clients. “She couldn’t have looked that much like Mrs. Scott.”


  “It hasn’t even been a year, Alex,” Millie reminded me. “It takes time to get over something like that. You may never truly get over it.


  I sighed. “It is a gaping wound, whenever one touches it and removes the bandages and plasters of daily life.”


  Sam and Millie exchanged glances.


  “Winnie, again. Right?” Sam asked, referring to my quirky habit of quoting Winston Churchill. “You have to hand it to him, the man had something to say about everything.”


  “Tease all you want. We’re New Englanders. We’re supposed to be eccentric.”


  After they left, I swiveled in my chair and looked out the window at the autumn colors brightening my view. I always thought it ironic that these magnificent hues resulted from something dying, though it didn’t look like any form of death I was familiar with. And I was. Up close and personal. I shook my head, trying to shake the images that had not diminished with the passage of time. But something else bothered me. Something I never admitted to my sister, and I told Sam everything. And what I didn’t tell her, Meme, our adorable grandmother, would. But the thing that I couldn’t admit to either one of them was that I had actually enjoyed the murder.


  No, I chided myself. Someone died a horrific death. But still. I liked the sleuthing, the gathering of information and trying to piece it all together. I liked working with the suspects and asking questions no sane person would ever have the nerve to ask. Quite simply put, I realized with a start, I was nosy. This kind of caught me off guard because I always thought my sister was the nosy one. And now, here I was, pretty much the same.


  I walked to the window and lifted the pane. The pungent aroma of a leaf fire somewhere in the neighborhood came to me on a sudden breeze and all at once I knew—everything was just right for murder.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER TWO


  


  


  At nine-fifty, I pulled into the circular driveway of the Brissart home, a very large and stately house surrounded by a parcel of land I thought resembled the city park. The house looked lovelier than I remembered. Potted mums planted all along the perimeter of the lawn added glorious color. A wrap-around porch draped the old house and a big glider provided comfort on summer nights. It wasn’t a pretentious home at all. Given the financial status of Mrs. Brissart, neither house nor owner put on airs.


  I parked my black Honda next to a cherry red Ford Focus belonging to Chantal Bradbury, an employee of Always Prepared. I stepped out of the car and took a deep breath filling my senses with the scent of raked leaves and the pungent smell of the Sound, only a few blocks away. I sighed with complete contentment. Autumn—my favorite time of year. I walked along the path toward the grand house and purposely crunched leaves under my shoes like I did as a kid. A year ago, the agency paired Chantal with the owner of this house and the union worked perfectly. Chantal’s fluency in French—a skill attributed to her French-Belgian mother, appealed to the eccentric Roberta Brissart.


  The old woman didn’t speak a word of the language but liked the idea of someone who could speak it working for her. I knew another quirky New Englander when I saw one and with French in both their backgrounds, no matter how far back, it served as a common denominator that made the pairing a success. And now, with Chantal taking a few days off to help her mother-in-law recover after an operation, I couldn’t let just any of my many temporary staff take over. I’m saying many with a bit more optimism than perhaps I should. That new agency, Paulson’s Professionals, now employed some of my best people. Paulson’s Professionals. What kind of name was that, for pity’s sake? It sounded more like an escort service.


  “Hi, Alex,” Chantal smiled as she opened the front door. “I saw you coming up the walk.”


  I entered the house and removed my sunglasses and tucked them into my purse.


  Chantal took my hand. “I’m so glad you’re going to fill in for me while I’m gone. I’ll just feel better knowing Mrs. Brissart is in good hands.” Chantal’s brows inched closer as a cloud of concern covered her face. “I do feel bad, though. I mean, you’re the owner. Oh, gosh, Alex. I’m probably taking you away from more important things.”


  I gave Chantal a warm smile. “It’s fine. Mrs. Brissart is very important to the agency. Besides, it’ll give me a nice change of pace to come here for a few days.” And maybe get my mind off of the other agency, which had captured not only our people, but also another one of our clients judging by the figures Millie printed out this morning.


  “Fresh coffee on the table. Help yourselves, ladies, and come into my study.”


  I jumped an inch at the sound of Roberta Brissart’s voice behind me. “Oh, I’m sorry, Mrs. Brissart. I didn’t hear you.”


  Chantal and I sprinted after the very spry woman. Chantal nudged my arm and pointed to Mrs. Brissart’s feet. “She always wears her high-top white Reeboks when she’s home. I didn’t know they still made them anymore. They make her stealth-like. It can be very unnerving. You’ll get used to it.”


  In addition to the high-tops, Roberta Brissart wore a beautifully tailored dress. At eight-three-years old and barely five feet tall, she had a lovely head of silver hair and soft blue eyes that hadn’t lost their luster. And she still possessed all her own teeth, she once told me—a fact that delighted her to no end as her two sisters, May and June, the bane of her existence, did not. I never met May and June but the family was so prominent in our little town that word of some of their antics over the years kept the gossip mill running.


  We followed the woman into the study and took the two seats next to the massive desk.


  “I have a few letters,” Mrs. Brissart began, directing her comments to Chantal, “and then Bradley is coming. He has more of the family history for you to type if you don’t mind.”


  “Not at all. And it’ll give Alex a chance to meet him.”


  “He’ll probably arrive about noon so if you’ll excuse me, I’ll leave you to your work. I’m going to make a batch of macaroons.” Mrs. Brissart gave me a small wink. “Bradley loves them and I haven’t made any in ages.” She clapped her hands together and left the study.


  “Who’s Bradley?” I asked as soon as Mrs. Brissart was out of earshot.


  Chantal moved around the desk and turned on the computer. “Grandson. His father is Mrs. Brissart’s only child. Kenneth, that’s his name, and his wife, Lillian, live in London. You’ll like Bradley. He’s a gem—kind, intelligent, good looking. Too bad I’m married.” Chantal shrugged and I laughed. “The history is very interesting. You’ll have to read it if you have the time. Why don’t you grab a chair and I’ll explain the system to you. Mrs. Brissart is very fussy about how her correspondence goes out.”


  An hour later, the sound of the doorbell startled us out of our thoughts.


  “Mrs. Platz will get it,” Chantal said.


  I tried to pick up my train of thought again. I drafted a letter to the Center for Abused Families outlining the ideas Mrs. Brissart came up with for charity events throughout the year. The Center wanted to relocate to bigger quarters and with Mrs. Brissart on the finance committee, they hoped to raise more donations.


  “Roberta! Where are you? We must talk!”


  Chantal slammed her hand hard on the desk. “Damn. They’re back. That high-pitched voice is none other than June Doliveck. And wherever June goes, May is sure to follow. Come on. You might as well meet Mrs. Brissart’s sisters and get it over with.”


  I stopped typing and followed Chantal out to the hallway.


  “Roberta! I know you’re here!”


  “Good morning, Mrs. Doliveck,” Chantal said to the shouter. “Mrs. Estenfelder.” Chantal nodded to the other woman.


  “Where is Roberta?”


  “I’ll go find Mrs. Brissart.” Chantal turned toward me and rolled her eyes.


  I quickly followed not sure I wanted to be alone with these two women.


  “I know. Don’t tell me. They’re back,” Mrs. Brissart said as Chantal and I walked into the kitchen.


  “Yes, they are, and anxious to see you,” Chantal said.


  “Well, they can wait!” Mrs. Brissart said peevishly. “Sorry, Chantal. You know how I feel about them. Can’t believe they’re my sisters. Wish they weren’t. It’s not a nice thing to say, but I can’t help myself.” Mrs. Brissart paused, visibly trying to regain her composure, and then added a cup of chopped nuts to the macaroon mixture sitting in a metal bowl on the tiled counter.


  Mrs. Platz, the housekeeper, came into the kitchen after hanging up the coats of the two waiting down the hall, and went over to the old stove and put the kettle to boil.


  “If you’re making tea for them,” Mrs. Brissart spat out the them, “you can just forget it.”


  I looked at Mrs. Platz across the room and gave a little shrug. “Well, I’d like a cup, if you don’t mind, Mrs. Platz.”


  Mrs. Brissart picked up an empty package of shredded coconut and the eggshells scattered on the counter, and dropped them into the trashcan. She wiped her hands on her apron and took it off. “Well, I best go out there and tell them to go on home.”


  Chantal and I followed the woman out of the kitchen and back down the hall. I had a feeling fireworks were about to explode and I didn’t want to miss a thing. That nosy thing again.


  “There you are, Roberta. I began to think you were trying to avoid us.”


  “I was. I just came to tell the pair of you to get out! I’m busy making macaroons.”


  May Estenfelder took a hankie from her purse and dabbed her eyes. Really. Just like they do in the movies.


  “You can cut that phony baloney crying of yours, May. It won’t do. Not in my house.”


  “Well, you don’t have to be so gruff, Roberta,” June said, going to sit by her sister.


  June and May. Twins. Five years younger than Roberta, from what Chantal told me. Though not biologically identical, they nonetheless looked very much the same down to the penciled-in eyebrows in a hideous shade of brownish red.


  May dabbed again at eyes surrounded by an overly tanned face. A leathery tanned face.


  June stood up and walked to the fireplace. “We’ve asked a few people to come by this afternoon.” She turned to Roberta. “I said—”


  “I heard you. It won’t do any good. I am not, repeat, not, changing my mind, and that’s all there is to it. And don’t you even think about letting those tears start running.” Mrs. Brissart pointed a stern finger at May, who put hankie to eyes again for the third time.


  “You can’t hold out forever,” May said, forgetting about the tears for the moment and returning to an air of superiority with the ease of someone used to slipping in and out of personalities depending on the circumstance. “That land is going to be sold and that’s all there is to it. The whole family is in complete agreement, except, of course, you.”


  I watched as a smile formed on the lips of Mrs. Brissart and wondered what this was all about.


  “It seems my non-participation is enough to cancel the deal. Without my signature, you cannot sell that land, and if I must repeat myself for the millionth time, I will—I will not sign, I will not sell! If you want that land, you’re going to have to kill me first!” Mrs. Brissart got up and went back down the hall.


  “We’ll see about that!” the twins shouted after her. “We’ll be back this afternoon! You might want to dress up a bit—at least change your shoes!”


  A few seconds later the front door slammed.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER THREE


  


  


  Bradley Brissart arrived at precisely one o’clock. Chantal greeted him with a wide smile and introduced us explaining I would be assuming her duties for the next few days. Chantal was right. Bradley obviously won the good looks lottery and possessed some great manners. The perfect gentleman.


  “I thought I heard you,” Mrs. Brissart said a few seconds later and placed a kiss on her grandson’s cheek. “I made a wonderful surprise for you. Go ahead and start your work. I’ll be back shortly.”


  Bradley looked hopefully first at me and then Chantal.


  “She’s been in the kitchen most of the morning and that’s all we’re going to say,” I teased him, already feeling comfortable with this young man who seemed to be full of fun.


  “Well, then,” Bradley clapped his hands together in much the same way his grandmother did, “it must be something to eat. Good. I never ate lunch.” He put down his briefcase and took out a stack of papers. “Did Mamoo tell you about the history?”


  “Mamoo?”


  “It’s what I call my grandmother. My brother started it way back when and it stuck.”


  “She did. And it’s no problem,” I said. “Chantal filled me in about what you’ve written so far and it sounds fascinating. I’m looking forward to working on it.”


  I took a stack of papers from Bradley and looked them over. Chantal told me his foray into the family history started about six months ago; about the same time he started dating Kendra Merchant and had discovered their family histories were bound together in the eighteen-hundreds before the death of one of Kendra’s ancestor severed the ties.


  Deep into reading the history, I was jolted out of my thoughts by Roberta. She really was stealth-like. The CIA could probably put her to good use.


  “Surprise! I made your favorite, Bradley.”


  Bradley turned toward his tiny grandmother dwarfed further by the large platter she held. He leaned closer for a better look at the large, lumpy, orange and dark brown concoctions, some with chocolate chips arranged into sinister faces.


  “Mamoo, I don’t believe it! How on earth did you get them to look like this?”


  “Oh, it’s nothing and they should taste the same. Help yourself, ladies.” Roberta put the platter down and watched her grandson take a bite.


  “Mmmm. Heaven. Just like always. You still make the best macaroons.”


  I walked over and took two of the cookies, macaroons being a particular favorite. Actually, anything coconut I put at the top of my list. I even used coconut scented shampoo.


  “How’s the history coming, Bradley?” Mrs. Brissart asked her grandson.


  “Fine. I can’t work on it as much as I’d like, but it’s coming along. I’ve come across something very interesting to say the least. I’d like to talk with you about it.”


  “Of course. You’ve got my interest up, but can we talk tonight?” Mrs. Brissart’s normally smiling lips turned into a frown.


  “What’s wrong?” Bradley asked, gently touching his grandmother’s shoulder.


  “Nothing, really, it’s just those two pathetic sisters of mine.”


  “Are they pestering you again? I want to do a bit more checking, but if my research is....”


  “Oh! The rest of the macaroons. They’ve probably burned to a crisp by now.” Mrs. Brissart jumped from one of the deep chairs and sprinted down the hall.


  Bradley grabbed another cookie and turned to me. “I’ve got some other stuff I’ll probably need your help with, but I’d like to go over it myself first. As a matter of fact, I think I’ll take a handful of these,” Bradley grabbed several macaroons, “and go outside. It’s really nice today. You know maybe I’ll just take my stuff and go up in my tree house.”


  “Your tree house?” I asked, stopping my typing and reaching for another cookie.


  Bradley blushed. “Yeah, it’s outside.”


  Chantal looked up from her sorting of a stack of papers. “I’ve seen it. I didn’t know anyone used it.”


  Bradley pushed a stray strand of hair out of his face—an endearing trait that probably melted many hearts. “I loved going up there as a kid. I know it sounds weird, but I still like it. It’s peaceful. I used to hide up there when the family gathered. They were nuts back then, too. I’ll just take this blanket. If you need anything or can’t read my writing, just shout. I know I should use my laptop, but writing it out by hand just suits me better.” Bradley took an old crocheted afghan off the back of a chair and left the room.


  “Alex, if it’s okay, I’m going to leave for the day,” Chantal said, as she gathered up her things and touched up her lipstick. “I’ve got to stock the kitchen with food before I go or else my husband will starve while I’m gone. I’ll be in tomorrow morning for a few hours and we can go over any last minute questions you have.”


  When Chantal left, I turned back to the computer and the Brissart family history. I read:


  In 1815, Lucien Cournet, then thirty years of age, was a French businessman doing rather nicely in Paris. Together with his cousin, Joseph Jaeger, they ran a business as suppliers to the French Napoleonic administration, mainly metal for the army weapons factories. Joseph, located in Strasbourg and thus near the iron-ore source, ran the supply side while Lucien, located in Paris and near the Napoleonic decision center, took care of the sales side. Raymond Thiry, slightly older, was an upper-level purchasing agent of the Napoleonic administration. Lucien and Raymond vaguely knew each other but only on a professional basis.


  After 1815 and the defeat of Napoleon at Waterloo, the period that would come to be known as the “Restauration”, started in France. In actuality, it was a cleaning-up period; a nice way of saying prominent figures, who had in one way or another done well under Napoleon, were gently—or less gently as the case might be—put aside and replaced by those more friendly to the new rulers. This produced a profound effect on the careers of both Lucien and Raymond, so much so that independently and without knowledge of each other’s plans, they both decided to try their luck under more friendly conditions and immigrated to America.


  I stopped typing and reached for my cup of tea only to find it empty. I picked up the papers in one hand and my cup in the other, and went to the kitchen.


  “Can I help you, Alex?” Mrs. Platz asked.


  “No, thanks. I can do it. I just need some hot water.” I filled the kettle at the spotless stainless steel sink and put it on the front burner. I absentmindedly picked up a decorated macaroon, this one sneering at me with its chocolate chip teeth.


  “Mrs. Platz, do you know anything of the family history?”


  “You must be doing something for Bradley,” the old woman said while she rinsed my cup out and dried it.


  “Yes, I am. I’m typing up his notes. It sounds fascinating. Maybe I should do something like this with my own family.”


  “Be careful. You never know what you’ll find out.”


  “That sounds rather ominous, Mrs. Platz,” I said, staring at the woman who was as old as Mrs. Brissart and only an inch or two taller. “Maybe I’ll find my family goes back to some king or queen. Do you know anything about Mrs. Brissart’s family history?”


  “A bit. There’re enough old portraits around this place and the summerhouse. So I know what they all look like—old. And dusty.”


  “Mrs. Platz,” I laughed. “You’re priceless.”


  “Well, you wouldn’t be laughing if you had to dust all of them. I do know old Lucien and that partner of his, never can remember the fellow’s name, prospered nicely.”


  Mrs. Platz poured hot water into my cup and handed it to me.


  “Oh, I’m sorry, Mrs. Platz. I was going to do that, wasn’t I?”


  “That’s what I’m here for. Now, get on with your work and let me get on with mine.” The old woman smiled and pushed me gently out of the kitchen.


  After a few tentative sips of the hot tea, I turned back to my typing.


  When he decided to emigrate, Lucien tried to convince his cousin Joseph to come along. But Joseph, married and the father of twin boys, declined. The cousins, always close, kept in touch inasmuch as the uncertain mail delivery between continents would allow.


  Lucien Cournet and his young wife arrived in the United States in the early eighteen-hundreds and became reacquainted with his colleague, Raymond Thiry in Boston within a few weeks of their arrival. Both being French, and having monetary resources, modest as they were, they decided to become partners and bought a piece of land.


  I paused for a minute and took another sip of tea. Mrs. Platz added a cookie onto my saucer, and I munched on the toasted coconut while I thought of my own family—Italian and Irish on my mother’s side and a mixed up pedigree on my father’s. Sam and I always spent most of our time with my mother’s mother and the relatives on that side of the family, so we considered ourselves to be more Italian than anything else, even though it only accounted for a fourth of our lineage. I gobbled the cookie down and resumed my work for another hour.


  At exactly five o’clock I packed my things, done for the day. A few moments later the doorbell rang and the vultures, as Mrs. Brissart referred to them, began to arrive. First came May and June, though if asked, June would tell anyone foolish enough to listen that it was June and May. She, having been born six minutes before, was the eldest and therefore should be addressed first. Chantal clued me in on all their foolery. They were soon followed by an assortment of children and grandchildren from the look of it, and a man I assumed to be the local developer Chantal had told me about. Mrs. Brissart, not wanting to subject me, on my first day, to her miserable family, sent me home with the assurance she would deal with the vultures with the help of Mrs. Platz and Bradley.


  At exactly seven o’clock the next morning, I would later learn, the sound of Mrs. Platz’s screams could be heard all through the grand old house.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER FOUR


  


  


  I rolled over and stretched my right leg to the other side of the bed in search of the human furnace, otherwise known as John Van der Burg. My foot found a cold sheet and my nose found the smell of fresh coffee coming from the direction of the kitchen.


  “Well, here you are,” I said a minute later, stifling a yawn and wrapping my terry cloth robe tightly around me.


  “Good morning.” John came over and placed a warm kiss against my lips just in time to stifle another yawn. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”


  “You didn’t. A cold bed did.” I reached for the kettle and filled it with water. “What’s on your agenda for today?”


  John and I began dating ten months earlier, ever since I stumbled over the body at the mannequin factory and he was the detective assigned to the case. Of course, there were times I thought I was the person assigned to the case and we had butted heads more than once. With the resolution of the murder, John finally asked me out.


  “I’m working on the series of robberies on the west side of town. And I start working with a new man today. He just got promoted to detective and they’ve assigned him to me.”


  “Oh, right. Jim Maroony?”


  “Maroni.”


  “No new developments on the robberies?”


  “It’s probably a couple of kids who should be in school. Too shoddy work to be that of professionals and besides, the people who they’ve held up so far said they didn’t sound old enough to shave. No weapons, no violence. They just come in and ask for money.”


  “Then why are people giving it to them?”


  “Probably just scared. You never know if they have a knife or gun. And so far they’ve only made off with about sixty dollars so they’re not getting too far. More of a nuisance than anything else, if you ask me. How about you? What are your plans for the rest of this week?”


  I stood at the kitchen window and looked out on another glorious fall morning thinking I should really get out there and rake up some of those leaves covering my lawn in a blanket of russet, but to be honest, I liked the way it looked. When I was ten, I went to all the neighbors’ yards and took as many leaves as my wagon would carry, and brought them back to my yard. My dad was not amused and when a fierce wind picked up during the night and scattered the leaves all over our neatly raked yard his anger sizzled. I suggested returning all the leaves to their rightful owners but not wanting to instigate World War III with our neighbors, dad finally shrugged and joined me outside for a morning of raking.


  “What are you thinking about?” John asked as he handed me a cup of tea.


  “Just about how much I love the fall.”


  “Autumn and winter. What kind of person have I gotten myself mixed up with?”


  “One who does not like hot, sticky summers like the one we just finished. I don’t like feeling like a wet towel in a dryer with the setting on hot!”


  John laughed. “Yeah, you’re right. It’s about the only thing I dislike about this state.”


  “You’re not working this coming weekend, are you?” I asked, while putting an English muffin into the toaster. John shook his head. “I thought we could take our bikes and find a nice little country inn and maybe a field for a picnic.”


  “Sounds good to me. A country inn, cool autumn night, hmmm, very romantic,” he said while nuzzling my neck.


  “Do you want some toast?”


  “No. I’ll just grab something on the way to work. I better get going.”


  A “something on the way to work” usually meant a donut and another cup of coffee. When he did take the time to eat a decent breakfast it usually consisted of a bowl of shredded wheat and a glass of milk. But John was a morning person, just like me, and he started moving the minute he rolled out of bed. Sitting still long enough for breakfast put a strain on him.


  John kissed me good-bye—one of those kisses that had it not been a workday would lead to other things—and left.


  I smiled. Definitely the best way to start a morning.


  


  *****


  


  “It’s a big decision. I think we need to do more research and give it some serious thought,” Sam said an hour later as we sat in my office. We had been toying with the idea of expanding our agency. Rather than sending our employees out on temp jobs, we would take over the personnel departments for firms that didn’t want to bother with this aspect of business. All employees would work for Always Prepared with our agency doing taxes, benefits, and hiring.


  “You know,” Sam said, “if we do expand we’ll have to hire more staff ourselves. And if we hire more people, we’re going to need a bigger place.”


  I leaned back in my chair and pushed my hands through my short brown hair. “Yeah, I thought about that. I’d hate to leave this place.” Our agency was located in an old house that felt a lot more like home than a sterile building would.


  “Expansion would be good for Millie. If we hired more admin staff, the logical progression of things would be to promote Millie to admin manager.”


  “You’re right. She’d be great and I’d love to give her more responsibility.” I turned my head as Millie entered Sam’s office.


  Millie’s ensemble remained subdued, but I did notice the addition of another pumpkin on the doorstep along with a scarecrow sitting on the wooden chair out front. “Sorry for the interruption but I have Chantal Bradbury on the phone for you, Alex.”


  “You can put Chantal through to me in here.” Sam twisted the phone around and handed it to me. “Good morning, Chantal. I’m on my way shortly.”


  “Alex!” Chantal hesitated for a moment and then I heard her voice again. “Alex, you have to come now! Please.”


  “Chantal, what on earth is the matter? Where are you?”


  “I’m at the Brissart house. Something terrible happened. They found Bradley this morning. Dead.”


  “Dead? Good God! You mean over at Mrs. Brissart’s house?”


  Samantha stopped working and came over to stand by me.


  “Mrs. Platz, found him this morning when she woke up. He spent the night but I don’t know the details yet. The police are here asking a lot of questions. Poor Mrs. Platz is hysterical, and from what I can gather, I don’t think he just died in his sleep or anything. They want to talk to me about my position here, and well, I didn’t know if I should mention the agency or what. I don’t want to bring you any unwanted problems or publicity. Oh, Alex, why would anyone want to kill Bradley? He’s such a great guy.”


  “What do you mean kill? You mean he was murdered?” I asked as goosebumps sprouted along my arms. I couldn’t believe it. Not in our small town again.


  “Well, no one said anything to me yet, but the police questioned Mrs. Platz and there’s a detective in with her now.”


  “Do you know who the detective is?” I asked, already knowing the answer.


  “No. Listen, I better hang up. Will you come?”


  “Of course. I’m leaving right now.” I handed the phone back to Sam. “Mrs. Brissart’s grandson is dead. The housekeeper found him this morning. It looks like murder.”


  “Oh, my,” Sam managed to say.


  I covered my mouth with a hand while a tear escaped down my cheek. “I just met him yesterday. How could he be dead? He ate macaroons with us and then worked in his tree house all afternoon. Chantal wants me to come over right away.”


  “Poor Mrs. Brissart.”


  Mrs. Brissart, in addition to being a valued client of Always Prepared, was also one of our favorites. She came around each year at Christmas and brought us some home-baked goodies and wine. The whole town respected her for all her good works.


  “I better get going. I’ll call you later and let you know what’s going on.”


  “Hey!” Sam said. “Let the police handle it this time, okay?”


  “I’ll be fine.” I gave Sam a smile and wondering if it was true.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER FIVE


  


  


  Cars littered the driveway. The one I hoped to see was there—John’s. I parked next to Chantal’s car, away from the front of the house, and went in.


  Chantal paced the front hall, her eyes red and puffy and her eyeliner streaked across her cheek. I recognized the look from my own experience with death.


  “Oh, thank God you’re here. I can’t believe it. I can’t believe Bradley is dead.” She sniffled and pulled out a ratty looking tissue from her pocket. “I’ve never been questioned before. I don’t know what to tell them. Why would someone kill Bradley?”


  I also recognized hysteria building up inside Chantal. “Relax. It’s okay. I’ve been through this before.” I sighed. “It’ll be fine.”


  “Really?” She looked at me with blackened eyes. “You’re over your…experience?”


  “Sure.” I had to lie, right? I didn’t want to panic her anymore than necessary, but the fact was it wouldn’t be fine. At least not for a while. True, I felt better than before, but every once in a while I still awoke in a sweat after another nightmare. At least Chantal hadn’t stumbled onto Bradley’s body herself. I mustered up a smile and took her by the shoulders. “The man I’m dating is the detective in charge so that should make things easier for you.”


  But not necessarily easier on me. John hated my interference the last time murder came to Indian Cove. Of course, mad, passionate love hadn’t consumed us at that point. This time I had l’amour on my side though somehow I didn’t think it would help. I was about to find out.


  A door on the right of the hallway opened and Mrs. Brissart came out clutching a tissue in one hand and holding onto the arm of a young man with the other. John stopped in the doorway and spoke with an officer.


  “Who’s that?” I asked Chantal.


  “Stuart Brissart, Bradley’s brother.”


  “Mamoo, I’m going to try to reach my parents again. Will you be all right?”


  “Yes, thank you, Stuart. Please, go and call your father.” The old woman walked toward Chantal and me.


  “Mrs. Brissart, I am so terribly sorry about your grandson.” My voice caught and I quickly composed myself before the tears started rolling again.


  For a minute it didn’t look like Mrs. Brissart recognized me, but then her eyes focused through the tears and she smiled up at me. I’m five-foot seven, and quite a bit taller than the five-foot Roberta Brissart.


  “Alex. Thank you for coming. This is dreadful. I can use all the support I can get.” She patted my arm and walked into the living room on the opposite side of the hall, with me and Chantal following.


  The housekeeper arrived almost immediately with a tray of both coffee and tea. Her hands shook and her face looked pale as milk. I knew the feeling. Mrs. Platz found Bradley’s body and would never forget it.


  Mrs. Platz glanced at me. “Oh. I need to get more cups.”


  I didn’t think she should be working, but maybe it helped her cope.


  John walked into the room startling me out of my thoughts. “Alex. What are you doing here?” he asked in a surprised tone, his eyes boring into mine.


  “I’m working here this week while Chantal is away. I told you.” I said this last bit in a soft whisper out of the corner of my mouth.


  John, six-foot two, with dark brown hair and gray eyes that changed color depending on what he wore, ran a hand over his strong chin. “I didn’t realize you worked for the agency,” he said to Chantal. “Would you come with me, please?”


  Chantal got up and followed him into the hall. He turned and looked at me. “You, too.”


  I turned to Mrs. Brissart who sat alone on the sofa. “Are you going to be okay?”


  “Yes, yes, I’ll be fine. Go with Chantal.”


  We followed John into the dining room where another man, presumably Detective Maroni, sat. The young man looked serious. He wore a thick pair of glasses covering his brown eyes and his skin was clean-shaven and soft looking with just a hint of a leftover tan. Under his tweed blazer, he wore a blue oxford cloth shirt and a dark blue tie. His strawberry-blond hair was cut short and blow dried. With a name like Maroni, I expected him to be dark-haired and olive-skinned. Maybe his family came from northern Italy. By way of Ireland.


  “Have a seat, Mrs. Bradbury. I’d like to ask you some general questions first and then we’ll get down to the events of yesterday.”


  John asked Chantal to state her name and address. “Are you married?”


  “Yes.”


  “Any children?”


  “No.”


  “How long have you worked for Mrs. Brissart?”


  “Since last November. I’ve worked for Always Prepared for some time, and last year this position became available and Alex sent me over here for an interview. We hit it off, Mrs. Brissart, I mean, right away, and I’ve been here ever since.”


  “How often do you come in?”


  “Every morning. I work from nine until usually about three depending on how much Mrs. Brissart has for me to do.”


  “Is there a lot to do?” John asked the question with skepticism in his voice.


  “Oh, yes. Mrs. Brissart is active on several committees throughout town. And she’s on a selection committee at one of the museums in New York. I also do a lot of her personal correspondence. Her eyes aren’t as good as they used to be. She prefers to write her letters but her arthritis bothers her a bit so I type everything.”


  Chantal answered all the questions with a voice full of nervousness. Chantal Bradbury had come to Always Prepared a few years ago when she and her husband moved to the area. They had lived in New York but tired of city living. Her husband still commuted by train every morning, but it didn’t seem to bother him. Chantal’s fluency in French had been a big asset on many occasions.


  “And,” Chantal continued, “I started doing some work for Bradley and his family history project.”


  At the mention of Bradley, Chantal became upset. Somewhere in the house I could hear voices. Many voices. I patted Chantal’s hand and smiled, and John continued.


  “Now let’s talk about yesterday. What time did you arrive?”


  “My usual time, nine o’clock.”


  “And what did you do all day?”


  Chantal shifted in her seat. “Well, let’s see. First I made several phone calls for Mrs. Brissart and then Alex arrived. She’s taking over things while I’m away for a few days so I spent the rest of the morning showing her how Mrs. Brissart likes things done. We had several letters to draft. Mrs. Brissart is on the finance committee for the abuse center and is helping to develop some fund raising schemes. Then in the afternoon Bradley came by with the family history.”


  “Who came by the house during the course of the day?”


  Detective Maroni rapidly took down notes and I thought if he ever tired of police work I could certainly find him plenty of temp jobs.


  “Well, let’s see,” Chantal continued. “Mrs. Brissart, Mrs. Platz, Bradley, and Mrs. Brissart’s two sisters.”


  “That would be May Estenfelder and June Doliveck.” John looked up at Chantal for confirmation.


  “Yes. That’s correct. They arrived in the morning and were suppose to come back in the afternoon.


  “Yes, that’s right. They did come back. Just as I headed out,” I volunteered. At John’s annoyed look I explained. “Chantal left shortly after Bradley arrived and I finished up the history for him.”


  “Just Mrs. Estenfelder and Mrs. Doliveck?”


  “No. Quite a few others arrived but I didn’t know any of them. I did notice three other women and a couple of men,” I added.


  “I can probably tell you who was here. They’ve been here before,” Chantal said with a roll of her eyes. “Besides Mrs. Brissart’s two sisters, I’m sure Mr. Smit showed up. He’s a developer, and Steven Estenfelder. That’s Mrs. Estenfelder’s son. Steven’s daughter, Trish, would probably have come and Larry Estenfelder and his wife. He’s Steven’s brother. I would imagine Marsha Myers showed up as well. She’s Mrs. Doliveck’s daughter.”


  “Was Bradley still here when they all arrived?” John asked me.


  I nodded. “Yes. I wanted to stay and help but Mrs. Brissart assured me she would be fine with Bradley’s help. I think she’s a bit embarrassed by her sisters.”


  “Why is that?”


  “I don’t know,” I shrugged. “Chantal?”


  “Well, the family, I should say the three sisters, own a piece of land outside of Farmington, and Mrs. Estenfelder and Mrs. Doliveck hooked up with a developer, Mr. Smit. He wants to buy the land and turn it into houses and shopping and business complexes. Mrs. Brissart flat out refuses to sell. There’s a house on the land. It used to be the retirement home of her father and she goes up there from time to time to get away. Not too much anymore.


  “Anyway. Her sisters want to sell it and Mrs. Brissart won’t. They need her signature to sell. She says why should she? She doesn’t need the money and she likes the house.”


  “Do you get the impression perhaps the sisters need the money?” John asked.


  Chantal took a moment. “Well, I never thought of that, but it could be possible. They’ve all got money from family investments, I believe, and I know Mrs. Brissart is fine on that front, but come to think of it, her sisters are always saying they weren’t left with as much as Mrs. Brissart after their husbands died. And I get the impression they’re not as frugal as Mrs. Brissart. Don’t get me wrong,” Chantal tapped the table for emphasis, “she is most generous and giving, but it’s not her character to spend money on what she considers foolish things.”


  “Such as?”


  I leaned in closer. This was getting good. I’d have to remember every detail for Sam.


  “Well, trips and jewelry and fur coats and spoiled children and grandchildren.”


  “Mmm. Yes.” John looked pensive.


  “Detective. Could I ask you something?” Chantal said.


  “Certainly.”


  “How did Bradley die?”


  “We can’t be sure yet. Have to wait for the coroner’s report,” John said. “Let me ask you something. Can you think of anyone or any reason why someone would want to kill Bradley Brissart?”


  Chantal shook her head. “Absolutely not. I can’t image why someone would want to kill Bradley.”


  “But kill someone else perhaps?” John asked speculatively.


  “Well...”


  “Go ahead,” John prompted as I leaned even closer.


  “Well, it’s just that Mrs. Brissart’s family really wants to sell that land and she’s always saying they’ll have to kill her to get it.” Chantal’s hand flew to her mouth. “Oh, my!”


  John sat back and smiled. “That’s exactly what I thought.”


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER SIX


  


  


  Not knowing how Bradley died, I couldn’t figure out how someone could kill him if they meant to kill his grandmother, unless the murder took place in the dead of night with all the lights out. But even then, it seemed farfetched.


  Before letting us go, John gave us the big speech about not letting anything that had been said out of the study. Yeah, right. I knew John knew that I would tell Sam everything, but he couldn’t stop me because I couldn’t see what it would hurt. I grabbed onto his arm as Chantal walked away. “Exactly what is going on here?”


  “Not now.” And then he pointed a finger at me. “I saw how you leaned in closer for all the good bits.”


  Jim Maroni stepped into the hall and walked toward the rear of the house.


  I waited until the young man was out of earshot. “John? How could someone mistake Bradley for Mrs. Brissart?”


  “I can’t get into it now.” John walked toward the living room.


  Mrs. Platz sat next to Mrs. Brissart holding her hand. Seated across from them were two women. The vultures.


  “Detective, these are my sisters.” Mrs. Brissart did not venture to introduce them further.


  “We came as soon as we heard, Detective,” June said. “I’m June Doliveck and this is my sister, May Estenfelder.”


  “Thank you both for coming.” He nodded to both of them and turned to Mrs. Brissart. “I’d like you to make up a list of everyone who came to the house yesterday, if possible, together with telephone numbers and addresses if you have them.”


  June Doliveck stood up. “Whatever for? Surely you don’t think any one of us had something to do with Bradley’s untimely demise. Why, it must have been an accident, or something he ate,” she said, looking pointedly at Mrs. Platz who glared back through misty eyes so dark they could have been black.


  “Interesting of you to say,” John said pointedly.


  “Now wait a minute, Detec— Is that it? Detective? I just made a bad joke in reference to Mrs. Platz’s cooking. I certainly did not mean to imply I have any knowledge that Mrs. Platz killed Bradley.”


  June bored her cold eyes through John, daring him to say differently.


  “That remains to be seen. We’ll be talking with everyone. You, included, Mrs. Doliveck.”


  I wandered out onto the porch and rested along the railing feeling the warmth of the autumn sun on my back. The coroner’s car had long since gone, but plenty of police officers and technicians remained. My sympathies went out to Mrs. Platz. It was a horrific ordeal for someone to have to go through and the poor woman must be numb with shock. The sound of Chantal’s voice brought me back to the current murder.


  “Alex, Mrs. Brissart is going to need someone to help her. She needs to notify Bradley’s parents in London. Stuart’s trying now to reach them. Someone also needs to call Bradley’s girlfriend, Kendra, and arrangements need to be made. I can cancel my trip and stay.”


  “Don’t worry, Chantal, I freed my calendar for the rest of the week so you go help your mother-in-law. I’ll help Mrs. Brissart.”


  “Are you sure, Alex? Anthony could probably take some time off.”


  “Truly, it’s no bother. I heard Mrs. Brissart’s sister saying something about Bradley eating something bad. Do you have any idea exactly what happened?”


  “I guess I shouldn’t have pushed Detective Van der Burg about the specifics. I know he can’t tell me. But I heard some people talking this morning, and Mrs. Platz said a few things. It looks like he was poisoned. But I’m not sure.”


  “Jesus! Well, that explains how Bradley could have been killed by mistake,” I said.


  “They think the poison might have been in the cookies. I know the police took them away. Along with a bunch of other stuff. But Alex, we ate some as well and I’m okay.”


  “Me, too,” I said, hoping that the stuff, whatever it was, didn’t have a delayed reaction.


  “So it must be something else.”


  “Hmm.”


  John stepped out onto the porch and Chantal excused herself.


  “I’ll see you tonight,” I said as I prepared to make a quick getaway back into the house.


  John gently took hold of my arm. “Not so fast. Remember what I told you when we first met.”


  “That you liked my hair? How cute you thought I was?”


  “That I work alone.”


  I crossed my arms and leaned against the railing again. “Oh. That.”


  “Yes. That. It was nice of you to comfort Chantal, but leave it alone,” he warned.


  “Well, that’s not possible, John. Chantal has to take a few days off to help her mother-in-law in New York and I’ve already volunteered to take over. So,” I shrugged, “I guess it’s up to me.”


  “Have Millie find someone else.”


  “No. Mrs. Brissart is a valued client. And besides that, I wouldn’t dream of leaving her alone at a time like this. She needs someone, a familiar face, to be with her and keep the vultures at bay.”


  John sighed and put one hand on the railing and leaned close to me. “Stay out of it,” he said slowly, spreading the words out.


  I started to tell him that I was there for support only when the voice of one of Mrs. Brissart’s sisters refusing to be brutalized by the police thundered through the house.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  


  


  “I don’t believe it! How do you keep getting mixed up in this stuff?” Sam paced around her office. It was late afternoon and we were just now getting to the details of what had transpired at the Brissart house.


  “Samantha, careful, your insensitive side is showing. I didn’t plan this and I’m sure neither did Bradley.”


  Sam calmed down. “You’re right. Forgive me. I just hate seeing you go through all this again.”


  “Don’t remind me. I’ve already thought about it,” I said, around a mouthful of M&Ms.


  “What else is wrong? There’s something you’re not telling me.”


  I buried my face in my hands. “It’s all my fault. I feel so guilty.”


  “What on earth are you going on about?” Sam came around the desk. “How could it be your fault? You left the house before he died.”


  I looked up. “Yes. But I wished it.”


  Sam scrunched up her face crinkling her nose. “You wished Mrs. Brissart’s grandson would be murdered?” Sam asked.


  “No. Of course not. What’s the matter with you? Geesh. I just, well. I just thought…”


  “You just thought what?” Sam’s impatience showed.


  “I thought with Halloween coming, and the weather getting cold, well, it seemed a perfect setting for a murder. You know how my imagination wanders.”


  Sam stood with her hands on her hips looking down at me. “Yeah, I know all about your great imagination. Like when you convinced me the O’Malleys moved away in the dark of night because the FBI wanted them for God knows what, and we broke into their ‘abandoned’ house only to find Mr. O’Malley engaged in a little afternoon delight with that babysitter of theirs.”


  “How was I supposed to know only Mrs. O’Malley moved out?”


  “How did he die?”


  “Mr. O’Malley?”


  Sam closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “Bradley,” she said through clenched teeth.


  “No one is sure, but Chantal thinks it might be poison.”


  “Well, there. You couldn’t have possibly caused it.”


  “How did you come to that conclusion?”


  “Because if someone poisoned him than this murder had to be planned well in advance. Poisoning’s not an act of random violence. When exactly did you wish for a murder?”


  I looked sheepish. “Yesterday.”


  “Well, there you have it.” Sam returned to her desk. “It was already planned by then. You probably just had some kind of premonition or something.”


  “That sounds reasonable.” I brightened, my momentary lapse into martyrdom vanished.


  “Is John the detective on the case?”


  “Yeah. And Detective Jim Maroni. I’m a little worried about John. I’ll be over at the house until Chantal gets back and I’m sure he’ll be there talking with everyone. He already told me to stay out of it. I work alone,” I said in a mocking tone.


  “Well, just keep your nose out of it,” Sam suggested, as she shuffled a stack of papers on her desk. “Just help Mrs. Brissart with plans and whatever else she needs.”


  “Would you?”


  “Well, no. I’d want to know every last detail,” Sam admitted, looking up at me.


  “Me, too. And that’s what I’m worried about. John’s not going to be very happy if I start asking questions.”


  “So don’t ask, just listen.”


  “Huh?”


  “Okay, so ask when he’s not around. He can’t be everywhere at once. Just make sure to keep notes and tell me everything.”


  I stood up. “We’re being ghoulish. And insensitive. I’m going to be helping Mrs. Brissart and that’s all.”


  “Right.”


  “I’ve got some things to do.” I turned to go back to my office.


  “Who’s Jim Maroni?”


  “Someone new John’s training. Kind of cute, in a very serious way.”


  “Probably trying to make a good impression. Listen, Alex. Before I forget, Mom called earlier and wants us to come over Wednesday night. Mom and Dad have a Trivial Pursuit game on Friday and she wants to practice.”


  “They play Scrabble on Fridays,” I said, a bit bewildered at the sudden change to long-standing plans.


  “They did. But Mom kept on winning and no one wants to play with her anymore.”


  “Well, isn’t practicing for Trivial Pursuit cheating? They could get the same questions on Friday.”


  “We come from a long line of cheaters. You’ve forgotten our grandmother, have you?”


  I brightened just thinking of my beloved grandmother who at this very moment was probably bilking someone out of their life savings over a Pinochle game. “I read some of the Brissart family history Bradley brought over. They sound very illustrious. The boughs of our family tree are not laden with aristocracy, no, we have a bingo-cheating loan shark for a grandmother on our mother’s side and an exhibitionist grandfather on our dad’s.”


  Sam laughed. “Be kind. Grandpa hasn’t had any more problems since they got his infection cleared up and Meme gives away more than she wins. Besides, mom assures me she’ll use questions from the original game and on Friday they’re using a new edition.” We looked at each other with more than a little suspicion. “I know, it sounds like cheating to me, too, but Mom wants to be ready.”


  “She sure does like to win, doesn’t she?” I said.


  “Don’t we all.”


  I went back to my own office where I stayed until after seven.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  


  


  I awoke before the sun rose and took a shower, pulled on a strait skirt in dark brown and a matching safari jacket and eyed myself in the dresser mirror. My hair, recently cut and now spiked up with a large glob of hair mud, continued to defy me but with the help of some artfully placed highlights, I liked it better.


  Ten minutes later I guided my car through the streets of Indian Cove. The sky gradually grew light as the first rays of a low sun peeked over the horizon.


  All along my route, houses announced the impending holiday with large pumpkins and floating ghosts adorning front yards. Some people really got into the spirit, no pun intended, and strung lights from eaves and mounted witches on their roofs that in the evening would sway in the wind when pumps filled them with air. This being New England, anything to do with autumn got done up properly. I turned right into a well-tended community of small, one-story homes and parked in front of number two-four-two.


  “Come in, come in,” Meme said to me. “Samantha called and told me what happened at the Brissart home. Just terrible. I got your tea all ready and I’m making you a tomato and mayonnaise sandwich. Got some of that hard bread you like.”


  I kissed my grandmother’s cheek and closed the door. “When don’t you have some of the hard bread I like,” I said teasingly, “and how did you know I was coming?”


  Meme patted my cheek. “You always come to your grandmother.” She turned and scurried into the tiny kitchen.


  Today she wore her black dress with the tiny white polka dots and a black veil hat perched on her head. Like with always having bread, Meme always had a veil hat. For as long as I could remember my grandmother wore the hat, only taking it off when she went to bed or took a shower and even then, it didn’t always get taken off. “You just never know when you might want to stop off at St. Michael’s,” she would say. “There’s always someone you need to light a candle for.” How true was that?


  “How does John feel about you being over at the house?” Meme called from the kitchen.


  I could hear a tea kettle whistling and walked into the room and pulled a mug out of the cupboard. “John didn’t make it over last night, but he called around nine with another warning not to get involved in the case. The police can handle it just fine, thank you very much. That’s how he feels about it.”


  I carried the sandwich and the tea into the living room and sat down on the sofa. Meme brought in a cup of coffee, heavy with milk, and took a seat on a chair by the window.


  I sighed heavily. “I didn’t think I should mention the fact I’m the one who uncovered the killer the last time Indian Cove went through this, so I told him I would keep my nose out of it though I did have to work there, didn’t I?”


  Meme cackled.


  “And if I happen to overhear something or need to ask a question, well, it’s all in a day’s work.” I smiled at my grandmother and took a big bite out of the sandwich. “Meme, do you know Mrs. Brissart?”


  Meme shook her head. “Never met her. I’ve seen her name in the papers plenty, though. She seemed to be on an awful lot of committees.”


  I nodded and swallowed a piece of the sandwich. “She is. That’s why we have one of our temps working over there, though we should call her permanent by now.”


  “Your sister said you’re going to be working over there this week. I’m real sorry, honey, that you have to go through all this again but at least you didn’t find the body this time.”


  “The housekeeper did. Poor woman.”


  “When you find out who the killer is, make sure you come get me first this time. We can’t go through what we went through last year.” Meme’s voice cracked.


  I decided to change the subject. “What are you doing today?”


  Meme heaved herself out of the chair and went into the kitchen and came back with a little notebook. “I got to go and do a few collections. I let one go for a few weeks cuz he got sick, but he’s back to work now. Can’t let them get too far behind.”


  My grandmother dabbled in loan sharking—on a very small scale and only with a few choice customers. I realized long ago that Meme didn’t need the money and didn’t actually make much on the deals, she just liked helping out people she thought might need a second chance. She had an uncanny sense for knowing which people were good risks and surprisingly, she never got stiffed.


  Meme finished writing something in the notebook and closed it. “And then me and Theresa are going over to Fred’s for some Pinochle.”


  I held my mug between my hands and smiled. “Viagra Fred?”


  Meme shook her head and sighed heavily. “Generic Fred. He can’t afford the real stuff. From what I hear, though, that generic brand does the trick.”


  “Is this first-hand knowledge?” I asked, staring at my grandmother and not sure I wanted to know.


  “Naw,” Meme said with a wave of her hand. “Ester likes to brag, but if you ask me, even with those generics, I can’t see how a ninety-four year old man is going to get any use out of them. I think Ester’s full of hot air.”


  I kissed my grandmother goodbye with an admonishment not to cheat. Meme just cackled and pushed me out the door.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER NINE


  


  


  On the way to the Brissart home I drove through the old part of town, and stopped at Kruger’s Market to pick something up for lunch. If what Chantal had told me about Bradley’s food being poisoned was true—a tidbit of information that John all but confirmed last night—then I planned to bring my own lunch rather than nibble on anything in the Brissart household. I worried about using the refrigerator and opted for an apple and a package of rice cakes, or Styrofoam coasters as my sister referred to them.


  I put the bag on the seat next to me, drove down Main Street and turned left heading for the Sound. Fifteen minutes later I sat in front of Paulson’s Professionals. My car headed here on its own volition and now here I was stalking the competition. I had no idea what I thought I’d find out but I just wanted to take a look at the place.


  For starters the small office sat smack dab in the middle of a strip mall. I smiled. They obviously didn’t have a lot of money. I reached into the bag and pulled out the package of M&Ms I purchased along with my lunch. I absently ripped it open and took out a few. A car came slowly down the street and passed me. It turned into the strip mall parking lot and parked in a space right outside Paulson’s Professionals. I watched the woman exit the car but I couldn’t see her face. She dropped something and when she turned to pick it up I recognized her.


  “Beth Amena. I knew it,” I muttered. Beth was one of our junior temps who thought she had more experience than she did. I encouraged her to take some of the online courses we offered on our Web site to boost her skills, but she wasn’t interested in more training. She just wanted to be sent out on the bigger jobs.


  I watched for a few minutes more and then put my car in gear. Who knew how long she’d be in there. When we interviewed a new temp we put them through a battery of tests and it took hours.


  I headed to the Brissart home, pulled into the driveway and parked in the same spot as the day before next to John’s car. Mrs. Brissart answered the door before I had a chance to ring the bell.


  “Good morning, Alex. I keep hoping it’s my son and his wife, though I really don’t expect them until sometime this afternoon. Stuart finally reached them yesterday morning, night for them. What an awful thing to have to tell someone over the phone. My son tried to sound so brave, but Lillian fell apart. I don’t know how they’re going to manage that long plane trip. I don’t usually advocate such things, but I hope they have a supply of tranquilizers.” She looked up at me mournfully.


  I wrapped my arm around the woman and could feel her small bones through her dress—quite a different feeling from my chubby grandmother. “Mrs. Brissart, I don’t know what to say. I am so terribly sorry for your loss. I only met Bradley the one time but he seemed like a wonderful man and Chantal thought very highly of him.”


  Mrs. Brissart managed a small smile. “That’s very nice of you to say. You’ll have to excuse my appearance, dear. I’m afraid I spent most of yesterday crying. I loved that boy with all my heart. A better grandson you couldn’t ask for.” She pulled a lace hankie from the pocket of her dress and blew her nose. “My son and his wife, well, they were devastated as you can well imagine. And Stuart stayed with me most of yesterday.” She shook her head of silver hair and a tear escaped down her cheek.


  “Yes, I saw Stuart here yesterday morning. Were he and Bradley close?”


  “No. Not especially. But they were brothers nevertheless. They were very different, always had been. Not cut from the same cloth, I’m afraid. Stuart’s my grandson and I love him, but, well...” She sighed. “Come and have something to drink before we get started.”


  I followed the old woman down the hall to the spotless kitchen in the rear of the house. No sign of John so far. Good. “Mrs. Brissart, I hope it’s okay about my being here, I mean for Chantal.”


  “It’s fine. Chantal told me several weeks ago she needed to help her mother-in-law. Life doesn’t stop. Things have to go on. I know in time I will believe that, but for the moment, well, I just don’t know how any of us will be able to continue. I’m old. My life is almost over. But Kenneth and Lillian.” She sighed. “My poor son. Bradley meant everything to him, and to Lillian, too.”


  Mrs. Brissart didn’t mentioned Stuart and I feared he wasn’t the comfort that one would hope.


  I made a cup of tea from the kettle on the stove, carefully rinsing it out before adding fresh water. I wasn’t sure what to do about the tea bags, but after concluding that no one, not even a killer, would take the time to undo the bag, taint it, and put it back together, I tossed one in my cup. Besides, the boiling water was sure to kill anything poisonous if by chance they managed to syringe something through the paper I reasoned with my own brand of logic.


  I followed Mrs. Brissart down the hall to the study. The woman usually had perfect posture and an elegant stride—very self-assured—but today her shoulders slumped and her pace slowed, even for her age. I wanted to wrap my arms around the frail creature in front of me who tried so hard to maintain some sort of decorum in the face of this horrific tragedy.


  Mrs. Brissart stopped in front of the doorway that led to the study and looked across the hall at the yellow police tape pasted across the door. “That’s where Virginia found him.” She gestured to the heavy wooden door. “It’s a little TV room. He must have gone in to watch something after we all went to bed.”


  John told me last night it looked like Bradley probably had been poisoned, though they wouldn’t know by what for a few days. He died a rather horrific death and lived long enough to vomit and to make an attempt at getting help, as the phone, on the same table with a plate of menacing looking macaroons, was off the hook. Finally he had gone into convulsions and died. Whether accidental or not, was yet to be seen. But how poison, of any kind, could accidentally get into a batch of cookies, made no sense.


  Mrs. Platz told John she checked on Bradley first thing in the morning to ask what he’d like for breakfast. Not finding him in his room, she looked for his car and sure enough, saw it parked out front as it had been the night before. When she didn’t locate him in any of the upstairs bathrooms or the kitchen, she checked the study and then the den. Her screams brought Mrs. Brissart and Mr. Kaminski, the gardener, running.


  “I wish I could just get a cleaning service in here now, but the police suggested we leave it for the time being. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to go in there again.”


  Mrs. Brissart turned and went into the study. I took a seat behind the large desk by the bay window. The smaller desk in the corner held the computer terminal and phone. There was also a fax machine on the other side of the office. Bookshelves lined another wall and held dictionaries and encyclopedias and other reference books along with some rather good reading material.


  I fingered several volumes.


  “Help yourself to anything. I don’t get a chance to read very often any more. Well, that’s not entirely true. My eyesight is a bit bad for reading all that tiny print. Besides, I’ve read everything there several times. Now, I need to make the arrangements. I wanted to wait for Kenneth and Lillian, but they said anything I wanted would be fine. I’d like you to work on the death announcements.” My face must have shown shock. “I know. It’s a morbid custom. You know, even today in some smaller towns in Europe they still send out death announcements. To everyone. They just go around the area and put one in every mailbox. Whether you knew the deceased or not. We will not send them out to everyone in Indian Cove, I dare say, but, well, I have many friends all over the world, as do Kenneth and Lillian. I think it best to let people know. It would be terrible to have someone inquire as to Bradley’s well-being at some later date and bring up all the pain, not to mention the embarrassment it would cause to the person asking.”


  “Chantal said you have your contacts in a database program.”


  “I do. You can print a list of addresses but I’d like you to address the envelopes by hand. The printer will bring the announcements by this afternoon. Lovely man. He’s really doing a rush job for us. I’m sorry, Alex, to give you such a simple, mindless task, but...”


  Mrs. Brissart slumped in her chair and I ran around the desk to her side. “There now, Mrs. Brissart. Would you like to go rest for a bit? I can handle everything in here.” My voice caught. I too had tears in my eyes. The woman’s pain and the death of someone so young took their toll.


  “I think perhaps a walk around the garden would do me a world of good. Would you mind coming with me, Alex?”


  “Of course.” Death announcements could wait.


  Mrs. Brissart got a sweater from a closet near the front hall and put it on over her simple but elegant navy blue dress. We went out into the garden from a door near the kitchen.


  The back yard, though large, was very simply laid out, much like the house. We went down the wooden steps, Mrs. Brissart taking my arm, and walked along a tiny path following the perimeter of the land. A hint of a breeze brought the undeniable smell of the ocean.


  We passed several large lilacs, dogwoods, and bushes with yellow flowers with a name I could never remember. Several hydrangea bushes surrounded a bench and I immediately thought of Martha Stewart and her penchant for dried flowers.


  We walked in silence for a bit and came to a small area obviously used as a vegetable and herb garden. Mrs. Brissart told me that during the summer they grew their own mint to use for fresh iced tea along with an assortment of fresh basil, parsley, and an array of vegetables. She pointed out different shrubs and trees as we walked, all having some kind of history, until we reached an old, large oak with a tree house.


  Mrs. Brissart tilted her head and looked up. “That was Bradley’s. He built it when he was, oh, let me think, probably about nine or ten. His mother was scared to death to let him climb up so high,” she gave a little laugh, “but, well, I had been a terrible tomboy, much to my poor mother’s dismay, and I knew all too well the lure of your own private place.” She looked off remembering some far away thoughts.


  “He loved to come out here. Still did, sometimes. He went up that tree on Monday. Even in the winter.” She started to walk again holding gently onto my arm. “He spent a lot of time here. My son traveled a lot and wanted Lillian by his side. In summer, the boys went along. Got to see a lot of the world, but if it was during the school year, they came here. And I loved it!” She looked up at me with a big smile showing impeccable teeth for someone her age.


  “Mr. Kaminski, our gardener, helped Bradley and Stuart with the tree house. He’s taking Bradley’s death very hard, Mr. Kaminski. He loved those boys. And they him. Especially Stuart. Stuart was never close to his parents. Oh, they got on fine, but I suspect Stuart always knew Bradley was the favorite. But he loved Ralph Kaminski. Still does.”


  “Is Stuart younger or older than Bradley?” I asked.


  “Older. By two years. Ah, Stuart. No two people could be so different. I ran into him on Saturday when I went to by the ingredients for the cookies. Stuart needed a few things for some get-together he was having that night. He likes to entertain or go out. Not like Bradley who preferred staying at home. Do you have a sister? Oh, of course you do, Samantha. Are you two alike?”


  “In some ways. We do have our differences but basically we have the same values.”


  “Well, Bradley and Stuart are like oil and water. Don’t mix. They got along fine but never shared any hobbies. It’s not that they argued are anything, they just had different friends and different interests. Money is more important to Stuart. Our family, well, we have money, that’s no secret, and it’s made things easy, but sometimes I don’t think it’s a good thing to have so much and not have to earn it.”


  “Your family’s wealth didn’t seem to affect Bradley the same way from what I know.”


  “No, it didn’t. A fine boy, a fine boy.”


  I patted Mrs. Brissart’s small spotted hand and we walked a while longer with only the sound of crunching leaves to accompany us.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER TEN


  


  


  John met us at the back door after we finished our walk. “Here you are.”


  “I’m sorry, Detective Van der Burg. I should have let you know I’d be out for a while. You remember Alex Harris from yesterday? She’ll be helping me in Chantal’s absence.”


  John and I smiled.


  “Yes, Mrs. Brissart, I remember her. Alex and I are dating.”


  “Well, isn’t that nice! Detective, you’re getting a lovely girl. Whole family is a delight. Not that I know her parents well, but I served on several committees with Mabel over the years, and Harry handles all of our insurance.” She turned to look up at me. “All these tall people! How are your parents, my dear?”


  “They’re fine, Mrs. Brissart. They’re getting ready to go on a trip to London. It was a Christmas present from last year.”


  “Mrs. Brissart, I’d like to talk with you before everyone arrives,” John said.


  “Ah, back to reality. Yes, Detective. I have as much time as it takes to catch the person responsible for taking Bradley away. Come. I’ll have Mrs. Platz bring some tea.”


  We followed Mrs. Brissart into the old house and she directed us to the living room and then went off in the direction of the kitchen.


  John and I each took a seat on the opposite side of the big sofa. John started to say something, but I cut him off. “Look, I know you don’t want me involved, but she needs someone right now.”


  “It’s okay, but just for support, right?”


  “Of course. Who have you been with all this time?” I asked, already forgetting the “just for support.”


  “The gardener. Jim’s talking with a few of the neighbors. Maybe they saw something. I want to know what they have in their sheds, too. Mr. Kaminski says he keeps several things that are poisonous if ingested.”


  “Is that where the killer got— What did kill Bradley?”


  “Don’t know yet. I should be getting something today. We’ll get someone in here to go through everything out in the shed with a fine tooth comb and check for prints, but all that stuff’s been out there for years, according to Mr. Kaminski, and the shed is never locked.”


  Mrs. Brissart came in carrying a tray with a pot of tea in a china pot with cups and saucers to match. We helped ourselves and then John asked his questions.


  “Mrs. Brissart, first, I spoke with Mr. Kaminski. Yesterday morning the police found footprints around the house and some under the study window. Mr. Kaminski claims he just raked all the ground and put in potted mums a few days ago, so there would be no reason for footprints to be in the soil. Unfortunately, they weren’t very clear. Mr. Kaminski watered at the crack of dawn. Plus the fact that whoever made them must have walked over them a few times. Do you have any idea where they came from?”


  “Well, I walk the garden quite a bit, but I would have no reason to be treading under the windows. Virginia and I washed all the windows about a month ago, so the prints couldn’t be ours. Do you think they belong to the person who killed Bradley? I don’t recall anyone out there that evening. And in all honesty, Detective, Ralph isn’t as young as he used to be, like the rest of us in this house. Maybe he just doesn’t remember walking in the area.”


  John sighed. “That’s possible. We also found a bit of what looks like the same mud on the front door mat. We took that to the lab. No mud in the house, though.”


  “Ralph is a bit of a perfectionist,” Mrs. Brissart continued, “when it comes to the yard, and if he saw something, a piece of paper or whatnot, he would automatically reach for it. I can’t imagine he would allow mud to be all over the front mat.”


  “Maybe one of your family members had mud on their shoes when they arrived. Do you remember anyone taking their shoes off?” John asked.


  “No. I don’t think anyone walked around without shoes,”


  “Not to worry. At this point I don’t know if it means anything, but we’ve got to check out every detail. Now, I know we went over the events of Monday night, but if you don’t mind, I’d like you to tell me again and then give me a bit of background information on your family.”


  Mrs. Brissart settled back into the well-worn sofa. “Monday evening, about five, my family started to arrive. Chantal left early and I sent Alex home too as I didn’t want to bother her with their drivel. I had Bradley here and Mrs. Platz for support if I needed them. And of course, Ralph is always in his room in the evenings. I can handle my sisters quite well, mind you, but with all of them together it can be a bit trying at times, especially at my age.”


  She paused to take a sip of tea and gather her thoughts. “So by five-thirty they were all here. The vultures, I like to call them.”


  “Who exactly was here?” John asked, consulting his notes from the previous day.


  “Well, first came May and June, my sisters, and they brought along that despicable man, Mr. Smit.”


  “That would be the developer?”


  “Yes, that’s correct. Though crook is more like it. Anyway, after they arrived Steven showed up, that’s May’s son, and his daughter Trish. May’s other son, Larry and his wife, and Marsha, June’s daughter.”


  By my count, there had to be eight additional people in the house Monday night. John sure had his work cut out for him. And so did I.


  Mrs. Brissart continued. “They all got into it right away. Telling me I must sell the land, that it was the best thing all around, that no one used the land or the house anymore. All the same rubbish I’ve heard ever since that Mr. Smit came into their lives.”


  “And how exactly did that come about?” John asked.


  “June met him at some thing or another. One of her social events, no doubt. Pretends all is business between them, but I know better—they’re sleeping together. Though don’t bother to ask her. She’ll deny it till the day she dies. My sister likes to think she’s above scandal and indiscreet behavior. Actually, both of them are like that. I tell you, they invented it. Why, carrying on with a man that must be no more than forty-five and at her age.”


  “What makes you think they’re sleeping together, Mrs. Brissart?”


  “This past July, June stayed here for about a week. She hired some people to do some work on her house and they had everything all torn up. She could have gone to a hotel or over to May’s, but I think she wanted to be here so she could try to wear me down on this whole land thing.


  “I came in to get my shawl. I’d been out in the garden working off some tension after one of their little get-togethers with the whole family again. An afternoon breeze came up so I went up to my room to get my shawl and a good book. Thought I’d relax out on the back porch. I heard voices upstairs. I knew everyone had left except for June, of course. She told me she needed a nap after her trying afternoon. Well, she was lying down all right, though I don’t know how much rest she got. Flat on her back with that weasel on top of her, naked as the day he was born! Arms and legs wrapped this way and that. And the moaning!”


  I blushed at the bluntness of Mrs. Brissart’s description.


  “Disgusting. And in my house. I’m no prude, Detective. But the sight of that wrinkled, bleached-hair sister of mine with that beady-eyed cad…” Mrs. Brissart shook her head in disgust.


  “Did they see you?” John asked with just a hint of an amused look on his face. I had to turn away before I broke out into a smile as well.


  “No. Too busy to notice. I went downstairs and the next day June went back to her house. Never again, I can tell you that much. Once it was over, I have to admit I got quite a laugh out of it. So did Virginia and Bradley.”


  John coughed. “Getting back to the events of Monday night.”


  “Oh, yes. Excuse me. Got a bit off track. Well, nothing much different happened than with all the other meetings they’ve held trying to get me to sell. May’s two sons tried to be more demanding than usual and one of them called me a greedy old witch. At least I thought he used that word,” Mrs. Brissart said slyly.


  “Mrs. Brissart, excuse me for asking, but is the rest of the family so cash poor that they really need the money from the sale of the land, and would it really be all that much? I mean, it would have to be split three ways, wouldn’t it?” I asked.


  “Yes, it would. And yes, it would be a sizable enough amount. There’s a lot of land and the house. To answer your question about are they poor—no, I wouldn’t think poor exactly, though I believe June is having some problems. Not that she talks about them.” Mrs. Brissart shook her head.


  “I know what we all got from our father, which was a lot to begin with, and their husbands left them in good shape, at least May’s did. I’m not too sure June fared so well. But they both live extravagantly. And June spent a lot of money after her husband died. They’re forever complaining about money, so to be honest, I can’t say I know for certain exactly what their financial situations are. To be totally truthful, I don’t really care. If they had all the money in the world, they wouldn’t do anything good with it. Guess that’s why I do so much charity work. I’ve had it good, wonderful, all my life. It’s not worth much if you don’t do good with it. They never have.” Mrs. Brissart paused to pour more tea into her cup.


  “My husband probably left me with more than their husbands, and, like I said we all started out well, thanks to my father. More than any human being could ever need. I read somewhere that someone said we are stripped bare by the curse of plenty. That sums up my family.”


  “Winston Churchill,” I interjected.


  “Pardon?”


  “It was Churchill. He said we are stripped bare by the curse of plenty. Sorry,” I looked sheepishly at John.


  John gave me a tight-lipped stare then turned back to Mrs. Brissart. “You were saying, Mrs. Brissart.”


  “I think something more than just the sale of the land got their interest. I think both May and June would be walking off with a bit of the action after the land was developed. I wouldn’t be a bit surprised if May’s sons were in on it, too. Speaking of those two, Larry—he’s an inventor, or so he thinks—never made anything that works more than an hour. I wouldn’t be surprised if he could use some cash. Other than his inventions, and I use the word lightly, I don’t know how he makes a living. His brother, Steven, now he has a decent job but he likes to live the good life.”


  “So there was a lot more at stake than realized?” I asked.


  “Yes, I think so.”


  John got back into the conversation. “We’re analyzing all the food put out that evening, but it seems whatever killed your grandson came from the macaroons. When did you put them out?”


  “Oh, dear. I made them especially for Bradley. I haven’t baked them for ages. I put them out early so he and Chantal and Alex could have something to nibble on while they worked. I made several more batches, and well, they followed us all evening. Bradley dragged the plate around to whatever room we were in. The cookies sat in plain sight for all to see. Oh, dear.” A small tear slowly ran down Mrs. Brissart’s creamy skin.


  “Did anyone other than Bradley eat any?”


  “Of course! They were free, weren’t they? The whole family ate them. There were hardly any left.”


  “They looked odd, Mrs. Brissart. Was there any particular reason why you made them like that?”


  I looked at John and wondered what he was getting at. Mrs. Brissart echoed my sentiments.


  “It is Halloween, Detective. I thought we could all use a bit of frivolity what with my sisters’ actions of late. Some of the faces really bothered May. I must admit I got a kick out of taunting her like that.”


  “What about the other food?”


  “Well, Virginia brought out some bread and cheese and fruit. I hoped everyone would leave, but when it came up on eight o’clock and they didn’t take the hint, well, I didn’t want to feed them a proper dinner, but I was a bit hungry and I know Bradley and Kendra were, too.”


  “Kendra?” I asked. “Oh, Bradley’s girlfriend, is that correct?”


  “Yes, that’s right. They had plans to marry.” Mrs. Brissart wiped at another tear slowly making its way down her beautiful skin. “A lovely girl. She’s taking this all very hard. As are we all.” Mrs. Brissart whispered this last sentiment. “Finally about nine-thirty everyone left except Bradley. He usually stays a few nights a week here. He always has. He has a standard meeting with a colleague every Tuesday morning. Since they meet at one of the coffee shops nearby, he usually stays here on Monday night. Kendra stayed for a while and I went up to bed.”


  “Mrs. Brissart, why don’t you want to sell the land?” John leaned forward on his chair to pour himself more tea.


  “Well, in the first place, I don’t need the money. I, for one, do not think we need another mall or another business center or whatever all they planned on putting there. And then there’s the house. You’re more than welcome to go up and see the house, stay there if you’d like.” She nodded at both me and John. “It’s just beautiful. My father built it as his retirement home and my parents spent the last years of their lives living in it. It’s big. Bigger than this house. I used to go up there a lot, but well, I’m getting older. Bradley and Kendra go a lot. Especially since he started working on the family history.


  “You see, the land belongs to all of us, but the house and its surrounding acreage are mine. But that Mr. Smit wants the whole thing or no deal. I can understand why. My house and its land are the best. The other land was mined at one time for ore and it’s somewhat wild. My personal acreage has always been maintained and is quite lovely, though that shouldn’t make any difference if he’s planning on developing it and tearing the whole thing down.” She spat these last words out.


  “I don’t think my sisters ever forgave my father for leaving it to me. Maybe this is just their way of getting back at me, but my father knew I appreciated it for what it was. All May and June could see were dollar signs every time they went up there.”


  She refilled her teacup along with mine before continuing. “I planned to give it to Bradley and Kendra as a wedding present. I think the place meant a lot to them since Bradley started working on the history. As it turns out, Kendra’s family ties go back to ours. Her great, great, great, great grandfather along with Bradley’s are the two that started everything. Of course, I knew most of our family story before Bradley got started, though not about Kendra. And he so enjoyed working on it. Not much there really, just a couple of French immigrants starting a business and investing wisely.”


  I thought that was probably the understatement of the century given the surroundings in which I now sat.


  “Mrs. Brissart,” John said, “the others should be arriving shortly. Can you give me a bit of a background on them?”


  “Of course. First there are my two sisters. Both married and both widowed, though June and her husband had been separated for years before he died. They never bothered to divorce because June wouldn’t hear of such a thing. That would tarnish the family reputation. Family ties and reputation mean everything to June. Of course, the absence of a divorce never stopped her husband from continuing his various affairs. May fared better in her marriage. Both their husbands died of cancer, isn’t that odd?


  “Then we have May’s two sons, Steven and Larry. Larry is married to April and they have two children who go to a private school out west. Steven is divorced and has a daughter, Trish Hollander. She’s divorced as well after only a year of marriage. Larry and April are okay, though April’s a little dingy and Larry’s pretty useless. Then we have—”


  But Mrs. Brissart didn’t have a chance to continue. The doorbell rang and a few minutes later Mrs. Platz came in to announce that everyone had arrived.


  Mrs. Brissart and I spent the afternoon in the study working on funeral arrangements and the death announcements the printer delivered that afternoon. John and Detective Maroni spent the afternoon interviewing the other parties.


  Shortly after six they came into the study with some disturbing news. John took Mrs. Brissart’s small hand in his and looked into her eyes. This didn’t look good but I couldn’t figure out how it could get much worse.


  “We’ve done a preliminary interview of everyone and need to talk again with certain people. We still haven’t received the lab results, but...”


  “But what, Detective?” Mrs. Brissart asked with a trembling voice.


  “It’s our opinion that your grandson was not the intended victim. You were.”


  “Oh, dear God, oh, dear God.” Mrs. Brissart sobbed uncontrollably while I held her and John looked on helplessly. “If I had just agreed to sell that land this never would have happened! I killed him with my self-righteous principles. My dear, sweet Bradley, it’s all my fault. Which one of my precious relatives did it?” she demanded looking up at John and pleading for an answer.


  “We don’t know that yet. But it seems everyone is harboring animosity towards you because of the land. So far no one has said anything that would lead us to believe Bradley was the intended victim. We will find out who is responsible, I promise you.”


  “Then it was one of them?” Mrs. Brissart asked, as tears streaked her face.


  “I’m afraid we don’t know that yet, either,” John admitted. “But we have to start somewhere and this is the direction we’re taking for the moment.”


  The door to the study opened and a man in his early fifties walked in.


  “Kenneth!” Mrs. Brissart jumped up and threw her thin arms around her son, both of them crying softly.


  Leaving the family to grieve in private, John, Detective Maroni and I left the study.


  “John, do you really think someone from her own family could have done this?”


  “We’re contacting some of the local charities that Mrs. Brissart worked with, though I doubt we’ll find any connection there.”


  “But it is possible that someone, a total stranger, could have come in. The door is always unlocked.”


  “With a batch of poisoned macaroons? Highly unlikely.”


  I blushed at the inanity of my statement. Of course there was no one walking around Indian Cove with contaminated cookies.


  At least, I hoped not.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  


  


  “Mom, how do you manage to wrap these samosas so tight? Mine always unravel in the deep fryer,” I asked half an hour later while I stood in my parents’ kitchen helping my mother with the final touches for game night.


  My mother gave me a thoughtful look. “I don’t know, I just kind of fold it like a diaper and it stays.”


  Well, that must be it. A diaper. What the heck did I know about diapers? Both my niece and nephew, Kendall and Henry, had their little bottoms encased in disposables. Who needed to fold? By the time I managed to put the plate with the samosas and mint yogurt sauce out in the living room, I managed to eat two, looking carefully at exactly how in the world my mother folded them.


  In addition to the samosas, my mom had prepared an assortment of cut vegetables and a horseradish dip, her famous hot artichoke and jalapeño pepper dip with crackers, and some different kinds of cheese.


  I eyed the chocolate cake sitting on the kitchen counter but knew it would do no good to ask for a slice now. The cake was for later. Later. Exactly when was later? It had always intrigued me from the time I was little and my mother would say we’re going later, or, we’ll have that later. How did mothers know when later had arrived?


  “Boo! What were you thinking about? You’re always off somewhere on a cloud lately.”


  “Sorry. I didn’t hear you arrive,” I said to my sister. “Where’s Michael?” I asked referring to Sam’s husband.


  Sam took off her short denim jacket and hung it on the hook behind the kitchen door. “In the living room with John and Mom and Dad. What are you thinking about?”


  “Just wondering if it would do any good to ask for a piece of this cake right now.”


  “Later. Now come on, tell me what’s going on with the investigation?”


  I walked to the door leading to the hall. “Good. Just checking on John. There’s not much to report yet except John thinks Mrs. Brissart might have been the intended victim.”


  Sam leaned closer. “Really? Why?”


  “I don’t know. We never got that far. Mrs. Brissart’s son and his wife, Bradley’s parents, arrived, and we didn’t get a chance to talk more about it.”


  “Have you met any of the family yet?”


  “No. Not to talk with anyway.”


  “When do you think you’ll be starting your investigation?”


  I looked aghast and had the decency to put my hand to my chest. “What makes you think I’ll be investigating?”


  “Because you’re dying to get your nose in the middle of everything.”


  I gave my sister a sly smile and grabbed onto the sleeve of Sam’s purple turtleneck sweater. “You’re right and if John thinks Mrs. Brissart was the intended victim then I better not waste any more time.”


  “Why?”


  “Because if someone wanted to kill her and didn’t do it right the first time, I’m sure they’ll try again.”


  “Girls! Come, let’s get started,” Mom shouted from the other room. We would always be girls to our mother even when we hit our nineties.


  “Just make sure you keep me up to date on any new developments,” Sam whispered as she followed me into the living room.


  The Harris family had been brought up on games. Meme was a big card player, and even though my mom worked most of her life and had a family, she always made time for a game of cards or, better yet, Scrabble.


  “This is what I thought we would do tonight,” Mom said, taking charge. “Instead of playing the actual game and trying to get the different color pie pieces, I thought we would pair up into two teams. We’ll have one minute to answer and each correct answer gets a point. Every time you miss a question, you lose one point. The first team to reach twenty points wins.”


  “Wins what?” Michael asked.


  “Nothing. Just wins. Isn’t that enough?” Mom asked in a totally bewildered tone.


  “You all know what your mother’s like,” Dad said.


  Mom did love to win.


  We split into teams—the men against the women. This ought to be interesting.


  We three women sat on the sofa with the three gentlemen seated on the other side of the coffee table; Dad and Michael on chairs and John sitting on the floor, his long legs stretched out. Sam sat very close to the samosas and I kept a good eye on my sister along with the dwindling number of little meat pastries on the plate. I reached past her and grabbed a couple.


  The room was bathed in soft lights from the various lamps scattered about and the glow of the fireplace right behind the men. Several lovely well-framed watercolors from various trips my parents had taken hung on the walls along with an assortment of ink drawings. I loved this room. I used to like to get comfortable on the sofa with a good book and a cup of tea while snow fell outside. I still do that, but now I do it at my place.


  My mom decided that being women, we would go first. Dad shook his head, John laughed, and Michael asked what that had to do with anything. Sam told him to hush and my father read the first question to us.


  The game proceeded for another hour and then my mom served coffee and the chocolate cake. It must be later.


  I put a forkful of cake in my mouth and looked at my father. “Dad, you ’andled all da insurance or Mrs. Brissart over the years, white?”


  “Don’t talk with your mouth full, Alex. I didn’t get a word you said.”


  I swallowed, almost choking on the large piece of cake I shoved into my mouth. “Sorry. I asked about Mrs. Brissart. You handled all her insurance needs.”


  “Yes, I did. Still do.”


  “How about her sisters?”


  “I tried to get their business, but they had their own agent. Though my company did have a life insurance policy on Mrs. Doliveck’s husband.”


  “Did it pay a lot?”


  “Alex, you know I can’t tell you that. It’s none of your business.”


  “But he’s dead! Who’s going to know?” I said, looking at the others for agreement.


  “What’s this all about?” John asked, not trying to hide his irritation.


  “Just wondering how much money they have.”


  “I’m afraid, Harry, your daughter is doing a bit of investigating again. I’ve warned her not to get involved, but my words fall on deaf ears.” John cut his eyes in my direction and I chose that exact moment to take a sip of tea.


  “Now, Alex, you stop that!” Mom pleaded. “Let the police handle it. You remember what happened last time.”


  “How could I forget?” I winced as I touched my shoulder remembering my confrontation with a murderer the year before.


  “Alex’s working over at the Brissart home while Chantal is away,” Sam offered.


  “I must get over to see her,” Mom said. “That poor woman, having her grandson killed. Are there any suspects, John?”


  “A lot. We just have to sort through everything,” John said vaguely. I knew he wanted everyone to get off the subject of murder. I felt sorry for him being put on the spot and trying to be polite all at the same time.


  “Well, I’m sure you’ll get to the bottom of this,” Dad offered, in a tone meant to diffuse anyone else from asking more questions.


  My mom, married to the man for too many years to count, took no notice of his tone. “Do they know what killed him?” she asked absently as she cut herself another thin slice of cake. Her second, if anyone felt like counting. As long as she cut thin slices, they still counted as part of the original piece. Mom invents her own logic.


  John looked annoyed at the murder theme becoming the main topic of the evening. “Poison. Exactly what kind we don’t know yet. And I’m sorry but I really can’t talk about this now.”


  “Well, let’s get back to the game. We were winning, if I remember correctly.” Dad winked, placing a hand on John’s shoulder.


  Finally the score stood at nineteen for the women and eighteen for the men. If we got our next question correct we would be the winners.


  Michael picked out the card that would either make us the victors or give the men another chance. He held the card up and kissed it for good luck—his, not ours.


  “Okay. What country did Venetian blinds originate in?”


  We put our heads together. “It can’t be Venice, Italy, that would be too easy,” Mom said.


  “I haven’t a clue. Probably some place you would never associate with them,” I said.


  “Yeah, but what country, Alex? Think. We’re almost out of time.”


  “Times up.” The men looked smug. Sam designated me the spokeswoman, which meant the final answer came down to my decision.


  I thought long and hard for the most obscure country I could that would be associated with Venetian blinds. “Okay, I say....Japan?”


  Michael slapped the card down on the coffee table sloshing a bit of coffee over the side of his coffee cup. “I don’t believe it!”


  “You mean I’m right? We won? We won!” I said turning to my mother and giving her a hug.


  “Well, you know what this means, don’t you?” Dad asked of no one in particular. “It means there will be no living with any of them for at least a week. If we’re lucky.”


  Everyone sat around for another half hour while Sam and I each took several more thin slices of cake.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  


  


  The next morning, I pulled into the Brissart driveway for the fourth time this week. The sight of all the other cars made my heart race. None of them looked familiar and I wondered if something else had happened. Probably just suspects, I mused. And hoped. After John fell asleep last night, I tossed and turned for almost an hour thinking of the murder. I was loathe to admit this to anyone but myself, and even myself was a bit disgusted with the realization, but murder intrigued me. It always had. Back to when I would hear nursery rhymes like Humpty Dumpty having a great fall. I just always assumed he had been pushed. I mean really, how could he fall if he just sat there? Anxious to start my own investigation, I got out of the car and climbed the steps.


  Chantal would be back tomorrow morning meaning I wouldn’t have much of a chance to come back to the house. I needed to talk with as many people as I could. Standing outside thinking about it wasn’t going to solve the murder. I purposely walked into the house and heard voices—a lot of voices. The vultures.


  “Good morning, Alex. Come in, I’d like you to meet a few people,” Mrs. Brissart said, giving me a knowing look. Today Mrs. Brissart wore a burgundy colored dress with small pearl buttons down to the waist. A thin belt in the same fabric pinched in her delicate waist. Peeking out from under the dress, which landed mid-calf, I spied the high-tops.


  I walked into the living room and found several people seated around drinking coffee and eating fruit and croissants. I hadn’t expected to see people eating in a place where one of their own had recently been poisoned. But then Mrs. Brissart said they would eat anything free. Mrs. Brissart introduced me to everyone explaining how I volunteered to help Chantal.


  “This is Kendra Merchant, my grandson Stuart, my nephew Steven, and his daughter, Trish, Mrs. Brissart said, motioning to each person in turn. “Kenneth and Lillian are in the study making some calls.”


  I smoothed my black skirt and took a seat next to Mrs. Brissart on the large sofa. Mrs. Platz came into the room to refill the china teapot from a large kettle. The color had returned to the housekeeper’s face, though her tiny hands still shook a bit as she poured. Maybe they always did.


  Everyone chitchatted amongst themselves. Kendra was a petite blonde and probably only an inch taller than Mrs. Brissart. She wasn’t overly pretty but had a pleasant face and almond-shaped amber eyes, which unfortunately were red and puffy today. She dressed conservatively in shades of black, though I thought this was probably the color she usually wore rather than a color of mourning. I often wore black and liked it though today I had tossed on a russet sweater to complement my dark skirt.


  On the other hand, Trish Hollander, Steven’s daughter, was dressed, well…why beat around the bush? She looked like a tramp. Her way-too-short skirt exposed a pair of shapely legs, and the tight ribbed turtle-neck encased a pair of breasts without benefit of a bra. Her short hair held an amount of mousse and hair spray that would last me a year. She looked up, and, seeing me staring at her, a warm smile spread across her face. I smiled back, all the while chiding myself for judging a book by its cover. Not a very nice thing to do.


  Trish’s father, Steven, popped a piece of apple into his mouth. An extremely handsome man, Steven wore an expertly tailored suit in black wool and an air of pomposity. I had done it again—judged a book by its cover. Why was I being so critical? And then it came to me. I felt positive one of these people killed Bradley and had subconsciously decided to dislike them all on the spot.


  “If you’ll excuse me,” Mrs. Brissart said, breaking into my thoughts, “I need to talk with my son about some arrangements. Why don’t you finish your tea and then we can start shortly.”


  Almost as soon as Mrs. Brissart vacated her place on the sofa, Kendra came over and took a seat next to me. “Mind if I join you? Sometimes being with the family gets to me. Roberta told me you’re the owner of Always Prepared.”


  “Yes, along with my sister. Do you know our agency?”


  “Yes. I work at Yale, in the administration department, and I’m taking a few acting classes as well. I know a few of the students have gone to you for temp work during the summer.”


  “The students have been a great asset to our agency. During the summer, with so many people on vacation it can be difficult to find good people. But students need to earn funds during the summer and it’s been a good relationship on both sides.”


  Kendra nodded her agreement.


  I took a quick look around the room and, not seeing John, thought now a good time to start my own investigation. With so many potential suspects in one space, I just might be able to find a killer. “Kendra, first, I wanted to say how sorry I am about Bradley. I only met him once, but he seemed like a wonderful man. I’m sorry for your loss.”


  “Thank you. That’s very kind. We had plans to marry, you know.”


  “Yes. Mrs. Brissart mentioned that.” I waited while Kendra blew her nose. “If you don’t mind my asking, what happened here Monday evening? Mrs. Brissart told the police but I just wonder in her grief if she could have left something out.”


  A look of sadness passed over Kendra’s face but then she straightened her shoulders and looked at me. “You mean in terms of the family badgering Roberta about the land?” I nodded. “The usual. They all came over trying to convince her it would be a wonderful thing to sell the land and that they planned to put in a park in the new development for children. As if that would change anything,” Kendra huffed. “The same spiel they’ve been giving her since they hooked up with Mr. Smit. If I had known they planned another assault for Monday I wouldn’t have come over.”


  I lowered my voice, almost to a whisper hoping the others wouldn’t catch on to what I was doing. “Did you stay the entire evening?”


  “Actually, I arrived a bit late. I had a class, but I stayed with Bradley after they left.” She wiped at her eyes with a well-used tissue. I reached into my purse and handed Kendra a clean one.


  “You didn’t spend the night here with Bradley?”


  “No. I wish I had. Maybe he would still be alive. No!” She shook her blonde hair and bit her lower lip. “I can’t let myself think like that. Bradley always spent the night on Monday and I think he wanted to speak with his grandmother about something in the morning. I don’t have any clean things here and I had to be at work early the next day, so I went home.”


  “Did you and Bradley spend a lot of time here?”


  “Yes, we do. Did. We both love Roberta. She’s like the grandmother I never had. Bradley has a key to the house, though it’s never locked anyway, and we just come over whenever we want. Both of us live in small apartments so coming here makes for a nice change.” Kendra stopped abruptly. “Listen to me. I’m talking as if he’s still alive.” She used the tissue to wipe two tears from her cheek.


  “It takes time,” I said, consoling the young woman.


  “I’m not sure I’ll ever get over this. I know we weren’t married yet, but Bradley was my soul mate, my best friend. Do you understand?”


  I thought of John and what we had become to each other in just under a year. If something happened to him, I might not recover either. “Yes, I do understand.”


  After a few minutes of sitting in silence, Kendra looked up at me and smiled. “Thanks.”


  “Kendra, can I ask you another question?”


  “Sure.”


  “Do you know what Bradley wanted to discuss with Roberta?”


  Kendra shook her head. “I don’t know. We never got around to talking about it, though I think it might have had something to do with my great, great, great, great grandfather. I can’t imagine what. It’s my understanding he died relatively young, murdered by some robber or something.” She shifted on the sofa, now facing me. “I confess all this family stuff didn’t interest me too much. I’m concerned with my present-day family and that’s about as far as it goes with me.”


  “It’s quite a coincidence that both your and Bradley’s family lineage are connected.”


  “Yeah, I thought it a bit odd myself when we discovered the connection. At first I thought Bradley made it up to tease me. But it seems to be true.”


  “Kendra, can you think of any reason someone would want to kill Bradley?” I asked, ignoring for the moment the fact that John felt certain the poison had been meant for Mrs. Brissart.


  Kendra shook her head and another tear escaped. “No. I can’t. I told the police the same thing. Nothing in Bradley’s character would cause someone to want to kill him. You didn’t know him, but if you did, then you would know what I’m saying is true. Bradley was the kindest, smartest man I knew. It sounds like a cliché, I know, but I’ve thought about it, and there is nothing. Nothing at all.”


  “What about Mrs. Brissart?”


  “Mamoo? What about her?” Kendra dabbed at her eyes again then looked horrified. “You think Roberta could have ki—”


  I grabbed the young woman’s arm just in time to keep her from jumping off the sofa. “No! You misunderstood me. I meant can you think of any reason why someone would want to kill Mrs. Brissart?”


  Kendra settled back down on the sofa. “That’s what the police are thinking, isn’t it? They asked a lot of odd questions. More about Roberta than Bradley. Well, no, I can’t imagine anyone hurting her, either. But with all this land stuff…no, that can’t be right,” Kendra bit down on her lower lip. “People don’t kill just because they don’t get something they want.”


  “I think that’s exactly why people kill,” I contradicted her. “Because they want something badly enough, and something or someone is standing in their way.”


  “Then it had to be a member of the family.” Kendra looked grief-stricken. “I guess it would have to be, wouldn’t it?” she said softly. “I just hoped…oh, I don’t know why it would matter, but I just wanted it to be a total stranger. Does that make any sense?”


  “Yes, it does.”


  “If it was a random thing, then we could put it all behind us more quickly. But somewhere in the back of my mind, I guess I always knew it had to be one of us.”


  Alertness swept over me at Kendra’s words, one of us, for I didn’t get the impression Kendra felt like one of the family except to Mrs. Brissart.


  Kendra started to get up. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to go ask Mrs. Platz if she has anything for an upset stomach. I’m not feeling too well today.”


  I looked over to where Kendra had been sitting before she joined me and saw an empty plate. What had she just eaten, and why was she suddenly sick?


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  


  


  I watched her walk away to see if I could see any staggering or maybe foaming at the mouth. I was distracted when Stuart sat beside me.


  I gave Kendra one more look and figured if whatever she ate had cyanide in it she would have been dead already. I turned and stared into the brownest eyes I had ever seen. They were just like Mrs. Platz’s.


  “You two looked conspiratorial. What’s up?” He smiled and I could see crooked teeth, which surprised me in someone who could certainly afford to have them fixed.


  “Why do you ask?” I answered back, my voice piqued.


  Stuart shrugged. “Because she looked very upset.”


  “Well, she just lost someone she loved.”


  “So did I,” Stuart snapped. “I know, I don’t look like I’m upset. Is that what you think?”


  I blushed. I hadn’t expected Stuart to be so perceptive. “I’m sorry. I guess people show their grief in different ways.”


  “I guess we do. Bradley was my little brother. I can’t believe he’s gone. And my parents are, well…I can’t even describe what they’re going through.”


  “Were you and your brother close?”


  Stuart rested his head against the sofa and folded his arms. “No. I don’t think one could use the word close, but we were brothers.”


  “Can you think of any reason why someone would kill him?”


  Stuart shook his head again this time dislodging a piece of hair that came forward, obscuring his eyebrows. “No, I can’t. Which makes me wonder if it was an accident.”


  “An accident. You mean the poison was meant for someone else?” I wasn’t sure if John had shared his Mrs. Brissart-as-the-intended-victim theory with the rest of the family, but it certainly seemed to be the direction that Stuart and Kendra took.


  “No. I didn’t mean that. I meant maybe the poison got into the cookies by accident. Like with that Tylenol case years ago.” He turned his head and looked at me. “Maybe my grandmother used tainted ingredients.”


  I mulled over this possibility, though if memory served, wasn’t the Tylenol tainted on purpose? I felt fairly certain it had been, though I couldn’t remember why. But if Stuart’s observation turned out correct, that something got into the cookies by accident, I wondered why John hadn’t said anything—and more importantly, why hadn’t more died? Certainly the police would have the same suspicions. “Yes, I guess you could be right,” I finally said.


  Stuart nodded and leaned forward. He took a sip from the mug he brought with him. “So you’re helping Mamoo out until Chantal comes back.”


  “Yes, that’s right.”


  “She’s a nice person—Chantal, I mean. She helped my brother with the family history.”


  “Well, not helped, exactly, just typed his notes.”


  “Yeah, I think that’s why he came over on Monday to begin with.” Stuart shook his head. “If he wasn’t here, well, then he’d still be alive.”


  “Yes, he would. But more than likely someone else would be dead,” I said, though not quite knowing if it was true. No one else had been poisoned except Bradley, and if he wasn’t there to eat one of the tainted cookies, then perhaps by morning they would have been stale and thrown out. On the other hand, maybe they would have been served for breakfast with some of Mrs. Platz’s tea. With a start, I thought of one more scenario—if Bradley hadn’t planned on coming over, then Mrs. Brissart never would have made the cookies to begin with. And if Stuart reasoned correctly and one of the ingredients was poisoned, who knew when it would be used and how many would be killed?


  “I guess you’re right,” Stuart said, bringing me back to the present.


  “Do you plan on continuing the work your brother started with the history?” I asked, thinking I needed to get off the subject of poison.


  “Me? No, not me.” Stuart laughed and raised hands. “I’m sorry to say all that history stuff doesn’t interest me much. Whatever secrets there may or may not be in our illustrious family’s background, will have to stayed buried with my brother. I plan to make my own history.”


  “It will be found much better by all parties to leave the past to history, especially as I propose to write that history myself,” I said.


  “Okay. If you say so.” Stuart looked baffled.


  “Just a habit of mine. I quote—never mind,” I said at Stuart’s blank look. “I understand you didn’t show up on Monday. Do you agree with your grandmother’s stance to not sell the land?”


  “Do I agree? My parents don’t want her to sell, and Bradley didn’t. But, you know, the house just sits there vacant most of the time. To be honest, if the land sold, a nice chunk of cash would probably go into trust for me…” He smiled and I had to agree that this young man came from another piece of fabric altogether. “At the same time, I guess I don’t care one way or the other. If it takes my having to come to these little soirées then I’d rather have it not sell.”


  “You don’t enjoy your extended family?”


  “I don’t enjoy the pettiness and the bickering. My great aunts and grandmother have been at odds all their lives. I really don’t need to hear everything hashed over again.”


  “Do you work, Stuart? I know your brother worked for, what? A shipping firm?”


  “What a funny question. Doesn’t everyone work?” he asked. “Okay, maybe not everyone, at least in my family, but yes, surprise, surprise, I do actually have a job. I’ve gone to law school. Does that surprise you?”


  “It’s just that no one mentioned it,” I offered, feeling somewhat ashamed by my bad assumption.


  “Probably because I never passed the bar. I took it a few times, but now I just work as a researcher for a law firm. The pay’s okay, and it’s just four days per week. Gives me time for other pleasures.” At my quizzical expression, Stuart explained, “I like the ponies. I’m sure someone must have mentioned that to you. Probably in a sentence with other words like no good, and lazy.”


  “Stuart, look…I’ve got to go. Tell my aunt I’ll talk to her soon.”


  Steven Estenfelder stood at my end of the sofa. I got a good whiff of his heavenly cologne. He smiled at me before turning to leave.


  Stuart excused himself and left with Steven.


  I took my teacup and headed to the other side of the room where Trish sat alone. She looked delighted to have company.


  “You own a temp agency,” Trish began. “Maybe I’ll come down and see you.”


  I felt like telling her to first buy a longer skirt and a bra, but despite the young woman’s appearance she seemed warm and friendly, and a bit lost and at odds.


  “Do you have experience working in an office?”


  “Well no, not exactly. You see, I just got divorced and I’m kind of at loose ends. You know? So I thought maybe I could get a job.”


  “Have you ever had one?” Again, not a very tactful question but Trish didn’t seem to notice.


  “No. Actually, I’ve never done much of anything.” Trish looked dejected. “I finished high school and then I went to a junior college for two years, but that’s about it.”


  “Nothing wrong with that,” I said brightly, hoping to boost the young woman’s spirits. “Do you have computer experience?”


  “Some. I use the Internet a lot. I can type but I’m not very good with the different software programs.”


  “Maybe you can start off by taking some computer classes at the community college. They have a very good selection of administrative courses.”


  “Yeah, you think so? Sure, why not.” Trish brightened. “I’m getting a bit tired of playing hostess at Daddy’s dinner parties and just sitting around the house all day.”


  A knock sounded at the front door, and before I could jump up to answer it, Mrs. Platz came down the hall. “Good morning, Detectives. Come in.”


  John and Jim walked into the living room and looked all around.


  “Alex, do you know where Mrs. Brissart is?” John asked.


  “Yes, she’s in the study with her son.” I excused myself from Trish and stepped away from the group to join John. “Is something wrong? You look kind of odd.”


  “Detective Van der Burg, Detective Maroni. Good morning.”


  No one had heard Mrs. Brissart come down the hall.


  “Mrs. Brissart, is there somewhere we can talk in private?”


  “Yes, certainly. Come into the study. If it’s about Bradley, then I think Kenneth and Lillian should hear. Alex, you come as well.”


  We walked toward the study and a sense of dread washed over me. I tried to read John’s face and felt certain he had figured out who killed Bradley Brissart.
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  If Detective Maroni thought it odd that Mrs. Brissart asked me to join them, he didn’t say anything, and neither did John, to my great relief.


  Mrs. Brissart took my arm again and looked up at me. “I wish this was all over. I’m afraid it’s wearing on me.”


  After everyone took a seat, John told them what he found out from the lab. “We’ve tested all the food along with the liquor in the cabinet.”


  “Do you know what killed our son?” asked a soft-spoken Lillian Brissart.


  “Yes, Mrs. Brissart, we do. As assumed, we found cyanide in several of the macaroons.”


  Roberta Brissart gave a small gasp. Her son took her hand.


  “That’s what killed him,” Kenneth whispered.


  “Yes, sir, I’m afraid that it did. It’s a quick-acting poison. Cyanide poisoning results in something called anoxia, meaning it causes a complete lack of oxygen in the brain and all the other tissues of the body. If it’s not immediately reversed, then death occurs rather quickly. I’m sorry.”


  Roberta looked up with moist eyes. “You mean Bradley perhaps could have been saved if he got immediate attention?”


  “Well, Mrs. Brissart, with a doctor present with an ampoule of amyl nitrite and the knowledge of what to do, perhaps. The killer knew that no help would be immediately available,” John said.


  “Detective, wouldn’t Bradley taste the cyanide and spit it out?” asked Lillian.


  “Unfortunately the killer planned it well. The cyanide, being in the macaroons, would go undetected, at least at first. It sometimes tastes like almonds though probably not as much as people think, and if I understand correctly from the lab, the macaroons are made with…” John consulted his notes and pointed to a spot on the paper. “Almond extract.”


  “I put extra almonds in them, just the way Bradley liked!” Roberta slapped her tiny hands down on the arms of the chair causing me to jump. “Why did I make those cookies? If only....”


  “Mother, please. Don’t do this to yourself. You made them because Bradley loved them,” Kenneth said as tears sprang to his own eyes. “Detective Van der Burg, where on earth would someone get cyanide?”


  John gave a disgusted shrug. “I’m sorry to say, anywhere, if you know what you’re doing. Or if you have friends in the wrong places.” I thought about the Tylenol murders again and the Jonestown massacre and their group suicide. “There’s a bit more,” John continued.


  “More? No, please. I don’t think I can take any more,” Lillian said, as she walked to her husband’s side and took hold of his other hand. Her gray slacks hung on her body; the cream cardigan failed to conceal her sagging shoulders. Splotches covered her face from all her crying and her light brown hair, though nicely styled, hung limply to her shoulders. I guessed that Lillian, a woman who most probably always dressed immaculately, hadn’t slept or eaten for the past two days.


  Kenneth looked from his mother to his wife. “What else is there?”


  “We also found poison in the Cherry Heering liquor,” John said.


  “Dear God! Someone certainly wanted me dead,” cried Roberta.


  “Well, there’s something puzzling about the poison in the Cherry Heering. It’s something called a jequirity bean. Someone shoved the mashed pulp of the bean into the bottle. It looked very amateurish. Chances are you would see the stuff floating in the bottle before you drank it.”


  “Jequirity bean, what the hell is that?” Kenneth asked wiping his eyes with a lace handkerchief his wife handed him.


  John looked across the room at Jim. “Detective, could you explain for us?”


  Detective Maroni looked a little unsure of himself. He approached the small gathering and took out his notes. “From what the lab tells me, it comes off a vine that grows in tropical areas like Florida and the Caribbean. It is used for ground cover. The beans, which are bright red with a bit of black, are used in crafts and jewelry items. It’s an ideal poison in that the symptoms aren’t apparent for a while, so it’s a bit difficult to pinpoint the exact cause of the vomiting and diarrhea. And eventual death, if you eat enough.”


  He took a deep breath and continued in his soft-spoken, courteous manner. “A few days after ingestion, you develop these symptoms and gastroenteritis, and probably just think of the flu. From the looks of it, about twenty or so beans got mixed up in the liquor. The lab guys aren’t sure what would constitute a lethal dose, but probably twenty beans would do it.”


  “Where would someone get these beans, Detective?” asked a horrified Lillian.


  “I’m sorry to say they’re rather common. As Detective Maroni said, they’re used in jewelry because of their bright colors. If you couldn’t find any yourself, well, there are people out there willing to sell anything and show you how to use it for a price. The same as the cyanide. There are even books that give step-by-step instructions for poisoning your victim.”


  I gave a shudder at such thoughts. It must be like drugs. If you want it, you can find it.


  Lillian looked back to John. “What does this mean, Detective? The killer used two poisons. I don’t understand.”


  “I’m afraid neither do the police. Right now, we don’t know if we’re looking at one killer with two poisons or two killers or…well, I just don’t know what we’re looking at.” John shook his head in total bewilderment. “Someone wiped the Cherry Heering bottle clean of any fingerprints.”


  “There’s something I don’t understand. If there was poison in the cookies, why didn’t someone else get sick or die?” I asked.


  “A good question. About seven cookies remained. Three had small amounts of cyanide, though enough to kill someone. It only takes one.”


  “Why wasn’t there cyanide in all of them?” asked Roberta.


  “We don’t know. Maybe the killer didn’t have time to taint all the cookies. We’re assuming whoever did this came here at some point during the evening with the rest of you or came in after everyone left and took a chance when no one was looking.”


  “So you’re saying only a random selection of macaroons was tainted and, well, at the risk of sounding insensitive, it was the luck of the draw?” asked Kenneth Brissart, sounding angrier by the second.


  “It seems that way, though I would imagine the killer knew eventually all the cookies would be eaten.”


  “So the intention was to kill everyone on Monday night,” Lillian said, as her skin became paler than it had been a few minutes earlier.


  “I don’t know,” John admitted. “I feel as if I keep saying that, and I’m sorry. We will find out.”


  “I think,” I spoke up, “it must have been random. There’s no way the killer could have known exactly who would eat what cookie and when.”


  “But I thought the police said my mother was the intended victim,” Kenneth asked. “Isn’t that what you told her yesterday?”


  “Yes, we did,” Detective Maroni said, “but several cookies would have to be tainted unless the killer just handed her one.”


  “One theory is that the killer poisoned the cookies as everyone left,” John added.


  “Everyone left at the same time except Bradley and Kendra,” Roberta managed to say through her tears. “Everyone moved about gathering their things. Who would notice anything? Even Bradley walked out for some fresh air. My niece, Marsha, she smokes, and it gets stuffy in here by the end of the evening. I never put an ashtray out for her, but it doesn’t seem to do any good. She just uses my good china.”


  “So the killer thinks everyone is going and poisons the cookies,” said Kenneth in a voice verging on a yell, “believing Mother would be the only one home.”


  His wife shook her head and looked down at her hands.


  “They put a bit of stuff, that jeq...bean, in my Cherry Heering just to be sure.” Mrs. Brissart started to cry again. This time I rushed to her side and wrapped my arms around her shoulders.


  “Mrs. Brissart, do you have a drink on a regular basis?” Detective Maroni hesitated for a moment. “I’m sorry, that didn’t come out the way I meant.”


  “It’s all right, Detective Maroni. I understand what you mean. Yes, usually every evening Virginia and I enjoy a drink while we play gin. I always drink the Cherry Heering. Virginia likes sherry. I didn’t have a drink over the weekend. Virginia went to stay with her sister up near Hartford for the weekend and only returned late Sunday night. And Monday, well, after they all left I just went upstairs.”


  “When was the last time you had any?”


  “Friday. No, Thursday evening.”


  “So the poison in the Cherry Heering could have been put in the bottle any time over the weekend or on Monday.”


  “Or anytime,” Kenneth corrected. “You said it might not kill someone right away. Maybe it’s been in there for weeks, months even. Mother,” Kenneth turned to Mrs. Brissart, “have you been feeling ill?”


  “No. Not at all. Nothing.”


  “That puts a bit of a different angle on this whole thing,” Detective Maroni deduced. “Not only are the people who showed up on Monday suspects, but anyone who’s been in the house recently.”


  Mrs. Brissart added, “and there’s one more thing; I never lock my doors.”


  “Mother, I told—”


  “Yes, Kenneth, I know. Detectives, my son has tried to get me to lock up for years, but, well, I’ve lived here all my life and nothing has ever happened. But, oh, dear. Something did happen.”


  “Now, Mother, that’s not what I meant. No one is blaming you.”


  “Of course not, Roberta. You loved Bradley with all your heart, we know that,” Lillian said.


  “Well, I am. I am blaming myself and that...land! If they want it so badly that they killed my grandson, then they can have it.”


  Kenneth and Lillian looked startled. Mrs. Brissart spat out the last words with such venom and a raised voice she probably never used. She looked so tiny and vulnerable sitting in the big overstuffed chair. All three of them, Kenneth, Lillian, and Roberta. What a terrible thing to go through along with the possibility, almost certainty, that one of your own was responsible. And they couldn’t even grieve properly until the police found the killer. How they managed to cope was beyond comprehension.


  “Detective Van der Burg, I’m very worried for my mother-in-law. Obviously, there’s at least one person out there wanting to kill her, probably two. Can we be sure there isn’t anything further in the house that contains poison? What about her safety? Whoever did this, well, might they try again?”


  “Mrs. Brissart, I’ve thought about that myself.” John turned his attention to Roberta. “I suggest you throw out anything that’s been opened and your cosmetics and creams as well. And maybe you and Mrs. Platz should dine alone for a while and order out or go out to a restaurant.”


  “It seems a bit extreme, doesn’t it?”


  “No, it most certainly does not, Roberta,” said Lillian. “We’ve already lost Bradley. We will not—will not lose you, too.”


  I went back to my seat and looked down into the empty teacup I brought into the study and thought for a moment that my stomach hurt.


  “We plan to interview everyone again along with anyone else who’s been in the house recently,” John said. “If I’m right, we’re looking for two different people.”


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  


  


  John warned us to keep this latest bit of information to ourselves. After we left the study he asked Detective Maroni to call everyone. Within an hour, most of the relatives were back. Mrs. Brissart’s two sisters and their friend, Mr. Smit, looked unhappy and threatened several times throughout the morning that “the mayor will hear about this.”


  Kenneth and Lillian retreated. Lillian worked on the death announcements I had never finished, insisting that it was her son who had died and she should be the one to do this most terrible of tasks. I offered to help, but she declined saying she wished to be alone with her thoughts. Her husband seemed at a loss and I spied him out in the back garden several times throughout the morning looking up at the tree house.


  I spent the remainder of the morning making calls for Mrs. Brissart and typing several letters to various credit card companies on Bradley’s behalf.


  Right before noon, a very tired looking John came to talk with me.


  “What’s wrong now?” I asked. When he was tired his handsome features took on a boyish quality and the more tired he became the younger he looked. Right now, I’d place him at about eight.


  “I want to talk with you about something in private.”


  “Go ahead.”


  “I know you want to help Mrs. Brissart, but I want you to be careful.”


  I didn’t like the sound of this. “For goodness sake, why?”


  “Because Mrs. Brissart is still a suspect.”


  I almost jumped out of my chair and would have if he hadn’t firmly rested his hand on my shoulder. “You can’t be serious. Have you lost your mind?”


  “No, I have not. It’s my job to be suspicious of everyone. Mrs. Brissart included. I don’t have a personal history with her like you do.”


  “What, pray tell, has brought you to view her in a suspicious manner?” I folded my arms and eyed John with more than a little anger. We rarely argue so I guess we were due for one. “I thought she was the intended victim?”


  “You heard her, she put extra almonds in the macaroons. Probably to hide the taste of the cyanide. She knew her grandson would be here because he came every Monday evening, and with everyone else around there would be suspects galore. She comes off as being on the eccentric side, but it may just be a game to belie her intelligence. And the discovery of the second poison is highly suspect. I think she may have done it to throw us off.”


  “Yes, she knew Bradley would be here, but so what, and how did she know everyone else would be here?”


  “Because her sister told her earlier in the morning.”


  “But she already started the cookies by then. She told me she bought the ingredients on Saturday, so how did she know then that they would all return on Monday?” I asked. “And that reminds me, have you checked the actual ingredients used, not just the cookies? Maybe someone at the grocery store is randomly dropping poison into flour sacks.”


  “As a matter of fact, the police are not as inept as you seem to think,” John said, his own anger showing. “It’s one of the first things we did.”


  “And?”


  “And nothing. Which means the cyanide came after they were made.”


  “That still doesn’t implicate her, for pity’s sake. You are grabbing at thin air, John Van der Burg. She made the cookies because she loved her grandson. And, she put extra almonds in them because that’s how he liked them. As for the other poison, I don’t buy her trying to throw everyone off. Anyone could have taken a sip of that stuff.”


  “Nothing would happen with one sip. She knew this and just used it as a ruse.”


  “Well, tell me this, Detective, if you’re so smart. Why didn’t she put poison in all the cookies and kill everyone in the family? Then she would have been done with the whole mess once and for all.”


  “Because she only wanted to kill Bradley.”


  My agitation level grew dangerously high. I usually reserved this amount of anger for drivers who talked on cell phones or texted. “Let’s forget for the moment you told her yesterday she was the intended victim. What on God’s green earth could have made her want to kill her grandson?”


  “Sshhh! I don’t want everyone hearing us.” John walked to the door and shut it. “We thought she was the intended victim because, from our preliminary interviews, no one could fathom why Bradley would have been killed.”


  Becoming totally exasperated, I asked, “So, why suddenly are you stuck on her being the killer and not the victim?”


  “Because the second poison seems too much of a coincidence.”


  I took a few deep breaths and when I felt certain I wouldn’t slap the face of the man I loved, I stood up and looked him squarely in the eye. “I’m sure you know your job. I know you know your job. Far be it for me to tell you how to do it, but John, you are just simply wrong here. Which brings me back to my original question. Why would Mrs. Brissart want to kill her grandson? A grandson, I might add, that she absolutely adored.”


  John sighed. “The family history. She knew what he would find.”


  I ran my hands through my hair. “What’s that?”


  This time John shrugged. “I haven’t a clue.”


  “Uh-huh. So this is all speculation. No facts to back it up. Nothing. You are way off base on this one, John. Look somewhere else for your suspects, because I can tell you that Mrs. Brissart did not kill her grandson.”


  “And I’m going to tell you something. You don’t know that any more than the police do. I’m not asking you, I’m telling you, stay out of it. You know Mrs. Brissart as a client. But you don’t really know her at all. You’re biased. When is Chantal back?”


  “Hopefully tomorrow. The next day for sure.”


  “Fine. None of what we’ve just discussed leaves this room. To anyone,” John said more sternly.


  “Right.” I nodded while mentally putting Sam, Millie, and Meme on my list of people to share this latest bit of information with. I’m sure he didn’t include them in his “to anyone” comment.


  “Fine. I’ll see you later.” And he walked out.


  “Well…” I reached into my pocket and pulled out a small bag of M&Ms. “As long as we have faith in our own cause and an unconquerable will to win, victory will not be denied us. Now I really am going to have to find out who the killer is and get Mrs. Brissart off the hook,” I said aloud. And not being one to put off something so important, I marched out to the living room and into the lion’s den.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  


  


  Mrs. Platz put out sandwiches and coffee for the suspects, as Mrs. Brissart now referred to her relatives. At John’s insistence, I promised Mrs. Brissart, Mrs. Platz, and I would only eat things we made ourselves. I stood in the doorway for a moment looking at the food, which made me think of Mrs. Platz and the fact that she seemed to have been automatically eliminated from the suspect list. By whom? I couldn’t remember John mentioning her in connection with anything other than being the unfortunate soul who found Bradley. But the police questioned her, and at some length. Why had she been terminated as a suspect so quickly? Or had she? And what about the gardener?


  The more I thought about it, there were even more people, other than the immediate family, on which to cast suspicion. If you threw in neighbors and committee members who worked with Mrs. Brissart at one time or another, well, the number of potential suspects took on a life of its own. My spirits lifted. This might be easier than I thought finding someone else on which to pin the murder. The fact that no motive presented itself for either killing except for the land, and no one outside of the family would be interested in that, I simply dismissed with an imaginary wave of my hand. Details.


  A slow rumble in the pit of my stomach brought my thoughts back to the small buffet table and the food covering it. Let them eat whatever they want and kill each other, Mrs. Brissart said. I turned away from the food before my gurgling stomach managed to overpower my logic. Mrs. Brissart’s extended family obliviously gorged themselves on sandwiches and fruit. Vowing to go into town in a few minutes and take care of my own appetite, I ventured into the room. Spying a couple sitting over by the window, I went to introduce myself.


  “Nice to meet you. I’m Larry Estenfelder and this is my wife, April.”


  I shook hands with the two people before me. April was a spunky looking thing with a head of short black curls—much like Samantha’s first Barbie; the curls anyway, the body looked more in line with reality.


  “Won’t you have a seat?” April offered. They parted and I squeezed into the space.


  “You’re May’s son?”


  “Yes, that’s right. I have a brother, Steven, though I haven’t seen him.” Larry craned his neck and looked around the room.


  “I saw him earlier,” I volunteered.


  “I’m sure he had to pop off to some meeting or another. More than likely playing tennis with some bimbo.”


  “Hush, Larry. You shouldn’t talk about your brother like that, not at a time like this. You’ll have to excuse Larry.” April leaned toward me. “He and Steven don’t get along.” She sat up a bit and glanced across me to her husband giving him a scornful look.


  Larry Estenfelder looked nothing like his brother. Larry was a mess. He wore a pair of pants with just a bit of a flare at the bottom and a plain, off-white shirt in need of a good dose of Clorox. His tie was spotted with some long-ago drip, actually many drips if the assortment of patterns was any indication. He had the thickest white hair I had ever seen and to say it needed a good cut was putting it mildly. A pair of fat earlobes stuck out from underneath the hair and the top button of his shirt pinched one of his chins.


  His wife, on the other hand, looked nicely put together. A small woman with a rounded figure, she had a bubbly personality and a happy face to match. Her clothing was of good quality and looked new, as well as her shoes. When she brought her sandwich to her lips I noticed the ring on her finger. Larry may not have any taste in the clothes department but he was no slouch when it came to a wedding ring for his wife.


  “You’re helping our aunt, how nice.” April daintily put the sandwich back on the plate. “This must be so difficult for her, I mean Bradley dying in her house and all. It’s kind of creepy.”


  “I understand both of you came over on Monday night,” I said, wanting to get on with my own investigation. I needed to take advantage of every moment I could before John poked his head in and saw me. I know I’m tooting my own horn, but after solving the murder a year before—the first murder in Indian Cove in over a hundred years—I thought I really possessed a flare for this kind of work.


  “Why yes, we were,” April said, dragging me away from my reverie. “We never miss one of these family get-togethers. Not that May would let us, mind you. My mother-in-law has a way of getting what she wants.”


  “Didn’t you want to come? I mean, from what I hear, the whole family wanted to sell the land.”


  “Doesn’t really mean much to me or my wife,” Larry said a little too quickly, causing me to snap my head around the other way. “I’ve got my trust fund. We just came along because, well…because.”


  “I think I understand.” I thought for a moment. Larry must have a lot more in a trust fund than I had thought if he lived on it. Mrs. Brissart said that neither May nor June’s husband had left them well off, but maybe all the money went to the kids.


  “Your brother? Is he anxious for it to sell?”


  “Steven? Steven has no use for sentiment. He doesn’t care how long that land and house have been in our family. He’s like the rest of them; all he sees are dollar signs and a bigger bank account.”


  I nodded. Larry just mentioned a trust account and didn’t seem averse to using it. Didn’t that put him in the same league with his brother? And hadn’t Mrs. Brissart mentioned Larry’s inventions never amounted to anything? He must be living off of something, I thought. Maybe his indifference to the land was a ruse meant to throw me, and possibly the entire family, off track. After all, April bought nice clothes and they had two children to support. The sparkle off the rock on April’s left hand brought me back to the conversation.


  “I understand everyone left at the same time on Monday,” I said.


  “Hmmm, excuse me,” April said as she took a big swallow. “That bread really sticks to the roof of your mouth. Yes, that’s right, we all left together. May and June ran the show after all, and when they left, there was no reason to stay.”


  “Did you go straight home, April?”


  “Well, no, we didn’t.” She looked across me again at her husband. “I’m afraid Aunt Roberta didn’t offer much in the way of dinner. We were still a bit hungry. We stopped at a restaurant in town for a little something.” April started to bring the sandwich back to her lips. “Hey, I know what you’re getting at. You want to know if maybe we sneaked back in here and put some stuff in those cookies. That’s right, isn’t it?”


  I’m happy to report I had the good manners to look shame-faced. “Well, now that you mention it...”


  April patted my leg. “Don’t give it another thought. I guess we’re all wondering who did it. It’s pretty obvious someone in the family must be responsible. I mean, why on earth would someone from the outside want to kill Aunt Roberta?” April shook her cap of dark curls and popped the rest of the sandwich into her round little mouth.


  “What makes you think they wanted to kill Mrs. Brissart?”


  April brushed a crumb off her slacks onto the floor. “Why would anyone want to kill Bradley?” April looked at me like I lost my mind. “Besides, with the questions the police are asking, it’s pretty obvious who they think the victim was supposed to be.”


  “You don’t think it odd someone would want to kill your aunt?”


  “I think what my wife means,” Larry ventured, “is that my aunt, well, is a lot older and would have a lot more time to accumulate enemies. Not that she has any, at least that I know of, but Bradley was so young and a good kid.”


  “I understand you’re an inventor, Larry.” I changed the subject but hoping to get a better insight as to Larry’s finances.


  “Yep, that’s right.”


  “Have you invented anything that I would know?” I asked with true curiosity. I never met a real inventor before and maybe this guy created Silly Putty or Play-Doh or the Slinky. And maybe he kept a few samples on him and I could get one for my nephew, Henry.


  April reached for another sandwich from her plate. “Oh, he’s invented lots of things, haven’t you dear?” She didn’t wait for him to answer. “He invented an air filter system back when all the restaurants in the area converted to smoking and non-smoking sections. He installed one in a seafood restaurant in New Haven, but it didn’t work out very well. The first night it ran a man sitting under the vent wore a toupee and it sucked it right off. He was real embarrassed, from what the manager of the restaurant told us. They had to pay to get his toupee replaced and to extract the old one from the air filter, and right after that they disconnected the thing. We’re hoping they don’t sue us, though there is talk,” April said, and then bit down on her lip.


  “Oh.” I tried my hardest to stifle a laugh.


  “Oh, another of the things he invented, maybe you’ve seen it, or even have one, is an automatic clothes hanger, the kind they use in dry cleaning stores. Right, honey?” she reached over and nudged her husband’s arm sloshing coffee onto his tie. Just one more stain for the collection.


  “You mean you invented those rotating racks?” I asked. Okay, so it wasn’t Play-Doh and I guess I wouldn’t be taking a goodie bag home with me, but those conveyer hangers in the dry cleaners were kind of cool.


  “Oh, not exactly the ones you see in the cleaners,” April answered while Larry took another bite of his sandwich. “He invented one for home use. It’s really quite ingenious, don’t you think, Larry?” She reached passed me again and nudged Larry, this time sending a bit of mayonnaise down his chin where it came to rest on his collar.


  I squeezed by arms as close to my body as possible in an attempt to ward off any splatters that didn’t quite make the tie.


  “It’s programmable,” April continued, obviously unaware of what she was doing to Larry. “Each slot has a number and you put your clothes on the hangers and put the hangers into the slots. Then you program it, up to two weeks at a time and up to eight items per day, to pick out your clothes for you. So in the morning all you have to do is open your closet door and the things you need for that day are right in front. It has a timer so you can let it know exactly what time you’ll be opening the door each morning. Saves a lot of time rummaging through a closet full of stuff when you’re in a hurry. Of course, you need to have a large walk-in closet, but it works like a dream.” April smiled and then instantly frowned. “There was that one incident with the woman in Branford, remember Larry, who couldn’t get the thing to stop and had to run down to her basement to turn off the power. Her cat got tangled in some of her garments and was pretty freaked out by the time she turned the thing off. Bit her several times. But she probably had faulty wiring. Her house was very old,” April commented in a matter-of-fact way. “We could probably install one for you at a good price if you’d like?”


  “Thank you,” I said, “but I have a very limited amount of clothing. I think I can manage.” April looked a bit hurt but smiled anyway while Larry swiped, in vain, at a new drip on his tie.


  “Is my cousin boring you with his inventions?” asked a woman at Larry’s side.


  “Not at all. It’s very fascinating,” I said while April smiled and patted my hand.


  “I’m Marsha Doliveck and these two are my kids, Susan and Donald.” Marsha was joined by two rather angry looking teenagers. With just a bit of imagination, I could see Donald in a few years, on a rooftop somewhere taking aim, with Susan handing him the bullets. “I need something to eat. Can I offer you a sandwich or a bit of salad?”


  I tried to hide the rumblings in my stomach. “No, thank you. But I’ll join you for a bit.” I smiled at April and Larry and removed myself from between the two.


  “So what do you think of all of us? Quite an assortment, wouldn’t you say?”


  “I haven’t met everyone yet, but I think you’re no different than other families,” I said, hoping that that wasn’t true because the country was in more trouble if it were.


  “That’s kind of you to say, but untrue. We’re an odd bunch, all right. Right, Susan?”


  “If you say so, Mother,” the young girl managed to say while still looking in the opposite direction. Susan and Donald looked embarrassed by their mother, if not the entire family.


  “Do you mind?” Marsha picked up her cigarette lighter. I did in fact mind, but knowing it would do no good to say so, why give Marsha the satisfaction. Marsha took a drag off of the filterless cigarette and blew smoke toward the ceiling of the room—her effort at trying to be a polite smoker. She pocketed the lighter and picked up a half full glass. Susan and Donald rolled their eyes and walked off in another direction.


  Marsha Doliveck could be a beautiful woman, probably was at one point, but years of smoking and sunbathing turned her skin to the consistency of a sun-dried tomato. And the hint of alcohol on her breath and the amber liquid in the glass probably also made its contribution to her well-worn look.


  I remembered Mrs. Brissart mentioning that Marsha was divorced, though no one seemed sure whether a marriage had ever taken place.


  “So the detective on this case is your boyfriend,” Marsha continued after savoring the little smoke cloud she created.


  “How did you....”


  “Nothing much happens in this town that someone from my family won’t find out about. He’s kind of cute. A bit too serious.” She took another drag on her cigarette. “The other one with him is a hunk, too, though maybe a bit young for me.”


  Considering that Detective Maroni was probably only a few years older than Marsha’s two children, I agreed and nodded my head. Anxious to change the subject before Marsha asked about my relationship with John, I asked a question that seemed to be a good opening line. “Were you close to Bradley?”


  “With Bradley? No.” Marsha shook her head quickly. “Different age group entirely. I played with his father when we were younger. They’re a lot alike. Kind. Smart.”


  “Doesn’t seem like the kind of person who would get himself killed.”


  “Bradley?” Marsha Myers said with a wave of her hand. “No one wanted to kill Bradley. It was Aunt Roberta who was supposed to die. I know it. You know it. And the police know it. So don’t look so surprised.” We stood in the dining area now. Marsha picked up half a sandwich and pulled out one of the chairs at the table.


  “Well, I heard something to that effect,” I said vaguely. “But I just can’t believe someone would want to kill Mrs. Brissart. She’s such a lovely woman.”


  “She is. She’s also got a lot of enemies.” Marsha put the cigarette to her lips again and finding it burned out, relit it with her gold lighter.


  I looked incredulous. “No one mentioned anything of the sort.”


  “Then you haven’t spoken with her sisters yet.”


  “Well, no. I haven’t,” I conceded. “But I know they want the land sold and aren’t pleased at Mrs. Brissart refusing to sign. She told me as much herself. You mean there’s more?”


  “Let’s see.” Marsha tilted her head back and took another drag off the cigarette. “My mother and Aunt Roberta have been at odds for about fifty years or so. They loved the same guy in their youth, a man my mother loved more than any man in her life.”


  “Was this Mrs. Brissart’s late husband?”


  “No. It might have been better. But no, it was a man I’m not sure Aunt Roberta ever really loved. I never asked her about it, but my mother said Roberta had her mind set on him for no other reason than the fact he really loved my mother.”


  “I find it hard to believe a man who loves one woman could be so easily swayed to take up with another,” I said.


  “Yeah. Well, my aunt is very persuasive. Probably why so many people want her on their board.”


  “So what happened?” I asked, chiding myself for being so interested in family gossip but knowing full well that somewhere in all the gossip might be the reason for Bradley’s death—and more importantly, knowing that Sam would want to hear it all.


  “About four months after Aunt Roberta took up with him, and I believe his name was Charles, she dumped him and started dating the man who would eventually become her husband.”


  “Why didn’t he go back to your mother then?”


  “Too late. Mother went off to stay with distant relatives in Ohio. It seems my mother got pregnant and subsequently had a miscarriage.”


  “How awful,” I said and truly meant it.


  “Yes. My mother met my father, and they eventually got married. But she never put it out of her mind. I heard her and Aunt May talking about Charles when I was little and I asked about him but she never did say anything. Until my father died.” Marsha picked at her sandwich with one hand while the other still held the cigarette. “She got rather tipsy one night and told me everything.”


  “But your mother married and had a family. Wasn’t she happy?”


  “My father spent his money on every whore from here to the Mississippi and left mother and me with not a whole heck of a lot.”


  Marsha’s venomous declaration made me cringe. “Didn’t your father die recently? You’re a grown woman.”


  “With two kids. I certainly could’ve used some help.” I glanced at the two in question, still close by, who did their best to pretend their mother didn’t exist. “Donald’s off to university next year, and then Susan the following year. I could really use that money.” Marsha sighed, and I wondered if she knew she was setting herself up as one heck of a prime suspect.


  “Not all of us have the acumen to invest wisely like Aunt Roberta,” Marsha continued. “I for one used my many talents to attract my recently departed Hank. In addition to breaking my heart before he left, he also cleaned out my bank account, which I was foolish enough to put in his name. Men!” She shook her head. “Hank was no better than my father.”


  “Your mother can’t possibly blame anyone else for her choice of a marriage partner.”


  “Well, she does,” Marsha said vehemently, and then stopped abruptly. The woman had a knack for putting her family at the top of the list of probable suspects. She flicked an ash into a small crystal bowl, took another drag, and returned her attention to me. She put a painted nail up to her lips. “Don’t say anything to anyone. My mother would be devastated if she knew I told you about our dirty laundry.” Marsha reached for her glass again and took a gulp. The ice cubes hit her teeth with a clinking sound as she drained the rest.


  “You see,” she continued, “no one, not even Saint Roberta, knows how broke that bastard left us.” I wasn’t sure if Marsha meant her father or her recently departed Hank.


  “Everyone keeps talking about all the money, but I just can’t imagine that one piece of land could possibly bring in so much that you could all live off of it.”


  “It’s not so much the land, but what’s going to happen to it. With the right developers, and J.T. is one of the best from what mother tells me, a lot can be done there, and mother and Aunt May will get their cut. Why, it’s big enough for a small city. And I hear they’re thinking about a mall and the largest bowling alley in the country, and the...”


  I put up my hand to stop the woman. I knew a bit about the area and the thought of the largest bowling alley in the country made my head spin. Not that I didn’t like bowling, I loved it in fact. But the thought of that lovely countryside and all those stone fences and gently rolling hills destroyed for a bowling alley. Well, I didn’t need to hear it on an empty stomach. “If you’ll excuse me, I think I’ll go into town to get something to eat.”


  “But there’s still plenty here. Let me fix you something,” Marsha began as she tried to stand on wobbly legs.


  “No! No, thank you. I need to get out. I have a few errands to run and I could use a bit of fresh air. Oh,” I turned back to Marsha. “One other thing. You said your aunt had lots of enemies. Who else besides your mother?


  Marsha sat there for a moment staring off into space. “Well, there was a woman on one of her committees. Aunt Roberta beat her out of the presidency or something, and I know the woman vowed to get even.”


  “When did this happen?” I asked, over the rumbling of my stomach.


  “Several years ago. Maybe ten.”


  I sighed. Several years ago. A woman as well respected as Mrs. Brissart probably had several other women green with envy. But enough to kill for? I doubted it especially after ten years. I grabbed my purse, anxious to get out of the house and away from all these screwballs who gobbled up food like there was no tomorrow—food that might possibly be laced with cyanide or mashed jequirity beans. I didn’t want to be anywhere around when the next body fell.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  


  


  Ten minutes later I pulled into a gravel parking lot by a little stand at the beach. They made the best hamburgers around. I placed my order and then settled at one of the wooden picnic tables set up along the driveway. I punched a number into my cell phone.


  “Hey, it’s me.”


  “Where are you?” Sam asked on the other end. “You sound kind of far away.”


  “I’m on my cell phone.” I listened to total silence on the other end for a moment. “Hello? Are you there?”


  “I’m here. I just jotted down the exact time and date of this momentous occasion. Alex Harris uses cell phone.”


  “Ha ha,” I said dryly. I despised cell phones and their constant intrusion on every aspect of life. I didn’t need to hear snippets of conversations that in polite society I shouldn’t be hearing. I owned the cheapest phone around, an ungodly limited amount of minutes each month, and insisted I would only use it for emergencies.


  “Are you hurt? Sick?” Sam asked snidely on the other end. “Oh, my! You know who killed Bradley.”


  I held the phone away from my ear and winced at Sam’s high-pitched words. “No. It’s not an emergency, but if you don’t want me to enlighten you to the goings-on of Indian Cove’s high society, I guess I best hang up.”


  “No! Wait.”


  “That’s better.” I proceeded to tell Samantha everything I knew I shouldn’t but I needed to sort things out.


  “So where does someone get this bean stuff?” Sam asked.


  “I don’t know, but I’ll tell you one thing, whoever did it probably mashed the stuff up in a blender. If we can find that blender, then we’ll have ourselves a killer. Hold on. I’ve got to go get my food.” I put the phone down on the picnic table and went to get my hamburger.


  “Okay, I’m back,” I said a moment later while licking a bit of ketchup from my fingers.


  “John can’t really think Mrs. Brissart killed her grandson, can he?”


  I rolled my eyes. “He’s usually so sensible. And he’s a great cop. I just don’t know what he could be thinking.” I took a bite of my hamburger savoring the flavors of smoked bacon, tomatoes, onions, jack cheese, and avocados. “Mmmm. I needed that,” I said into the phone. “I’ll just have to set him straight.”


  “You think he could be right?” Sam asked, her voice hesitant over the connection.


  I set the burger on the waxed paper. “No.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Yes. No. I don’t know. How could someone kill their own grandson?”


  “Well, according to what you’ve just told me, it seems fairly certain a family member killed Bradley, so why not a grandmother?”


  I groaned. “You should have seen her. Beside herself with grief. And his parents…” I told Sam about the rest of the people I had met and then hung up. Trying to hold a small cell phone and a big hamburger at the same time was just too much for me to handle. One of them had to go and it wasn’t going to be the burger.


  I arrived back at the house. John’s car was parked outside along with one I didn’t recognize. As I walked along the drive, two men stood at the left far corner of the wooden porch in deep conversation—Stuart and Steven. I climbed the green steps but neither man seemed to notice my approach. I walked as softly and slowly as I could, hoping to catch something of what they discussed.


  “Okay, Stuart, but this is the last time. I mean it.”


  Last time for what? I wanted to sit on one of the chairs and take notes, but surely they would notice me then. I couldn’t linger any longer without arousing suspicion, though both men seemed to be totally oblivious to my presence, so reluctantly I entered the house.


  “Come in, Miss Harris,” one of the twins said, though I couldn’t remember which one she was.


  I entered the living room, scanning the faces for Marsha, who was nowhere in sight. “I was looking for either Marsha or Mrs. Platz,” I began, hoping that in her inebriated state, Marsha might let something slip about a blender and some beans.


  “My daughter had to leave and Virginia is in the kitchen, no doubt. I think my sister is upstairs with Ken and Lily. And your detective is talking with Larry. Oh, where are my manners,” June said, taking a moment to fluff up her hair. “I’m June Doliveck and this is my sister, May Estenfelder. But please, just call us June and May.”


  What did she mean by your detective, I thought while taking off my sweater.


  “Do you care for something to drink, Miss Harris?”


  I could use a cup of tea. The stand at the beach only sold soft drinks, which always left a funny taste in my mouth. I thought a second if I should risk a drink with these potential poisoners and a maybe-murderess in the kitchen and decided the hell with it, I wanted, no needed a cup of tea.


  May Estenfelder picked up a small bell on the mantle and rang for Mrs. Platz. I never saw anyone ring for someone other than in the movies and I did the mental eye roll thing at the pretentiousness. The tea requested, the three of us settled down for a nice chat.


  “We understand you and Detective Van der Burg are dating,” June said.


  “Yes, we are,” I answered. I glanced from sister to sister. Both June and May looked like Mrs. Brissart, though the twins were a bit taller and heavier in the hips than their older sister. They had blue eyes but without the twinkle and spark in Mrs. Brissart’s. Both women had gray hair on which they added some sort of rinse making their heads give off a lavender hue, especially in certain light. Since they both wore purple dresses, May’s with black buttons down the front, I wondered if they tinted their hair to match the color of their clothes. God help us if they took a liking to lime green fabric or day-glow orange. An image of Millie dressed like a member of the squash family flashed in my head and I realized on second thought maybe purple hair wasn’t so bad.


  “We were wondering, Miss Harris, that is, my sister, June and I, well, no sense in beating around the bush. We thought you might be able to have a word with your young man and convince him that his efforts are wasted concentrating on our family.”


  “Why is that, Mrs. Estenfelder?”


  “May, please. Because no one from our family would be capable of such a hideous crime. I’m not sure if you understand our standing in the community. Our family ties go way back in Connecticut and well, this rather unpleasant interrogation is a bit of an embarrassment. Why just today…” She turned to look at her sister. “I forgot to tell you, June, but my neighbor, Mr. Saksa, came out and asked me all sorts of things about which member of the family did I think killed poor Bradley. Well, I can tell you what effect it had on me! Right out in front of my own home! I hope no one else saw him badger me with his nonsense. So you see, Miss Harris,” she said turning her attention back to me, “the detective must stop this harassment at once.”


  “To whom do you think he should direct his investigation?” I asked.


  “Well, we’re not sure, but certainly no one from this family. Why, Roberta leaves her door open and she is far too friendly with common folk, you know. She lets the milkman come right into the kitchen with his butter and cottage cheese! And the paperboy, he stood right there, for goodness sake.” May pointed to a spot somewhere in the entry hall.


  “Who knows who else she lets come into her house? And of course there’s the gardener, Mr. Kaminski,” added June. “He actually lives in this house. Roberta is far too friendly with her staff. She shouldn’t have live-ins, not in this day and age!”


  “Mrs. Estenfelder…May, why would any of these people want to kill Bradley?” I asked hoping that some light might be shed on my newfound suspicions of Mrs. Platz.


  “Well, that’s just something that your Mr. Van der Burg will have to ascertain. He will not get to the real culprit wasting valuable time on us. I would venture to say that the person responsible is probably clear to Mexico by now,” May said, waving her hand in a direction that I knew did not lead to Mexico.


  A smarmy looking man entered the living room and came to where we sat. I recognized him at once from the accurate description Mrs. Brissart gave that this was the infamous Mr. Smit.


  “There you are. I wondered what happened to you,” June said, suddenly acting like a lovesick schoolgirl.


  I envisioned the scenario Mrs. Brissart laid out for John and me yesterday about these two off in one of the rooms upstairs, clawing at each other’s flesh. It had been funny to hear about it but now that I had the two participants right in front of me my visions weren’t as amusing as yesterday.


  “J.T. here has some wonderful ideas for our land. He’s planning a whole new community up there,” June gushed the words out all the while gazing up at this lizard.


  Hard as I might, I just couldn’t fathom what on earth June saw in this man. His eyes were small and red-rimmed, and his hair, what little he had, was a greasy mess plastered on to an egg-shaped head. Crooked teeth filled his mouth. I put him at about forty-five though he looked older. But as unappealing as I found him, I wondered what he saw in June.


  I sat there feeling weighed down by the massive amount of meat I consumed at lunch. I felt sick and wanted to leave but John’s words came flooding back. Mrs. Brissart hasn’t been cleared as a suspect. I had three suspects right here, top ones at that. I couldn’t let a couple pounds of bread and meat digesting in my stomach get me down. With a straightening of my shoulders meant to convey determination to my mind, I told myself I was on a mission, and one that a certain policeman did not share—to clear Mrs. Brissart’s name. I’m sure Winston had to go into battle on more than one occasion with a few too many meat pies sitting in his all too prominent belly and if he could do it so could I.


  So without further ado, I smiled at each one of my suspects and said, “So all of you showed up Monday night,” hoping to catch them off guard.


  “Why, of course we did. We arranged for the meeting in the first place,” both sisters said in unison totally oblivious to my catching-them-off-guard strategy.


  “Yes, that’s right. Roberta is proving to be very difficult. The sale of this land would make her very wealthy indeed, not to mention that house of hers.”


  June and May nodded their agreement to this last profound statement coming from the mouth of J.T.


  “I thought she already had plenty of money,” I voiced, knowing full well adding to Mrs. Brissart’s coffer never entered their minds.


  “Of course Roberta’s a wealthy woman, but you can never have too much money, now can you?” J.T. smirked at me. Did I see a wink? Was he flirting with me? In front of his beloved?


  I turned slightly giving J.T. a glimpse of my back and directed my next question to the twins. “Do you have any idea why someone wanted to kill Bradley?”


  “Of course not!” May said putting her hand close to her heart. “We’ve already told that detective everything that happened that night.”


  “What exactly did happen, Mrs. Estenfelder?”


  May heaved a huge sigh, forcing her bosom to strain the buttons of her dress. “Everyone arrived by five-thirty. Really, we’ve already told the police all of this.”


  “Maybe if we tell it again, someone will finally listen. And she is dating that detective,” June enthused to her sister. This seemed to appease May and June continued. “J.T. made his presentation about his plans for the land. And an excellent presentation it was!” She gushed again at the man who seemed to be a bit embarrassed or was it disgusted, with her attention.


  “Oh, do you have a sketch of what it’ll look like after being developed?” I reluctantly turned back to J.T. and asked with as much enthusiasm as I could muster.


  “Well, no, not with me. But here’s my card. You’re more than welcome to come by the office and view the plans when you have a moment.” He handed me one of his business cards quickly touching my hand in the process, while June’s face flushed with anger.


  “Thank you.” I tucked the card into my purse. “So, getting back to Monday evening, you all arrived together and left together, is that right?”


  “Well,” May answered, “we all arrived within a half hour of each other, except of course, Kendra, who showed up later. Kendra, a lovely girl, but Bradley could do better. Do you know her family history goes back to the beginning of ours? Our illustrious ancestor, Lucien Cournet and Kendra’s great great, oh I don’t know how many greats, but her ancestor was Raymond Thiry. Of course, he was murdered is how the story goes, and any chance of a good line stopped there. I believe Kendra’s parents work in a factory.”


  “Yes, that’s right, they do. Poor souls,” interjected June.


  “So, yes,” May continued. “Let’s see. So, everyone arrived. A bit of arguing ensued as usually happens at these get-togethers, and then about eight or so, Virginia brought out a light supper and I had two macaroons myself. Though why Roberta made them so evil looking is beyond me. Knowing my sister like I do, she probably did it to bother me. She knows how frightened I can become. But they tasted good nevertheless. She made them from the same recipe our mother used and I just love them so!” She put her hand to her heart again and started to sway.


  “May, are you all right? Sit down! J.T., run get a cold compress.” June barked at the developer and I began to see how the relationship worked.


  I helped June put May on the sofa where she started to recover and grabbed at her sister’s sleeve. “June, you ate a few of the macaroons as well.”


  “You’re right. I did. And so did J.T. Good lord. We all could have been killed.”


  “Do you think it’s possible to sue Roberta for failing to insure her buffet?”


  I thought all that was missing was a southern accent and a hand fan.


  “May, you may have something there. We’ll have to contact our lawyer.” June turned to look at me. “Please don’t misunderstand. We love our sister, but well, we could have been killed. Every last one of us. Roberta should be taught a lesson.”


  Losing a grandson seemed like quite a lesson to me, and besides, Mrs. Brissart was not responsible for what happened. One of these idiots was. A headache started at the back of my head, working its way to the front, which took my mind off my stuffed stomach, and I understood completely why Mrs. Brissart hated her family. I wanted to walk out on the pair of them but still hoped for a bit more information. I also wanted to talk with June about the love of her life, Charles, but thought it better to confront the woman alone.


  “If you’re feeling better May, could we get back to the events of Monday evening,” I said a bit abruptly. “So you tried to convince Mrs. Brissart to sell but she wouldn’t listen?”


  “She certainly did not,” May said as she fanned herself with her lace hankie. So now all we needed was the southern accent. “My sister never listened to anyone in her entire life. We’ve told her over and over again to stay away from certain elements, if you get my meaning. She continues to throw herself into work with women who don’t have the good sense to get out of bad marriages and she works with the homeless. Why, any one of them could have come right in here and poisoned Bradley.”


  “Mrs. Doliveck, that doesn’t make any sense. First, I think the work your sister does for this community is something to be proud of. I wish I did more, I’m ashamed to admit, and second, why would someone from one of her charities kill Bradley, for goodness sake?”


  “Well, that’s a good point, I’ll grant you that, though perhaps they wanted to hurt Roberta. You know, maybe in their warped mind they resented her all her money and her house and just wanted to cause her some pain.”


  “Afterward, you all went home? Together?” I asked while massaging my temples.


  May sat up on the sofa. “Yes, we all left together. June and J.T. dropped me off at my house.”


  “Do you live alone?”


  “Yes, I do. I have a housekeeper but she doesn’t live in. She comes several mornings a week and is gone by six. I couldn’t stand to have someone in my house. Especially a stranger.”


  The cool breeze generated by the hankie fanning May continued gave me goose bumps. I turned toward June. “And you, Mrs. Doliveck, did you go directly home?”


  “Not that it’s any of your business, young woman, but yes, I did. And I, too, live alone. I agree with my sister about the help living in. It’s just not proper! You can see for yourself what can happen!”


  “Are you blaming Mrs. Platz for Bradley’s death?” I asked incredulously, even though I planned on interrogating the woman the first chance I got.


  “Maybe the poison was meant for Roberta,” J.T. said as he came back into the room holding a wet washcloth. He smiled his crooked grin. What he thought amusing I didn’t know.


  The consensus was in. They all agreed Mrs. Brissart was the one intended to die. But something didn’t sit well with me on that front.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


  


  


  With Chantal due to return tomorrow, I needed to do something before I went to see Mrs. Platz. Going into the study I sat at the computer and scanned several documents until I found the one I wanted. “Ah,” I said smiling. “Study history, study history. In history lie all the secrets of statecraft.” I hoped Winston’s words also applied to family. Sending the document to the printer, I sat back and sighed. If John thought the answer to Mrs. Brissart’s supposed guilt was somewhere in the pages of the family history, then I needed to read through it again. Gathering all the printed pages into a folder, I tucked them into my purse and went to the kitchen.


  “Alex. I’m sorry. I never did get that cup of tea for you, did I?”


  “Not to worry, Mrs. Platz, I can get it.” I took the kettle to the sink and filled it with water, but first I took a quick peek inside, and finding nothing, filled it half way. “I can understand why Mrs. Brissart has a difficult time with her sisters.”


  “Most disagreeable, those two.”


  “Have they ever gotten along?” I asked, as I leaned against the long counter.


  “Not as long as I’ve been around.”


  “Does she have more problems with one sister than the other or are they both equally annoying to her?” I asked, wondering if Mrs. Platz knew about Charles.


  “Now that you mention it, I would say Roberta and June seem to have more animosity between them. Roberta thinks May is a pain. Period.”


  “Any particular reason why she and June don’t get along as well as she and May?”


  “She doesn’t get along with either one of them. Things are more strained with June. I don’t know why. Just personalities, I suppose.”


  So Mrs. Platz didn’t know of the feud between the sisters over a long-lost love. Which seemed odd. Mrs. Platz and Mrs. Brissart spent almost every evening playing cards. Surely they talked of such things over the years. Of course, Mrs. Platz may well know the whole story and didn’t want to share the information with me.


  “How long have you worked here, Mrs. Platz? I asked, while pouring the water into a freshly washed cup.


  “Many years. More than I can remember.” Mrs. Platz heaved a huge sigh.


  “Have they been happy years?” I asked totally aware my question sounded odd.


  Mrs. Platz straightened up from bending under the counter. “I can’t seem to find our blender. Getting back to your question, yes, they have. I wouldn’t stay if I didn’t like it here,” she answered indignantly. “Why do you ask?”


  I tried hard to keep the excitement out of my words. “No reason. Just that it must be difficult working so closely with someone every day. I work with my sister and while I love her dearly, it can be trying at times. When was the last time you saw the blender?”


  Mrs. Platz waved her hand. “That old thing. Who knows? I just thought it’d be nice to have a berry shake. And it’s not trying to work with Roberta,” Mrs. Platz said flatly. “She’s been like family to me. I couldn’t have asked for a better employer. Or friend,” she added.


  I took a sip of my tea using this as an excuse to regroup my thoughts. It certainly didn’t sound like Mrs. Platz had any hidden vendetta against her employer. And, I thought with a sudden letdown, this must be the reason the police weren’t focusing any attention on the woman. If I couldn’t collar Mrs. Platz as a murderer and declare myself a hero, then the least I could do was to offer the woman some sympathy.


  “Mrs. Platz, I’ve been through the same thing you’re going through now. I mean, finding a body.”


  Virginia Platz looked up from her own cup of tea I fixed for her. “Yes, I think someone mentioned you had found a…found someone as well.”


  “I did. I know what you’re going through. And I wish I could say you’ll forget about it soon, but you won’t. I haven’t, even though it’s been almost a year.”


  Mrs. Platz’s eyes filled with tears. “It was Bradley, not some stranger. Did you know the person you found?” Mrs. Platz asked tentatively.


  “Yes. Not very well, though. Just an acquaintance. But still…” I let my voice trail off.


  “I can’t talk to Roberta about it. She’s in enough pain.”


  “Did Mrs. Brissart go into the room when you found Bradley?”


  “After I screamed, Mr. Kaminski and Roberta both came running. Ralph got there first and after he saw what I saw, we tried to keep Roberta out. But she had to come in. Had to see for herself. We got her out of there quickly by telling her we had to get the police, and we shouldn’t disturb anything. But no one should see their beloved like that. No one.” Mrs. Platz’s voice softened to a whisper. She wiped at her eyes with a dishrag on the counter and looked up. “They will find who did this, won’t they?”


  “Yes. They will, Mrs. Platz,” I answered, hoping I spoke the truth. But looking at the woman I felt certain about one thing. Mrs. Platz had no part in killing Bradley or trying to kill Roberta. For beside sorrow and deep pain in the woman’s eyes, I saw something else. Fear.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER NINETEEN


  


  


  From the outside, the modern two-story structure was deceiving. A large oak and two young maples framed the façade, and though the many windows lining the front wall were tinted, the poor souls entering through the double doors knew what they were in for. And most of them, except for the few guests, paid for the service.


  I parked under a small birch and took a purple canvas duffel bag from the trunk of my car. “I can do this,” I said as I walked into the Indian Cove Health Club. I hadn’t been here in almost two weeks and silently apologized to my muscles for the pain I was about to inflict.


  By the time I changed into a pair of baggy sweat shorts and a faded T-shirt, all the treadmills were in use. From my vantage point at the back of the large workout room, which gave me quick access to the next available treadmill, I picked up two hand weights and watched while a group of men lifted objects that weighed as much as my car. Blue veins appeared on their foreheads and necks, threatening to burst at any moment. I looked down at the two five-pound weights I held. There would be no popping veins on this body, I thought as the men heaved and gasped, sweat sliding down their faces onto chests barely covered by sleeveless T-shirts. My own muscles strained to keep from collapsing under the gravity of the weights while the rest of me strained to keep from giving in to gravity, period.


  Glancing at the still-occupied treadmills, I walked to a machine that worked the legs. I liked this one. I felt a sense of accomplishment whenever I used it. Across the room, by the hallway leading to the reception area, Steven Estenfelder stood talking with the young woman who taught the aerobics class.


  A few minutes later Ann came over to my machine. “Hi, Alex. Haven’t seen you here in a while.”


  “Oh, hi, Ann,” I said to the petite goddess who stood at my side. “No, I haven’t been in for almost two weeks. I really needed it today. I’m waiting for one of the machines to free up.” I motioned with my chin to the treadmills. “Was that Steven Estenfelder I saw you talking to?”


  Besides aerobics, Ann taught the yoga class. She stood next to me in a violet leotard that showed off her curvy figure and her beautiful skin, which always reminded me of milk chocolate. I wanted to ask her to move to the other side of the room so I wouldn’t feel so intimidated by her flawless figure. I suspected the men who took her classes liked watching her more than they liked the workout. Looking at Ann I knew no matter how many exercises I did, my boobs would never be firm little mounds again. A depressing thought if you dwelled on it too much, so I didn’t. I just bought better bras. I initially signed up for Ann’s classes but after a while I found I never had the time for them. Something always came up, but I also liked working at my own pace with the weights and other equipment.


  “Yeah. That was Steven Estenfelder. Do you know him?”


  “Not really. I know his family, though.” I moved to another machine and Ann followed. “Is he a member here?”


  “No, but he’s been here a few times so I wonder if he’s planning on joining. He’s a member at that exclusive country club in Westport but maybe he’s thinking about changing. If you want to know the truth, which I will deny to my dying day that I told you, I think it’s too pricey for him.”


  I wiped the sweat from my forehead. “The country club? How can that be? He’s loaded, from what I hear.”


  “I think that’s the impression he tries to project and, don’t get me wrong, I’m sure he has a lot, more than I’ll ever see. But he’s trying to cut back on expenses, I’m sure of it. See that guy over there?” Ann pointed to a beefy sort across the room who was lifting a zillion-pound weight. “That’s Asir. He has a concession at the track in New York. He saw Mr. Estenfelder come in here last week and told me he’s seen him at the track a few times with some guy.”


  “Hmmm. Interesting.” So Stuart and Steven liked the ponies. “Oh, good, one of the treadmills is free.” I sprinted across the room and managed to hop on just as an overweight man made his way toward me. He turned with a sigh and I felt a bit guilty—but not enough to give it up.


  “I tried to convince management that we need a few more,” Ann said eyeing the treadmill. “They’re the most popular things here, next to my class, of course.”


  “Of course.”


  “Well, I’ll be off. My class starts in about ten minutes. Sure you won’t do it?”


  “Not tonight. But thanks.”


  “See ya, Alex. Take care.” Ann walked across the room with just about every male eye on her.


  I increased the speed to a brisk walk and set the incline to a steep hill. Across the room, Steven Estenfelder now talked with a young man I knew to be one of the sales representatives for the club. It seemed almost everyone in Mrs. Brissart’s family needed money except for Mrs. Brissart. And who knew if that was true or not? I chided myself for my sudden doubts of the woman but I needed to remain totally impartial in my investigation of her. I suddenly felt sorry for John. He was in an awful position.


  After forty-five minutes of hard walking, I relinquished the treadmill to a young man who promptly turned it up to high and jogged his way to a better body.


  Steven Estenfelder still sat at the bar drinking a fruity concoction when I walked over and took the seat next to him.


  “I didn’t know you were a member here,” I said brightly.


  Steven turned to me. A vague look crossed his face momentarily before he placed me. “I’m not.”


  “I’m so sorry for your loss.”


  Steven took a sip from his glass and wiped a frothy bit of juice from his lips. “Yes, it’s a terrible thing. Kenneth and Lillian are devastated. Not to mention Aunt Roberta.”


  I wanted to get home but I also wanted to know Steven’s thoughts on who the killer might be.


  “It seems to be the consensus of your family that one of you did it.”


  “It would seem so,” Steven said and then drained his glass, wiping a bit more juice from his mouth. “I’m sure the police will figure it all out before too long. Shall we leave it to them?” He gave me a steely stare and placed a ten-dollar bill on the counter and got up. “Nice to see you again, Miss Harris.” He left before I had a chance to ask him if he planned to join the club.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY


  


  


  I took the large bowl of salad, with a can of tuna tossed in, to the sofa and placed it on the coffee table. I turned the TV on very low, and picked up the papers I printed a few hours earlier.


  I found the association Mrs. Brissart’s ancestor had with Napoleon fascinating. It was almost like reading a history book, but with real people, people I had a connection with, if one wanted to stretch the facts quite a bit. I read the pages and paused when I came to the murder of Raymond. It brought a sudden sadness to think such a wonderful and long friendship and partnership ended so tragically. How difficult it must have been for Raymond’s wife, alone in a foreign country and not speaking the language. I picked up the papers again and reread the passage.


  In 1820, Lucien’s young, beautiful wife gave birth to their first child, Pascal. While she attended to the increasingly luxurious home fires, Lucien and Raymond diversified their holdings and opened a fastener factory having the foresight to see iron-ore deposits would not last forever.


  Raymond’s family would also expand. But luck and good fortune would not last for Raymond. Sometime around 1837, Raymond Thiry was found murdered by factory workers arriving for their day. Robbery was the assumed reason behind the murder. The men kept a hefty amount of cash in the company safe and on the morning of Raymond’s murder, the cash had disappeared.


  This event had a profound effect on both the Cournet and Thiry families because of the way all business agreements had been drawn up between Lucien and Raymond. Both men reverted to “Tontine,” an agreement by which all assets, jointly owned, would automatically revert to the survivor. The Cournet family invested their personal holdings wisely. The Thiry family, sadly, had not been quite as fortunate.


  Lucien, devastated by the murder of his friend and business partner, did the decent thing. Though under no obligation to the Thiry family with the death of Raymond, he had always promised his friend that, should anything ever happen, he would take care of his wife and two children. As Raymond’s wife neither spoke English, nor had any idea of the men’s business transactions, Lucien handled all arrangements for her. The years passed; Lucien held to this agreement but with the education of the oldest, a male child, completed, he felt his obligation paid and thus broke ties with the Thiry family entirely.


  Meanwhile, Pascal, now grown, took over the fastener factory and the ever-growing investments of the family. Pascal’s own son, Julian, was born in 1857 but by then both of Pascal’s parents were dead. In the ensuing years Julian, too, proved to be the businessman his father and grandfather before him had been, and eventually the reins passed on to his own son, Edouard. Female children born along the way were inconsequential as far as business matters went and thus ignored.


  Edouard’s wife, Miriam, bore three daughters, effectively ending the male rule of the Cournet family. Roberta arrived first and five years later came May and June.


  Edouard and Miriam bought a magnificent retirement home outside of Farmington situated on a large parcel of land. The land now belonged entirely to Roberta Brissart, but the acreage adjoining it was owned by all three sisters equally.


  I put the papers down and took a few bites of my salad. An image of the Brissart home on the TV caught my attention and I turned the sound up. A reporter said the police had no leads as yet. An image of Roberta at some charity event flashed across the scene and the reporter went on to say how respected she was in the community. The scene changed again, this time back to the newsroom, where the anchor said even in Indian Cove the time had come to lock our doors.


  I turned the sound down again and looked over the pages one more time. An hour later, I came to the conclusion that though exciting, what with the Napoleon connection, nothing in Mrs. Brissart’s family history would bring about a murder in modern times. Not by Mrs. Brissart. Not by anyone. And if there was nothing here, then it seemed totally obvious to me, and would soon be to the police after I got done with a certain detective, that Mrs. Brissart had absolutely no reason to kill her grandson.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


  


  


  With Chantal back, I regrettably returned to my office and a mountain of paperwork. All hopes of Chantal staying on in New York a few more days to care for her mother-in-law diminished last night when she called to tell me that her mother-in-law was driving her so crazy that she had come dangerously close to breaking the woman’s other leg, and just had to come home early.


  Sam and I spent most of the morning going over more figures for turning our agency into a professional employer organization, or PEO as it was referred to. It felt exciting to think about a major expansion, but I worried about the faithful clients we already had.


  Sam leaned more and more in the same direction and instead of going all out all at once, we felt it a better business decision to just grow at a slower pace. We didn’t want to become a people mill. We specialized in fitting the right person to the right job and didn’t want to lose that personal touch. We decided that in the end, if our business grew then we would already have a good head start on becoming a PEO.


  “Sandwiches are here,” Millie said as she came into my office. She volunteered to fetch something for all of us while Sam and I finished up our meeting. “Sorry I’m late, but one of my earrings fell out and I had to go back to look for it. I found it, thank goodness.”


  Today our young assistant added a pair of pumpkin earrings to the ever-growing Halloween ornamentation popping up all over the office. The earrings lit up and it was a bit disconcerting to be looking at Millie and see two winking pumpkins smiling back.


  I took two stacks of papers off my desk to make room for the assortment of stuff Millie picked up. Thank God she gave up her penchant for health food. The tofu egg salad minus the eggs was bad enough, but even Millie decided she wasn’t cut out for a healthier life style after her first bite of a seaweed burger.


  “Oh, great. Lots of stuff. I’m famished.” Sam eyed the assortment spread out before her.


  “Sam, when aren’t you hungry? Ever since I’ve known you, you’ve been eating.”


  “She’s been like that ever since we were little. One pork chop never did the job for our Sam, no sir. She always wanted at least two and then she’d take mine and clean up the bone. It was truly disgusting.”


  “Hey, I like food. Food’s good.” Sam reached for half a pastrami, two pickles, and a wedge of a club sandwich.


  I satisfied my appetite with the other half of the pastrami and a pickle. “Guess who I saw walking into Paulson’s Professionals?”


  “What were you doing at Paulson’s Professionals, and do we need to use their full name? I feel like I’m talking about some new strip joint,” Sam said.


  “You’re not too far off,” I said. “They rented office space in a tacky office in a strip mall.”


  “So who did you see at Pau…I mean at that other agency,” Millie asked with a quick look at Sam.


  “None other than Beth Amena.”


  “Beth Amena? She can’t even type,” my sister said around a mouth full of sandwich. “And did we establish what you were doing there in the first place?”


  I licked pickle juice from my finger. “Spying. I wanted to see what they looked like. I’m happy to say the parking lot looked pretty empty. But this doesn’t mean we’re out of danger yet. They’ve already got Beth, and who knows who else jumped ship. Enough. I don’t want to talk about the competition anymore.”


  “What’s everybody doing this weekend?” Millie asked with a straw in her mouth making the words come out a bit distorted.


  “Anything that’s not connected to the murder or other temp agencies,” I said a bit wistfully.


  “I read something this morning in the paper. They said no arrests have been made yet,” Millie said.


  I thought about the small bits and pieces I knew about. Nothing when you added it all up. “For a moment I thought maybe the housekeeper might be a major suspect,” I said through a bite of pickle.


  “Of course!” Sam exclaimed. “It’s always the butler.”


  “There is no butler. And the housekeeper didn’t do it either, I’m sure of it.”


  “How can you be so sure?” Millie asked.


  “I talked with her yesterday and you should have seen her,” I said, as I leaned back in my chair and put my sandwich on the desk. “She looked so frightened.”


  “Frightened?”


  “Yeah, Sam. Really scared. Wouldn’t you be? A member of the family is killed. It looks more and more like it had to be someone close. And then you find out the real victim was supposed to be Mrs. Brissart. It could happen again, though they’re being very careful about what they eat in that house.” I sat forward again and took a small bite of the sandwich and reached for another pickle.


  “Maybe she looks frightened because she knows you’re on to her.”


  I stared at my sister and rolled my eyes. “Geesh!”


  “Who do you think it is, Alex?”


  I shook my head. “I don’t know, Millie. Without knowing who the real victim was supposed to be, it’s kind of difficult to sort through everything. But you know,” I began after taking a bite out of my second pickle, “the more I think about it, the more it doesn’t fit that Mrs. Brissart was supposed to die.”


  “Really?” Sam cut a wedge off one of the other sandwiches.


  “The most probable reason to kill Mrs. Brissart would be over the land. So why now? They’ve all been arguing about it for months.”


  “Because the killer realized that all the meetings and cajoling were fruitless,” Sam suggested.


  “But why kill her? What’s the hurry? Couldn’t they just keep badgering her?”


  “Maybe it has something to do with the developer,” Millie said. “Maybe he works for a bunch of thugs and they told him he had better get the land now or else.”


  “Did you watch a gangster movie on TV last night?” Sam teased.


  “You know, she could be right,” I said. “The developer is kind of sleazy.” I momentarily let my mind drift to the business card that J.T. Smit gave me. It might be just the right time to go and check him out.


  “Alex, are you still with us?” Sam asked, waving her hand in front of my face.


  “Huh? Oh, yeah. Enough about murder.” My words drifted off as I took in the nice assortment of paper growing all around me. “I guess I should come in this weekend and get some of this stuff done, but my heart’s not in it, and besides, Mary-Beth called this morning and she’s at loose ends for the weekend so we’ve decided to go on a picnic. John and I planned on a nice weekend in the country, but he’ll be tied up for some time.”


  “Want some company?” Sam asked, as she picked through the remainder of our lunch and began to clean off the desk.


  “Sure. But what about Michael and the kids?” As much as I loved my extended family, I really wanted a weekend of girl-talk with Mary-Beth.


  “The kids have a school project to finish and after that Michael’s renting some videos and they’ll all get sick on popcorn and candy. Anyway, I planned on doing a bit of shopping. I need bras in the worse way.” Sam stuck her hand through the opening in her blouse and adjusted a strap as if to make her point. “But going off for a picnic sounds much better.”


  “Why don’t you come along, too, Millie? We can make it an all-girl day. I’m going to call Meme and see if she feels like getting out.”


  “Sure. Why not,” Millie shrugged. “Rueben’s working.”


  Sam turned her head slowly, looking at Millie with a do-tell look. “Rueben? Like in the sandwich?”


  “No, Rueben, as in Rueben Radford. I met him when I went on that ski trip last January. He felt sorry for me after I broke my leg and he ended up sitting in the lodge with me every day.”


  Last Christmas Sam and I gave Millie a ski trip for her present. She had a wonderful time but on the second day out broke her leg getting off the ski lift. No one could figure out how the heck she did it, but in the end, it didn’t matter. Rueben, another member of her ski club, thought sitting by the fire and drinking mulled wine with Millie was a far better way to spend a skiing holiday.


  “So how long have you two been going out? I never heard you mention him before.”


  “We just started dating a month ago. It took him a long time to get his courage up to ask me out.”


  “So what does he do, and why am I asking all the questions? Aren’t you in the least bit curious, Alex?”


  “Yes, but, number one, you’re doing a fine job of being nosy all by yourself, and number two, Millie already told me about Rueben, and he sounds like a great guy.” I reached for the M&M jar and poured a bunch into my hand.


  “Hmmm. I’ll put aside my hurt feelings for the moment at not hearing about this before and let you continue. Millie?”


  “He’s a funeral director.”


  “A what? Are you serious?”


  “Yes, I am,” Millie laughed.


  “So what do your mother and grandmother think of him?”


  “They love him. Granny’s hoping for a discount when she finally departs this world.”


  “That’s sick, Millie.” Sam put her hands down on the desk. “Okay, fine. I can take a hint when to shut up.”


  “Since when?” Millie and I asked in unison.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


  


  


  “Number seven twenty-one,” I mumbled to myself. “That must be it.”


  After lunch I excused myself and headed for a visit with June. I don’t think I fooled my sister one bit when I told her I had some errands to run, but she didn’t press the issue. Neither May nor June gave me much information at our last encounter. Besides, I wanted to find out about the ancient feud between June and Mrs. Brissart. If I was lucky J.T. Smit might even be underfoot. As long as he wasn’t under June. I didn’t think I could handle that. I pulled into a long driveway and parked my car by the front door.


  With the exception of its size, nothing about the house suggested big money. Three large columns supporting the front portico dominated a house of whitewashed wood with faded green trim. The front yard needed some care. Mrs. Brissart’s suspicions of her sister’s financial woes might be right on the money—not to mention what Marsha told me. The house didn’t have any of the quiet charm of Mrs. Brissart’s home—no flowers, no potted mums to lend some color. A few pines stood in front but looked out of place with the rest of the landscape.


  But if the size of the exterior represented the status quo for this part of Indian Cove, it was the interior that intrigued me. Over the years I heard rumors that it resembled something right out of the Jetsons.


  I walked up the path, tripping on an uneven paving stone, and rang the bell. Expecting to see some sour-faced maid, or perhaps a butler, it surprised me when June Doliveck opened the door. She stood there, ramrod straight with an inquisitive look in her eyes. Then recognition dawned on her weathered face and she became, if possible, haughtier. “I take it my sister sent you.”


  “No. Not at all, Mrs. Doliveck. She doesn’t know I’m here.”


  “Just why are you? Here, I mean.” She arched one eyebrow and stared at me.


  This is where I found myself in trouble. I hadn’t managed to come up with any truly bright idea of why I would show up unannounced. I had just taken the address and flew out of the office before Sam decided to tag along. I knew why I stood here, on her doorstep, but would the words nosy and interfering have any clout with Mrs. Doliveck? Thinking that they would most assuredly not, I decided to give honesty a try.


  I took a deep breath and plunged in. “Because someone killed Bradley and I aim to find out who that someone is.” Aim to find out? I sounded like a sheriff in a bad western.


  “I believe, Miss Harris, that there is a police force to handle such things. One with which you are well acquainted.” June Doliveck gave a small smirk and raised her penciled in eyebrow again. I wondered how she did that?


  I blushed. “Yes, we do have a fine police force and I am sure they’re doing everything possible, but Mrs. Brissart is a client of mine. A very good client. I have an employee working for her.”


  “And this gives you the right to snoop into people’s lives?”


  “As long as we have faith in our own cause and an unconquerable will to win, victory will not be denied us, Mrs. Doliveck.” I said indignantly. The words worked for me yesterday, maybe they would work on June. Pushing my own shoulders back trying for an imposing stance, I continued. “People I care about are involved and that gives me every right.” To my utter amazement, June Doliveck stepped aside and let me through.


  “You’re here. You might as well ask your questions. Who knows, it might be amusing to see what you can come up with.”


  The first thought I had upon entering the living room was that I needed a camera—Sam would never believe the sight unless I could produce a photo for verification. My cell phone took pictures but could I whip it out and snap off a few shots without June noticing?


  The room, which ran the width of the house with views of both front and back yards, had floor to ceiling glass windows along the back wall. On the other, less fortunate walls, gold-veined mirrors or flocked wallpaper covered the surface. If I peered into a mirror at just the right angle, I saw myself over and over and over. Cream-colored shag carpeting enriched by an occasional spot covered the floor. Choosing not to dwell on the origin of the stains, I turned my attention to a small fireplace on the far side of the room; the only vestige to the original decor long forgotten.


  A horrific lemon-yellow sectional sofa, strewn with lime green and magenta throw pillows dominated the room—as if all the mirrors didn’t—along with several glass and chrome tables.


  “It’s quite breathtaking, isn’t it?” June Doliveck asked.


  “Yes. It certainly knocks the wind out of you,” I said, as I took a seat and tried very hard not to stare. I felt dizzy and wished the sofa came equipped with something to grasp. A sudden image of belly dancers entering from the hall and encircling me in a whirl of gyrating flesh and flowing veils slipped into my mind.


  “As soon as my husband died, I re-did the entire room,” June gushed, bringing me back from my Arabian nightmare. “He never let me have a free hand where decorating was concerned.”


  “I can’t imagine why.”


  “Pardon?”


  “Nothing.”


  “I want to do the same with the rest of the house one of these days.”


  “Uh-huh,” I managed to squeak out thanking whichever saint reigned over homes that flocked wallpaper was no longer available. Ditto for the gold-veined mirrors.


  June Doliveck took a seat across from me and placed one of the magenta pillows firmly on her lap, contrasting horribly with the muted rose of her silk dress. The woman, from all outward appearances, could not be any more opposite with the room if she tried. Perhaps her foray into the world of interior design indicated the onset of some horrible disease, a tumor maybe, pressing against the optic nerve and forcing her to become color blind.


  “You wanted to ask some questions?”


  “Ah, yes. I did.


  “Well, then?”


  “Did you know Bradley was working on the family history?”


  “Yes, I believe someone mentioned it in passing. Roberta perhaps, or maybe Bradley.”


  “Did this disturb you in any way?”


  “Disturb me? Why would Bradley’s inquisitiveness into our illustrious family disturb me?” June adjusted a large ring on her left hand and looked up. “Really, Miss Harris, you’re going to have to do better than this if you expect to catch yourself a killer.” She eyed me and pressed her lips together into an unattractive thin line of red.


  “Do you know anything about your background?”


  “Of course. My father told us stories all the time about how our wonderful forefather, Lucien Cournet, came to America and started the family fortune. We’ve all heard it, Miss Harris, dozens of times,” Mrs. Doliveck said sounding bored.


  “Can you tell me why you want the house and surrounding land in Farmington sold?”


  June clasped her hands together and sat up straighter. “Well, why not? No one ever uses it anymore, and we have a wonderful opportunity to make a killing on the deal.”


  I winced at the word “killing,” but June seemed oblivious to her blunder. “How so?”


  June’s face reddened. “It’s just that the land is in a prime location. It should fetch quite a tidy little sum.”


  June continued with her barrage, probably much the same that she used on her sister, while I let my mind and my eyes wander to the vicinity of the back yard. It held none of the tranquil ambiance of the winding paths and lush vegetation that defined Mrs. Brissart’s garden. A peek down the hall showed a wall covered with very old and discolored wallpaper. And no one had offered me any refreshment. No maid or housekeeper came to welcome me. Given June’s penchant for putting on airs, I thought it quite rude not to be offered something as little as a glass of water. I heard no other human sounds coming from the house, no voices and no clanging of pots and pans in the kitchen by a harried housekeeper. The only sound, though unfortunately not loud enough to drown out June’s ramblings, was that of a furnace somewhere in the bowels of the old house clicking on. I gave an involuntary shiver thinking that no amount of heat could warm up this appalling room.


  “So, it’s like I said,” June’s voice droned on, “Roberta is just being obstinate. She’s always been that way, I dare say, from the time we were children. Of course, our father encouraged her to be independent in every way, not seeing the monster he created. Now, my twin sister and I chose to follow the path of our mother. A charming woman who believed that one’s family background meant everything. Good breeding and acceptance in society, the right society, mind you, are of the utmost importance.” June patted her gray hair, today devoid of the purple hue of yesterday and now doing a good job of picking up the hot pink off the pillow she still held.


  “Miss Harris, I assure you that our mother would be most distressed at the commotion Roberta is causing the entire family. My sister has absolutely no reason to withhold her signature from the papers that would allow us to sell the land.” June took a deep breath. “Except, for the perverse pleasure she derives in tormenting me.”


  “Why would she want to do that?” I asked, hoping to steer the conversation to the feud over Charles.


  “Because she takes great pleasure in making me miserable.”


  “Would this have anything to do with Charles?” I asked innocently, and seeing June’s reaction, realized that yes, it was quite capable for this woman to kill over a long lost love.


  “Where did you hear that?” June demanded. “Did my sister entertain you with tales of how she ruined my life?”


  “No. I heard it from…well, I can’t remember exactly,” I explained, not wishing to cause Marsha any grief. “I take it you still haven’t forgiven her.”


  “Forgiven her? Never! After she lured Charles away from me, I entered into a most unsatisfying marriage. I lived a hellish existence until the day my husband died. It’s all Roberta’s fault. And she won’t let me forget about it, I tell you. Throws it in my face every chance she gets.” June’s face turned a nice shade of hot pink, which actually looked good in the room.


  I began to wonder if the deceased husband actually died of cancer and how long after being buried could a forensic expert tell if poison had a hand in the death. “I’m sorry for your difficulties with your sister, but aren’t you the least bit concerned by Bradley’s death? Don’t you want to see the person responsible caught? You seem more concerned with the sale of the land and getting revenge.”


  June’s complexion gradually began to return to her normal pasty color. “Of course I’m concerned. Whoever killed Bradley could attack any one of us at any time. Indian Cove is becoming more and more like New York.” June sighed and her shoulders slumped. “Of course I care who killed Bradley. I cared about the boy as much as anyone.”


  It was the first sign of compassion I witnessed from one of the sisters.


  “The night everyone went to Mrs. Brissart’s, did you all leave at the same time?”


  “Of course. May and I walked out together,” June said in a normal tone, having regained her composure.


  “Did anyone go back into the house for any reason?”


  “As a matter of fact, I did. That vile tea Virginia serves made my stomach queasy. I went back in for a moment to use the facilities. If anyone else went back in, I never saw them.”


  “I had the chance to speak with your daughter. I understand she went on Monday evening. Does she share your enthusiasm for this project?”


  “Well, she had b— Yes, I’m sure she does,” June corrected herself.


  “I never got the chance to ask what she does for a living.”


  “Marsha dabbles in various ventures. She owned a small dress shop in town, but with the malls springing up all around us like weeds, I’m afraid it didn’t do well.” I tried to remember if a mall was planned for the land and made a mental note to ask J.T. “Right now, she’s working at the library,” June continued. “Plus she has her hands full with two teenagers. She’s an excellent mother.” An image of Donald and Susan came to mind and I wondered if “excellent” was a word they would use when describing their mother.


  “Mrs. Doliveck, you must realize it seems almost a certainty that someone in the immediate family is responsible for Bradley’s death.”


  “I realize no such thing! And I’ve told the police as much. As I’ve mentioned on many occasions, with the door left unlocked it’s possible for almost anyone to walk in. And as far as that person or persons just happening to have some poison in their possession, well, why not? The world is becoming an increasingly dangerous place filled with drug crazed weirdoes.”


  Not being able to remember the last time, if ever, I heard of someone snorting cyanide, I asked, “How did you meet Mr. Smit?”


  The entrance of Mr. Smit into the conversation soothed June.


  “I met him at a local charity event. If my sister would just give him half a chance she would see the plans he has for the land would be a tremendous boost for the area. He’s really quite talented.”


  “So I’ve heard.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “I just said Mrs. Brissart likes the area just as it is.” Not able to think of anything else, I stood to leave. I felt confident if June knew where to find some poison, she would have no qualms about putting a bit in her sister’s culinary delights. I extended my hand to the woman. “Thank you very much, Mrs. Doliveck. You’ve been very helpful.”


  “I haven’t told you anything I haven’t already told that very handsome detective. You should just ask him. I assure you, Miss Harris, once this unfortunate incident is behind us, I will reconvene the family. I feel confident that Roberta is about to crack,” June said returning to her old self, the morsel of compassion she briefly displayed long gone.


  I, who had not been prone to violence since my sister decapitated one of my stuffed animals more than thirty years before, almost smacked the woman across the face. I got back into my car and drove down the street just as J.T. Smit arrived. Damn! I planned on driving to his office next but instead pulled over and opened the glove compartment. I reached in and took out a small container I keep stashed in there. To my horror it contained only three M&Ms. Three! I popped them in my mouth and tapped my fingers on the steering wheel trying to decide what to do next. Going back to work didn’t sound like much fun, though a trip to the next drugstore I spotted for more candy might be in order.


  From the second June mentioned that Marsha worked at the library, a thought formed at the back of my mind. Bradley had to do research somewhere, and the Indian Cove Library contained a very good reference section of the history of the area. Of course, he could have just used the Internet like everyone else, but Bradley struck me as someone who liked to get his hands dirty and dig right in.


  The library was housed in a rather stately building and had a surprisingly excellent selection of books. I used the library a lot as a child but somehow over time I developed the habit of buying books from the second hand bookshop in the center of town.


  I walked to the information counter and inquired about Marsha. The young volunteer told me I was expected and directed me to the employee lounge. I realized with a start that any chance of catching Marsha off guard disappeared the moment I left June’s house. The old woman probably called her daughter before J.T. walked in the door. She was more on the ball than I gave her credit for.


  The lounge sat at the back of the first floor next to the public restrooms. As I approached I saw Marsha sitting on a worn burgundy sofa looking through a magazine.


  “Mother said you were probably on your way so I waited to get my turn over with. I thought we had a pretty good talk at my aunt’s already.”


  My cheeks colored slightly as I took a seat across from Marsha. “Yes, we did. But something else occurred to me. I must admit I’m surprised everyone is willing to talk with me,” I said honestly.


  “Why not?” Marsha said, as she closed the magazine and tossed it on a side table littered with many others from the same vintage. “You’re dating the officer in charge so you’re going to get your information from him if we don’t cooperate.”


  “Well, actually…”


  “He doesn’t know you’re going around conducting your own investigation, does he? This is priceless.” Marsha laughed, clapping her hands together. “Maybe I can use this information to get something out of you.”


  “Such as?” I asked feeling contrite.


  “Such as whom does he think did it? We know the police think one of us is guilty. Hell, for all I know, maybe they think we all did it, each taking a turn putting a drop of the stuff on the cookies.”


  “He doesn’t actually discuss the case with me,” I lied, but only slightly. John only told me harmless information.


  Marsha crossed her arms. “Well, that figures. Okay, what do you want to know? I’ve got to pick up my kids.”


  “Did Bradley come in here a lot?”


  “Yeah, he did. Mostly on weekends.”


  “Were you ever here when he was?”


  “A few times. I actually helped him. He turned in a request for some microfilm information and I got it for him.”


  “So you knew about the history?’


  “Of course. I already told you. The family history.”


  “But did you actually read any of it?”


  Marsha shook her head of dark brown hair. She wore it similar to mine with the advantage that she had a lot of it. I was not so lucky. “No. Well, I may have glanced at a few articles in some old magazines that he asked for. A lot’s been written about my family over the years.”


  “But nothing specific sticks out in your mind?”


  “No. Not really. Why? What does this have to do with anything? I thought Aunt Roberta was supposed to die.”


  “I don’t know what or even if the history has anything to do with anything. It’s just that’s what Bradley worked on the day he died. I thought maybe there was a connection.”


  “Well, I don’t see how,” Marsha said as she stood up. “I’m sorry but I really have to pick up my kids.


  “Just one more thing. Do you think anyone in the family would kill Roberta over her reluctance to sell the land?”


  “I never thought about it before all this happened. We are a crazy bunch. And money is a big motivator. Not just in my family but with most people. In all honesty, I guess it could be possible. I just don’t want to think about which one of us did it. Sorry. I’ve got to go.”


  I walked out with Marsha and realized I had garnered nothing new this afternoon. After she pulled out of the driveway, I sat in my car thinking. I had no concrete reason to believe the family history figured into the equation and killing Mrs. Brissart over the land didn’t sit well with me. Why wait, as I already asked Sam and Millie over lunch. After speaking with June, I believed hurt feelings over a past love would indeed trigger enough rage to kill. June demonstrated that even with time, she wasn’t willing to let go of the feelings of deception her sister caused. And whatever happened to Charles? Did June know where he was?


  I suddenly felt very tired. Going around in circles did that. Maybe Bradley’s foray into the history was just that. No one seemed to care and as June said, they’d all heard it a dozen times.


  I turned the car around and headed for the office of J.T. Smit.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


  


  


  J.T.’s office was located in a small building on the outskirts of town. A very tastefully done complex housed an engineering firm, an architectural group that specialized in the design of elementary schools, and a title company, among others. The office of Rand, Alpers, and Smit Real Estate and Development occupied the second floor.


  I entered through a double glass door and wondered if J.T. was still at June’s. The small entry office looked well appointed with a lush forest green carpet and rich paneling on the walls. A few upholstered chairs in the far corner and several design magazines artfully displayed on a coffee table completed the look. I didn’t know exactly what I expected, but this wasn’t it. Given the man’s sleazy appearance, I imagined something quite different. If this represented his style, I wondered what he thought of June’s house.


  “Can I help you?” A middle-aged woman stood in the doorway of a side office startling me.


  “Oh! I didn’t hear you.” I clasped my hand over my heart. “I’d like to speak with Mr. Smit if he’s in.”


  The woman looked me over. “I’m sorry but Mr. Smit isn’t here right now.”


  “Do you expect him back?”


  “I’m not sure. He had a few appointments, and,” she glanced at a wall clock, “he might not make it back to the office this evening.”


  Especially if June had anything to say about it, I thought. “That’s too bad.”


  “Would this be business or…personal?” the woman said, managing to make “personal” sound sleazy.


  “Oh, business, definitely. I wanted to talk with him about some property in the Farmington area,” I lied.


  “Would that be the parcel that Rand, Alpers, and Smit is developing or selling?”


  I didn’t know what to say. I knew next to nothing about the development business and could feel my face flushing. “I…I think that it—”


  “Renee, the machine jammed again,” a young woman said, as she walked in from the same office that Renee had come from. “I’m going to scream if I have to…” Suddenly seeing me standing by the front desk, the girl stopped short. “Oh, sorry,” she said sheepishly looking at me and then back to Renee. “Can you help? This is the fourth time it’s jammed and there must be several sheets stuck in the duplexer.”


  Renee turned back to me. “I’m sorry, is there anything further I can help you with?” she asked in a harried voice—probably the result of one too many trips to the copier.


  “No. I’ll try to catch him another time,” I answered and suddenly found myself alone in the foyer. I pulled the door opened to leave just as someone from the outside pushed it against me.


  “Are you okay?” J.T. Smit asked with more concern than I assumed he had.


  I picked up my purse and looked at J.T. “Yes, yes, I’m fine.”


  “I figured you’d come by here.” J.T. smiled. “Though not necessarily tonight.”


  “Yes, word does seem to get around.” I fumbled to get the clasp shut on the purse. So much for catching everyone off guard. June probably notified half of Indian Cove the minute I left. “I saw you when I left June’s.”


  “She told me about your visit. I stopped off with some more plans. Would you like to see them?” J.T. spread the papers he still held in one hand onto the small table in the center of the room. “What do you think?”


  I looked over the drawings and in spite of myself, I liked what I saw. The proposed development didn’t look the least bit tacky as I had assumed. My first-impression instincts had obviously taken a hike. J.T. was probably God reincarnated as a slick salesman and Mrs. Brissart was the devil himself. I came back to the present as J.T. explained that the plans only represented a small part of the entire project.


  “Aren’t you jumping the gun a bit?” I asked while I followed him into his office—another tastefully appointed room totally out of character with the slime ball in front of me.


  J.T. fingered several messages on his desk. “What do you mean?”


  “I mean the land isn’t yours. Mrs. Brissart will not sign the papers.”


  J.T. looked up and smirked. “She will.”


  “How can you be so certain? I think she’s made it perfectly clear she wants nothing to do with you or your company. And not just your company. She doesn’t want the land developed, period.”


  “Well, first, it’s not just her land. And second, I have a way with people.” He smiled at me and I felt my skin crawl. “She’s not in a fighting mood right about now, so she should be putty in my hands.”


  I looked at him with an open mouth. “Please don’t tell me you’re planning on approaching Mrs. Brissart at a time like this? Her grandson just died. Murdered, in case you forgot.”


  “Exactly. Now is when she would be most vulnerable.”


  “You can’t be serious,” I sputtered, trying in vain to maintain my control.


  “No. I’m not that uncaring, Alex. I can call you Alex? I thought I would wait another week or so.”


  “I can’t bear to hear another word of this. I can understand why Mrs. Brissart wants nothing to do with the lot of you,” I said while heading out the door.


  “I’ll make sure you’re invited to our next soirée.” J.T. called.


  I slammed the door to Rand, Alpers, and Smit, and stopped in the hallway trying to catch my breath. “Well,” I said, happy to find my instincts still intact after all. My first impression of J.T. Smit had been right on the mark.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


  


  


  “I can show you to your seats now, if you’d like to follow me.”


  John and I threaded our way past other diners to a table for two in the rear of the restaurant. One of the main attractions of Ginnalli’s was their open-fire pizzas, and I liked sitting close to the fire. The restaurant always smells of fresh garlic and tonight was no exception. I was hungrier than I thought despite all the pickles at lunch.


  A young man came up to our table with a basket of small bits of fried pizza dough. He added some fresh butter and told us our waiter would be back shortly to take our orders.


  Though an Italian restaurant, from the outside the place looked like a weathered fish shack complete with well-worn grayed shingles. The inside certainly smelled like an Italian restaurant but the requisite fishing net and glass floats adorned a side wall. This was, after all, New England and I guess they felt they had a style to uphold.


  “I can never decide what to have. Now if I were Samantha, I’d order a couple of things and be done with it, but, oh, let’s see...” I read the menu. I knew every item on it by heart but still had a hard time deciding. “Okay, I’m going to have a caprese to start and then a marguerita pizza.” I folded the menu and put it to one side.


  John smeared a piece of dough with some butter and smiled. “That’s what you always have.”


  “Yes, and I know that you always get the pasta with four cheeses, which is the other thing I want. This way I can have mine and some of yours, too.”


  “Well, maybe I’ll change this time just to be mean, and maybe that way I can actually get a whole dish to myself.”


  “Won’t work.” I smiled at him over the breadbasket. “I like everything on the menu so whatever you have I’ll take a bite. Just consider me your official food taster.”


  We came to Ginnalli’s often. It was the best Italian restaurant in town, probably the best restaurant in town, period. Papa Ginnalli believed no amount of garlic was too much and I wholeheartedly agreed.


  After we placed our orders, I asked, “How’d it go today?” I hated asking too much, but John seemed so fed up with the family I suspected he welcomed the chance to unload on me.


  “The same. I’m really getting tired of these people. May and June, no, June and May, as I’ve been corrected on several occasions, are really something. But I spent most of the day talking with Stuart.”


  “Stuart? He wasn’t there Monday night. Did he come over on the weekend?”


  “No. But he is part of the family and they definitely seem to want Mrs. Brissart out of the way, so he’s a suspect. He could have been working with someone else.” John sighed. “Though a conspiracy theory is rather farfetched. He’s full of himself. A trait, I might add, that he shares with everyone else connected with the family.”


  “Most families have their nut cases, but in this one, I think it’s the sane who are the exceptions.” I told John about seeing Steven at the health club and his possible financial setback, which seemed odd for a man who worked as a financial investor. I asked John if the police had any concrete suspects hoping he could eliminate Mrs. Brissart.


  “No. Everyone’s a prime suspect at this point. Maybe I’m way off base and should be looking outside the family, but I don’t think so. I’ve talked to a few people who worked with Bradley thinking maybe there might be something there; a problem with a coworker or something, but nothing. Everyone he worked with had nothing but praise for him.”


  “Well, can you narrow it down by the number of people who would have access to the poisons?”


  “No, not really. If you want something bad enough, you can find it. Everyone had access to the tool shed in the garden. Mr. Kaminski keeps a lot of insecticides out there for the roses and the vegetables, though I don’t think anything contains cyanide. The lab is checking everything.”


  I reached for another piece of bread and smothered it with butter then just for the heck of it sprinkled on some salt.


  “Several cookies containing poison remained on the plate. I never asked Mrs. Brissart how many she had,” John said.


  “As the saying goes ‘there but for the grace of God, go I.’ Mrs. Brissart could have been killed just as easily as Bradley. Which should eliminate her as a suspect,” I added quickly.


  “Yes, she could. Except if she put the poison there herself… Let’s not get into this,” John said and then continued anyway. “The entire family is full of suspects and then we have Kendra, and Mrs. Platz, and Mr. Kaminski, and let’s not forget J.T.”


  “I’m certain you can scratch Mrs. Platz off your list,” I said casually.


  “Oh, and why is that?” John’s voice did not sound so casual.


  “She’s frightened, John. I think she’s afraid whoever did this will strike again.”


  “Just how do you know this?”


  “I offered her some comfort. We do have the unfortunate luck of finding bodies in common and I thought she could use a shoulder to cry on.”


  John looked at me with resignation on his face. “There’s really no sense in telling you to keep out of this. If I arrested you for interfering in a police investigation, Sam would probably run down to the jail with a file.”


  “Baked in a cake, no doubt, most of which would be eaten by the time she arrived.” We laughed and the tension dropped away.


  When we started seeing each other I had my reservations about dating a cop. But there was so much more to John than just being a detective. He had many great qualities but basically he was just an all around nice guy. My family loved John, and Meme gave him her seal of approval—something she had never given any of the other guys I dated, even Peter. She took to John immediately. That was a good sign.


  I stared at him for a moment, a tiny smile tugging at the corners of my mouth.


  “What’s so funny?”


  “I am easily satisfied with the very best, and you John Van der Burg are the very best.”


  John reached across the table and took my hand. “I don’t think Winston Churchill had me in mind when he said that. So,” he began again, getting back to the murder, “what about Mr. Kaminski and J.T.?” he teased. “Can I safely eliminate them as well?”


  “I haven’t met Mr. Kaminski so I wouldn’t know if he’s a poisoner or not, but J.T. would go on my list. He’s so, so…smarmy.” I almost told John I saw the developer earlier arriving at June’s, and also at his office, but didn’t want John to know how deeply involved I had become. Asking questions in the Brissart home was one thing, roaming the city in search of suspects quite another.


  John laughed. “Yes, he is that. But he also seems to be exactly what he claims to be. We’ve done a background check. You know that new office complex in Stamford? Well, he did that.”


  “That’s really nice. We have a client over there,” I said, again marveling at the contrast between developer and the things he developed.


  “You sound so surprised.”


  “Well, I guess I didn’t expect him to be involved in anything real. He looks like such a big phony.”


  “As far as we can tell, he truly wants that land for exactly what he claims he wants it for. Now the question is does he want the land enough to kill for it?”


  “I know he certainly plans on getting it.” I realized my slip and tried to look away.


  “How do you know this?” John asked, though with more amusement than annoyance.


  “Okay…” I placed my hands on the table. “I stopped by his office. And before you go getting mad, he invited me. He wanted to show me the plans.”


  “Did you get a chance to see them or did your investigation get in the way?”


  As long as John still had a smile on his face, I decided to come clean. “The plans are quite good. Though I’d hate to see the land torn up like that. Do not let spacious plans for a new world divert your energies from saving what is left of the old,” I quoted, haughtily pointing a finger at John as if he were the enemy. “I’m all for progress but it just sickens me to see that area torn up, though if something has to go there, his designs are as good as any, maybe better. And if you can believe this, he still plans on putting pressure on Mrs. Brissart.”


  “Yes, I can believe it.” John poured a bit of wine into his glass and asked if I wanted any.


  “No. I’m too tired. I’d like to stay awake at least long enough to eat my dinner.”


  On cue, our plates arrived and we ate in silence for a few minutes savoring our dishes.


  “A thought occurred to me…” I reached across the table and poked a fork into an al dente penne lathered in Gorgonzola. “You know, if Mrs. Brissart died, God forbid, wouldn’t her portion of the land go to her son? Because I doubt he would sign it away either. Maybe we should be keeping an eye on his safety.”


  “As a matter of fact, no, the land would not go to Kenneth. It would revert to the surviving sisters. And the last to go gets to give it to her family or the local cat shelter if so inclined. Kind of odd, but that’s how Mrs. Brissart’s father left it.” John sighed and took another sip of his wine.


  “So another good reason for getting rid of Mrs. Brissart surfaces. With her dead, not only could they sell it but those two sisters would get to keep all the profits to themselves and not have to share with Kenneth and Lillian. I say this definitely gets Mrs. Brissart off the hook.”


  “Alex.”


  “I’m sorry. It just makes it seem all the more likely it had to be May or June or one of their children hoping to get something in the end.” John conceded and nodded his agreement. “I wonder if J.T. knows about this arrangement. If he does, that would put him at the top of my list.”


  “If it makes you happy, I am not concentrating all my efforts on Mrs. Brissart,” John said.


  “No? Who else is on your list?” I asked hopefully.


  “No one and everyone at the moment.” John paused to signal the waiter for a glass of water. “We’re checking into the finances of the family. Seems Mrs. Doliveck took out a second mortgage on her home.”


  “Do tell.” I smiled, remembering how shabby the back yard looked and the peeling wallpaper. As for the rest of the house, I chose not to think about it while eating.


  “And, she let her housekeeper go about six months ago. Seems to indicate she’s financially strapped.” John took another sip of wine.


  “Yes, it does, doesn’t it?” I reflected. “That explains a lot.”


  “Like what?”


  “Huh? Oh, nothing. Just thinking to myself.” It was time to change the subject. “How’s Jim doing?”


  “Fine. He seems very bright. Quiet, though. Doesn’t say much. When he does, he’s very soft spoken, gentle. I would have never fingered him for police work.”


  I only had contact with the new detective a few times but my impression was much the same. He seemed too tender to make this his life career. John possessed a bit of an edge to him, a confidence, and the absolute certainty he was one of the good guys.


  I looked in the breadbasket and took the last piece. “Maybe he’s just too new to everything. A few more days with this bunch should make him jaded enough. He’ll be fine. Or he’ll decide this isn’t what he’s cut out to do and go into something else. Maybe kindergarten teaching. He seems like he’d be good with kids, very patient.”


  The waiter arrived to clear away our plates and take orders for dessert. John told me his mother wanted us to come for dinner on Sunday, but he refused. His mother Harriett was a short ball of energy, and always happy. His father Stan was a nice man, but a bit quiet. I felt they secretly hoped this was it for John. He came close to getting married to a woman in Boston with whom he had a long relationship, but it ended about two years ago. I never asked for details. Some things I didn’t have to know.


  “I’m sorry about his weekend, but I’m looking forward to seeing Mary-Beth, and Sam and Millie are coming too. I called Meme and she’s coming along as well.” Mary-Beth and I had been friends for years and though we didn’t see each other very often, sometimes only a couple times a year, we always had plenty to talk about. And Mary-Beth always had some good gossip about a former classmate.


  We finished off our dessert while John tried to stifle a yawn. A half hour later we were back at my house. When I came out of the bathroom John was sound asleep across the bed.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


  


  


  In case I haven’t mentioned it, I love Connecticut, especially autumn in Connecticut. So it gave me great delight that Saturday began with one of those mornings one would normally see on a postcard. The few clouds that lingered in the deep, ocean-blue sky were of the white and fluffy variety; the air crisp like a Pippin apple straight off a tree. Oaks, birches, and maples swayed gently, dropping leaves of rich russets and golds to an earth already covered in a quilt of autumn colors. It felt good to get out of Indian Cove for the day.


  The five of us drove along the turnpike in Sam’s minivan, which we packed with enough food and drink to last for a seven-day, cross-country trip.


  “Where are we headed?” Millie asked from the back seat where she sat next to Meme.


  Sam, who took the Merritt Parkway to the Eight and now traveled north to the One-Eighteen said, “Litchfield. That direction anyway. We’ll just see what we find.”


  “I don’t care where we’re going. It’s just nice to be out with young people for a change,” Meme said.


  A short while later we arrived at one of my favorite places, Litchfield, the perfect example of a New England village centered around a church and town common. All of Litchfield County, in fact, was heavenly. Bordered on one side by Dutchess County in New York, and on another side by Berkshire County, Massachusetts, it was hard to imagine this beautiful land had been settled by Calvinists who would surely be appalled by the pleasures found in this part of the country. The area had become a playground for the rich, and the land prices grew to nothing short of scandalous. The Puritan forefathers would most certainly be ashamed, but we five driving along in the minivan gave no thought whatsoever to the founding fathers.


  Country inns dotted the entire county, and judging by the amount of people, I knew better than to think John and I would have been able to find a room at the height of the fall colors.


  Leaf peepers, as the locals called the tourists who came from all over to get a glimpse of the foliage, packed the streets. We played tourists for a bit, taking in the glorious day and the fresh air while popping into an occasional shop.


  Back in the van, Sam did the driving while I held on for dear life.


  “Hey, Millie,” Sam called from the front, “it must be time for some of those snacks you brought, don’t you think?” Sam smiled sweetly into the rearview mirror.


  Millie pulled out the container filled with the goodies her grandmother made. “What do you want? A cheese ball, a little quiche, or some vegetables?”


  “I’ll take a few of each.”


  “Sam, if you want to eat, then let me drive,” I volunteered more out of a sense of wanting to live my life for a few more years than out of being helpful to my sister.


  “Thanks, but it’s no problem. I can eat and drive at the same time.”


  I rolled my eyes at Meme. “Are you alright, Meme?”


  Meme, who sat between Millie and Mary-Beth, gave me a wave of the hand. “Oh, this is nothing, honey. I usually drive with Theresa and she’s got a lead foot and a bad eye. Not a good combination for driving a car. And sometimes Fred likes to take the wheel and he’s over ninety. Sam is doing fine.”


  Millie handed a napkin with little munchies to a smirking Sam and I thought I might as well eat something too. It might be my last meal.


  “So, when are you going to tell me all about this murder you’ve gotten yourself mixed up in, Alex?” Mary-Beth teased from the back seat.


  I told the group what I learned so far ending with my visit to J.T.’s office the day before.


  “So that’s where you went to in such a hurry. I could have gone with you,” Sam said sounding a bit hurt. “What’s he like?”


  “Well, let’s just say that he is a modest little man who has a good deal to be modest about.”


  “Is that your opinion or Winston’s?” Sam asked cutting her eyes at me.


  “Winston’s. I think J.T. is a complete jerk. I’m not as eloquent as Winnie.” I adjusted my sunglasses and ran a hand through my short hair. “I feel guilty telling you all I know. John told me to keep my lip zipped. I seem to vaguely remember him saying something to the effect of ‘Alex, we are not a team where murder investigations are concerned. This is my area of expertise. Just let me handle it.’”


  Meme gave a short cackle from the back seat. “He knows you’re going to tell us. He just has to say something to cover his butt.”


  “Well, I’m certainly not going to tell him,” Mary-Beth offered. “Do the police have any concrete suspects?”


  I hesitated, wondering if I should share the Mrs. Brissart-as-the-culprit theory. Why not, I rationalized. If Mrs. Brissart was guilty, everyone would know soon enough, and if she wasn’t, well, then it didn’t much matter. “John is looking at Mrs. Brissart as a possible suspect.”


  “The grandmother?” Mary-Beth asked.


  Sam momentarily lost control of the car, though it was hard to notice. “Still? Alex, he can’t be serious.”


  I shook my head. “I’m afraid he is. Though I think he’s faltering on that front. I think even John would admit there’s not much to go on. And while I don’t think for one moment she could possibly be guilty,” I continued, “June said a few things about her that seem to be totally out of character with the Mrs. Brissart we all know and love.”


  Sam pulled into the second lane to pass an elderly couple pulling a camper. “Like what?”


  “Well, June says Mrs. Brissart throws her relationship with Charles in June’s face every chance she gets. That’s a petty, vindictive thing to do. I don’t see Mrs. Brissart acting like that.”


  “June could be lying or she’s just so consumed by her own hatred that she perceives Mrs. Brissart to be acting that way,” Millie said.


  “I’m sure that’s it,” I mused, “but I would sure like to know what happened to Charles and if he’s still around.”


  “A grandmother couldn’t kill her grandchild,” Meme said in such a soft voice that everyone turned to look at her—even Sam.


  Mary-Beth took Meme’s chubby hand. “Mrs. Redmond, we didn’t mean to upset you.”


  I reached to the back seat and patted my grandmother’s arm. She had tears in her eyes. “Meme, John doesn’t know what he’s talking about. Of course Mrs. Brissart didn’t kill her grandson. He’s just trying to cover all bases.”


  “You said something about the family history,” Millie said as she passed the container of food to Meme who smiled and took a little quiche.


  “I printed up a copy for myself and took it home to read.” I paused for a moment while I chewed on a carrot stick. I reached for another and continued, “It’s all very interesting, but I don’t see how it fits into things.”


  “Maybe it doesn’t. I mean, maybe it’s not the long ago history. Maybe it’s something more recent,” Mary-Beth suggested.


  “Like what?” I asked, turning in my seat.


  “Maybe Bradley found out something about one of his aunts or cousins. Like an abortion or a prison term.”


  “Would someone kill over an abortion?” Millie asked.


  “Probably not. But if something like that happened to May or June, I know they would want it kept quiet. You know, Mary-Beth,” I said, “It could be something like that. I’ve read the history and there’s nothing there as far as I can see. It just might make sense that while doing the research, Bradley found out something a little closer to home and modern times.”


  “All this makes sense if Bradley was the intended victim all along, but didn’t you say something to me over the phone that the police think it was Mrs. Brissart they were after?” Mary-Beth asked. “If so, then why does John suspect her?”


  “Good question. He’s a cop. He suspects everyone. That’s the problem. Without knowing who was supposed to die in the first place, we’re not sure where to search. If it was Bradley, then the history seems to be the only logical reason. Though there’s nothing there worth killing over. Now, if it were Mrs. Brissart, then the land would be the reason or maybe her past relationship with Charles. And we have a whole slew of suspects. But like I mentioned to Millie and Sam yesterday, why did they wait so long to kill her?”


  Mary-Beth reached into the container and took a cheese ball. “I’m not sure what you mean.”


  “As far as I can gather, the family started to badger Mrs. Brissart about the land during the summer. She refused to sell right from the first. So why wait until now to do something?”


  “Interest rates are going up,” Sam offered.


  I rolled my eyes. “Seriously. Why wait?”


  “Probably just an act of desperation. The killer never thought about murder before, but as time goes by, realizes it’s a hopeless cause trying to rationalize with Mrs. Brissart and has had enough and voila! Brings a bit of poison to the party,” Mary-Beth said.


  “But if June wanted to kill her over this Charles thing, why all the waiting?” I asked.


  “You don’t forget your one true love,” Meme said wistfully. “I loved my James ’til the day he died, even if he did cheat and we were separated for all those years. If June loved this man like that and her sister pried him away, she wouldn’t forget. Believe me.”


  “Meme, if you loved Grandpa so much why didn’t you go after the other women he went with?” I asked.


  “He always came back. Even when we got separated, he came over every night for dinner and, well, we always had a thing for each other in the bedroom.” Meme gave her little cackle again and we all smiled. “That man was hot!”


  “Mrs. Redmond, why didn’t you ever just divorce after all those years?” Millie asked.


  “Getting separated was just a formality. I wanted to show him I meant business with all his cattin’ around. But divorce? No. He was Irish Catholic and I’m Italian Catholic. Besides, I loved him and he loved me. He couldn’t help himself.”


  “Maybe something new surfaced with regard to Charles or maybe there’s something about him in the history,” Mary-Beth said getting back to June and Charles.


  “No. The history stopped when Mrs. Brissart and her sisters were born,” I said pensively.


  “Going back to Mrs. Brissart as the main suspect, how about if Bradley found out something truly disturbing about his grandmother?” Sam suggested in between bites of carrot and maneuvering the car. “Then that would support John’s theory of her being the killer.”


  “Okay, not that I want to entertain the theory Mrs. Brissart could harm a fly let alone kill someone, I’ll play along,” I conceded. “It would have to be something horrific for a grandmother to kill a grandson. I’m not sure there could be anything that bad. And if it was that bad, wouldn’t it have been brought to light well before this? You can’t keep certain things secret forever.”


  “What does John say about the history?” Sam asked.


  “Nothing to me. And I somehow neglected to tell him I had a copy.”


  “You little devil,” Mary-Beth chuckled from the back. “So the way I understand it is this, if the grandmother did it, the family history must fit in somewhere or else why would she kill her own grandson? And if the family history has nothing whatsoever to do with Bradley’s murder, then Mrs. Brissart must have been the intended victim all along.”


  “Which,” Millie said, “seems to open up a lot more slots for suspects.”


  “How so?” Sam asked.


  “The only reason we can think of for Bradley being killed is his work on the family tree. If Mrs. Brissart was the one the killer was aiming for, well then, we have the whole family after her, don’t we?”


  “True, Millie, but if the poison was meant for Bradley, and the history is the motive, we have all the same suspects,” I corrected. “I haven’t spoken with everyone yet, but I assume most knew about his interest in the history. Any one of those goofy relatives might have good cause not to have something revealed by Bradley’s searching. Though they all seem very forthcoming and proud of their background.”


  Millie sighed. “Yeah, I see. I guess you’re right. So the suspects remain the same no matter who the victim should have been because if Bradley found out something terrible, none of them would want it known.”


  “Seems that way to me,” I said.


  “Unless,” Sam added, “Bradley was killed by his girlfriend. She would have no reason to kill his grandmother.”


  “That’s right!” Mary-Beth leaned on the back of my seat. “So there might be a few different things going on here that we haven’t thought about. Jeez, Alex, I don’t envy you. You have your work cut out.”


  “I guess I do,” I said contemplating this last bit of information.


  The minivan continued on its journey north to the towns of West Cornwall and the covered bridge over the Housatonic, on up to Falls Village. We drove a little while longer, through an area crisscrossed with stone fences made when farmers cleared the earth for farming, before finding a roadside park and settled in for our picnic.


  Everyone grabbed something from the back of the van and brought it to an area not far from the river. I grabbed a chair from the back of the van and brought it out for Meme, and then the rest of us each took a corner of the blanket and started to pass the food around.


  “Getting back to the subject of murder,” Mary-Beth said when we settled down, “I think the discovery of two poisons is very interesting.”


  “How so?” Millie asked.


  “Well, it lends itself to all sorts of possibilities, doesn’t it?” explained Mary-Beth. “I personally think it indicates two people plotting murder rather than one. Though separately, not together. Which is a bit mystifying.” She leaned back on her elbows and crossed her legs at the ankle. “One person would have to be awfully devious to think up two different poisons.”


  Millie shook her head. “What better way to throw the investigation off than to cast suspicion on another party with the introduction of a totally different substance.”


  “Well, someone is certainly partial to poison. Boy, I sure am glad I moved out of Indian Cove years ago.” Mary-Beth shook her head and sat back up and took another bite of her ham and cheese sandwich.


  “I’m a little intrigued by your theory, Sam, of Kendra killing Bradley. I never considered her myself,” I said.


  “Lovers’ quarrel,” Sam said.


  “But this looks like a premeditated murder. Could she stay mad long enough to find just the right moment to poison his food?” I asked.


  “Maybe she just couldn’t stand it anymore.”


  “Then why not just break up?” Millie asked.


  “Maybe she wanted Bradley’s money,” Mary-Beth said, “but they weren’t married yet. If she did kill him, she should have waited until after the ceremony.”


  “I can’t think of murder anymore with all this good food around. This pasta salad is great, Millie. Sam, try this.” I passed a forkful to my sister.


  “Oh, I will, just as soon as I’m done with my potato salad.”


  A ski lift, lodge, and several skiers could fit on the mound of potato salad Sam attempted to consume. And no doubt would.


  “Enough about murder! What good stuff do you have to tell us?” I eyed Mary-Beth gold ball earrings firmly placed in her lobes just like always, dark hair cut short in a sort of updated Dorothy Hamill look, and rich brown eyes always bursting with mischief.


  “I second the motion,” Meme said from her chair where she sat with a baseball cap firmly placed over the little veil hat, and a pair of sunglasses resting on her nose. “No more murder.”


  “Why do you always think I have some gossip to spread?”


  “Well, do you?” I asked.


  “It just so happens that I heard something interesting.” Mary-Beth leaned back on her elbows again tilting her face up to the sun. She closed her round, doe-shaped eyes. “Now let me just think a minute what I told you the last time.”


  “It’s been almost a year ago since you enlightened me with something tantalizing.”


  “Has it been that long?” Mary-Beth asked. “Right, I told you about how Jane and Mike broke up. And you know, this is all very apropos with the murder of Bradley Brissart.”


  “How so?” I questioned my friend with more than a bit of skepticism.


  “Well, Mike used to mow Mrs. Brissart’s garden one summer way back when, when that gardener of hers broke his leg.”


  “Mr. Kaminski,” I said.


  “Who? Oh, yes. The gardener.”


  “I don’t remember that.”


  “Alex, he did. Trust me. So, you see, it’s all connected.”


  “Uh-huh,” I gave Mary-Beth a half smile. “Continue.”


  “I ended my story last time with the breakup of Jane and Mike. Well, now he’s married to Cathy Lyon.”


  “Who’s Cathy Lyon?” Millie asked as she stretched out on the blanket to soak up some of the afternoon sunshine.


  “Okay, let me give a little background for those of you not lucky enough to have heard this last year. Alex and I went to school with a real nerdy girl named Cathy Lyon, and she ended up marrying the cutest guy in the whole school, Mike McGill, after his first wife caught them in bed together.”


  “Sounds a lot like Esther going after Fred,” Meme said.


  “Viagra Fred?” Sam asked.


  “Generic Fred. Shhh, you two. Let Mary-Beth talk,” I chided my sister and grandmother.


  “Actually, Mike cheated with many others before Cathy. He’d been doing it since the week he and Jane got married.”


  “The week? What kind of a guy is this?” Millie shielded her eyes from the bright sun with one hand.


  “Not a very nice one. Now let me continue. He cheated with a couple of women on his honeymoon in Hawaii. His wife stepped on a sand shark or something equally disgusting and was confined to her bed. Being a nice person, stupid, but nice, she told him to go out and have a good time. Well, he certainly did.”


  “Cathy Lyon was in Hawaii at the same time?”


  “No, Samantha, she comes later.” I looked at my sister and gave her the shut-up-and-listen-and-you-might-learn-something look.


  “As I was saying,” Mary-Beth directed her gaze purposely at Sam, “all this happened on their honeymoon, but afterward things got better. They bought a really nice house and Mike worked as a corporate lawyer. Jane amused herself with charity work, tennis at the club, and classes at the community college. Particularly a pottery class.


  “So one day she comes home from class to find Cathy in bed with Mike. The same bed Jane and Mike shared. She threw her pottery project at him and got a divorce. Cathy and Mike got married after his stitches came out.”


  “That’s where you ended last year. You mean more’s happened?” My eyebrows came together in disbelief. “Do tell.”


  A cool breeze sailed through the tops of the trees and sent a bouquet of color gently to earth. Mary-Beth picked up one of the leaves and continued with her story.


  “Yes, Alex. The plot thickens. Things went well for Cathy and Mike for a while. Then he started going away more and more on company trips to other branch offices in other states. Only there weren’t any other branch offices.”


  “So he’s up to his same tricks,” said Millie.


  “Yes, but this time in reverse.”


  “Reverse?” I asked.


  “Instead of cheating on Jane with Cathy, he’s now cheating on Cathy with Jane.”


  “Oh, my God! What a sleaze bag. Alex, hand me that bag of chips.”


  I took a handful of chips and then tossed the bag of to Sam.


  “Didn’t his company wonder where he was?” Millie asked.


  “No, he never actually went anywhere except to Jane’s house, where, I might add, he kept a whole other wardrobe. So off he goes to work every morning from Jane’s and no one’s the wiser.”


  “Dateline should do a story on this guy,” Meme said as she took a sip of coffee from a thermos.


  “So did he get caught?” I asked.


  “Oh, yes. Turns out Cathy got pregnant. She and Mike were very happy. For a while it looked like maybe he might actually settle down and be a good father and husband. But then Jane calls about six weeks later and says she’s pregnant. Actually, I think they got pregnant within days of each other because the two little darlings where born at the same time in the same hospital.”


  “Did they know beforehand the other one was pregnant?” Sam asked, leaning back, finally stuffed to the gills with picnic goodies.


  “No. But they ended up in the same room and of course Cathy knew Jane hadn’t remarried. Then Mike comes walking in to see Cathy. Well, they both throw their arms out to him and then they look at each other and they both start crying and screaming at the same time.”


  “What a mess. Those poor women.”


  “Yes, Millie. It was not the happy event it should have been. The nurses had to separate them and put them at different ends of the maternity ward. I hear it was really quite funny watching these two women trying to pull each other’s hair out what with their protruding bellies.”


  Meme cackled. “I would have liked to see that.”


  “They didn’t manage to make much contact except in the stomach area,” Mary-Beth continued. “And you’ve got to remember they were in labor, so with them in pain to begin with, and trying to kill one another, well, you can just image the screaming. Mike ran from one frazzled, screaming woman to the other. The babies, two girls the spitting image of their father, were born within an hour of each other.”


  “So, who did he end up with? But wait just a minute. I want to get my sweater out of the van.” I got up and went and got my sweater along with Millie’s jacket, Sam’s sweatshirt, a small blanket for Meme, and the cheesecake Mary-Beth had made. “Okay, go ahead.”


  “Neither one. Cathy divorced him as soon as she got out of the hospital, and Jane doesn’t want anything else to do with him ever again. So they took him for all he’s worth and now he lives at home with his widowed father.”


  “What about Jane and Cathy?” Sam asked, as she ate a piece of the cake savoring the cherry topping.


  “They’re doing great. They’ve both enrolled in Mommy and Me classes together, and the little girls are growing up together just like the sisters they are. They’re even thinking about moving in together to save costs. After all, they both got great big houses in the settlements.”


  “Jeez! And I think I have problems when I can’t get my kids to brush their teeth before they go to bed,” Sam said.


  “So what does this have to do with the murder?” Millie asked, looking as if she had missed something.


  “Nothing. I just mentioned that Mike used to cut Mrs. Brissart’s lawn. He may have to again,” Mary-Beth added.


  We talked for a bit more over the heavenly concoction Mary-Beth made and then gathered everything up for the trip back to Indian Cove.


  There wasn’t one morsel of food left.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


  


  


  When I woke Sunday leaves covered my yard. So much for the nice little pile I raked together late yesterday afternoon. From the look of things, a blustering wind sometime during the night ran rampant. I loved the look of the leaves and only raked them because all my neighbors did.


  It was still very early but John had already gone to the station. He usually spent several nights a week at my place and I wondered if I should ask him to move in altogether. The thought crossed my mind more than once but my house was small with only one bathroom; perfect for me, but toss in a man and it could be quite crowded. And it didn’t have to be a big man. When my nephew spends the night, I feel the walls closing in. Of course, my sister lives in a big house with lots of room and even she feels the walls closing in with Henry around. The little guy has boundless energy that keeps him in motion from the time he gets up until the time he goes to bed.


  Before I met him, John inherited his grandmother’s old house and worked on renovations whenever time allowed. It would be lovely when completed, but who knew when that would be? Now with another murder, he didn’t have time to work on the place. If it ever got done maybe I could move in there, though the thought of leaving my little house didn’t sit well with me. Whenever John asked my opinion about some new sink he wanted to add or paint color, I used the opportunity to pick something I knew I could live with if and when I moved into his house.


  After making my bed, something I did without fail every day, I took a shower and got ready to go out. I still wanted to talk to a few others and I figured it would be easy to catch them home on a Sunday morning. Trish Hollander’s desire to find a job opened up the perfect excuse to go barging into someone’s home this early—I would deliver a brochure about my firm. I was, after all, an astute businesswoman always on the prowl for an asset to Always Prepared. The fact that Trish had absolutely no viable skills as far as office work went momentarily eluded me. The fact that Trish’s father, Steven, would most certainly be home at such an ungodly hour did not.


  I found the Estenfelder’s address on the Internet, and practically ran out of the house, Always Prepared literature tucked firmly in my purse. Steven and his daughter lived in a house located in an entirely different price bracket from mine, though this being Indian Cove, physically not all that far away.


  I shivered inside my oversized sweater as I headed down a leaf-laden country road not too far from the Sound. I made a right turn at the next intersection and headed inland.


  Even in this affluent section of the city, signs of Halloween dotted the landscape. My own front porch still lacked a jack-o-lantern but I planned on remedying that fact this week. As I drove further into Steven’s area, the houses grew. Most included circular driveways and I spied tennis courts through thick, well-manicured hedges. Finding the correct number, I drove down the long driveway, at the end of which stood a very traditional home with a lot of stone and a beautifully landscaped front garden. Two large oaks stood in the front framing a large portion of the house; a two-story structure painted colonial blue where it wasn’t covered with fieldstone. It looked like something out of a Thomas Kincaid painting but without all the tacky stuff and horrible colors. On second thought it didn’t look like one of his paintings at all. I locked my car and walked firmly up the path, not the least bit ashamed to be knocking on someone’s door at nine-ten on a Sunday morning. Taking a recently shined brass knocker into my hand, I knocked with two quick raps. Any thoughts of making a hasty retreat vanished as the door opened.


  “I know you! You’re the woman who’s helping Aunt Roberta.”


  “Yes, that’s right. I’m Alex Harris,” I said, silently thanking my lucky stars to be greeted with a smile and not a scowl. “We met the other day. You said something about wanting to find a job, and I thought I would drop off an application.” I opened my purse and took out the papers I tucked in there only fifteen minutes earlier.


  “How nice. Come in, please.” Trish stepped back and held the door open for me. Not only was Trish Hollander up and perky at such an hour, but dressed in far different attire than the first time I met her. Her simple but expensive stone-colored slacks set off a forest green sweater. Her short hair was clean and blown dry into soft layers. She had an easy smile, and pretty, soft green-gray eyes. For a minute, I thought I had the wrong person and wondered if Trish had a twin sister everyone forgot to mention.


  “I’m sorry. Did I catch you at a bad time? You look as if you’re ready to go out.”


  “No. Not at all. I’m an early riser. Always have been. I guess that’s why I want to find a job. Getting up as early as I do, I seem to have a lot of time on my hands.”


  Trish showed me into the living room, which, like the outside of the house, was not what I had expected. Decorated in a traditional New England style with an oversized fireplace and lots of pewter ware around, the room looked lovely. A large sofa in a very busy fabric with lots of earth-toned colors and big overstuffed pillows in russets and greens dominated the room along with two winged back chairs.


  Trish asked if I’d like a cup of coffee or tea and disappeared down the hall toward the kitchen. Through the large glass doors leading to the back of the house, I could see a pool, covered now, and a little further what appeared to be a rose garden.


  “Here we are,” Trish set a tray with coffee for her and a tea for me, on the table. She picked up her cup and looked at me. “You didn’t really come here on a Sunday morning just to give me an application now, did you?”


  I blushed and took a sip of tea to try and cover my embarrassment. “Well, no, I mean, I wanted to give you the application but I really wanted to speak with your father.”


  “Of course you do,” Trish said knowingly.


  “Excuse me?”


  “Oh, don’t be embarrassed. He may be my father, but even I can see he’s a very attractive man, and to be honest, you’re not the first woman to want to get to know him a bit better.”


  I choked on my tea. “No. You don’t understand. I have a boyfriend. I just wanted to speak to your father about…” I tried to regain my composure before continuing. “You see, I saw him at my health club and someone mentioned he might join. I thought I might be able to, well...well, I just thought I might be able to answer any questions about the place.”


  “Oh, that’s too bad, about having a boyfriend, I mean. Daddy could do a lot worse. As a matter of fact, he has.” Trish leaned forward and raised her eyebrow. “With my mother.” She made a disgusted look. “But you must be mistaken, about the club, I mean. My father belongs to the Highlane Club in Westport. As a matter of fact, that’s where he is now. He plays tennis there every Sunday morning.”


  “That’s funny. I really thought I heard someone say he wanted to make a change.”


  Trish shook her head and a strand of hair fell appealing across her face. “Not likely. He’s been a member of the Highlane forever.”


  I shrugged. “I guess I got it wrong. You have a lovely home here.”


  “You like it?” Trish smiled again showing off her lovely teeth. When she dressed up and fixed her hair, she looked quite adorable. “I had my own place for a while, but after the divorce, I moved back here. It works out fine. Daddy’s not home a lot so we don’t get in each other’s way. And as I’m an only child, he’s always been a bit doting.”


  “I’m sorry your marriage didn’t work out,” I said sincerely. I began to feel differently about Trish.


  “Oh, well. Just one of those things. We were much too young. It happens.” She shrugged.


  “Were you close to Bradley?” I asked, catching Trish a bit off guard with the change of subjects.


  “Oh, not really. After my parents divorced, I went to live with my mother in Massachusetts for a while, but it didn’t work out so I came back here. I didn’t see Bradley very often growing up. We’d see each other at family gatherings, but Aunt Roberta and my grandmother aren’t very close, as you’ve probably noticed. And Bradley and I never had anything in common. Though I really like Kendra. I feel so bad for her. I think they planned on marrying soon.” Trish paused to take a sip of her coffee. “I actually got along better with Stuart. He’s older than Bradley so he and I have an even bigger age gap, but he seemed to like me. He always acted like an older brother.”


  “Did Kendra and Bradley get along well?” I asked remembering what Sam had suggested yesterday.


  “Yes. As far as I could tell. They seemed to be absolutely in love with each other. I wish I could find that kind of relationship,” Trish said wistfully.


  “Did they ever argue?”


  “I suppose so. Just like everyone else. But if you’re asking if I ever saw them argue, no. I never did. They seemed very much the happy couple whenever I saw them. What’s this all about?” Trish asked, but without any suspicion in her voice.


  “Nothing really. Just trying to get a clear picture of your whole family. What they’re like, that sort of thing,” I said. “Did you ever help Bradley with the family history?”


  “Family what?” Trish asked.


  “Family history. The one Bradley worked on.”


  “That’s news to me,” Trish said, with what I could only decide was total honesty.


  I thought for a moment about the fact Trish was closer to Stuart. Sure, Steven and Stuart are gambling buddies. Stuart probably hangs out here a lot. Maybe I could find something out about Steven this way. “Do your dad and Stuart spend a lot of time together?”


  “Daddy and Stuart? Not that I know of. Stuart’s been over here a few times lately, but I think it might be business. My dad is looking for another partner for his finance company. The man he works with, well actually, they started the business together, is retiring. I think my dad might be considering Stuart as his next partner.”


  “Really? I thought Stuart worked in the legal profession. Does he also have a background in finance?”


  “I don’t think so. I’ve overheard them a few times and they always seem to be talking about money.”


  But not necessarily high finance, I thought. Despite the way Trish dressed the other day, she seemed very naive. I had a feeling she didn’t have many friends and spent a lot of time in this house.


  I took another look around the room, so tastefully done and nothing like the garish horror of June Doliveck’s. “I went to your great aunt June’s the other day. Her house is so different.”


  Trish started to laugh. “Is it ever! Terrible, isn’t it?”


  “Well, now that you mention it, it wasn’t to my taste.”


  “I don’t think Auntie June likes it much either. But she pretends to.” Trish laughed.


  “She doesn’t? Then why doesn’t she change it?”


  Trish took another moment to stop laughing. “Before her husband died, he really ran the show, if you know what I mean. Everything in the house was exactly the way he wanted it. He bought some lovely things. But things he wanted. As soon as he died, Auntie June went a bit nuts. Had walls torn down, sold all his stuff, gave some away, and remodeled the house”


  “If she’s tired of it, why doesn’t she redo it again?”


  “It cost a fortune, from what I’ve heard. The gold in the mirrors is real gold and she knocked down so many walls. I know to look at it, that sofa looks cheap and tacky, but it’s not. Got it at some designer gallery in New York. As far as I’m concerned, the only thing missing is red velvet drapes and the whole thing could be a brothel.”


  Now I laughed. It all fit with what John told me about June getting a second mortgage on the place. She obviously couldn’t afford to change anything.


  “I get the impression June and Mrs. Brissart have some long-standing feud. Over a man, I think.” I took a sip of my tea and watched Trish over the rim.


  “I think I know what you’re talking about, though I don’t really know all the particulars. Living up in Massachusetts with my mother all those years, I missed out on a lot of the family gossip. My mother never liked my father’s side of the family so we didn’t talk about them a lot.”


  “But you heard some of it?” I asked hopefully.


  “Once, over at my grandmother’s this summer. Aunt June came by. She was very upset and crying and my grandmother asked me to go out so they could talk.”


  “So you didn’t hear anything.”


  “No. Not at first. I went outside. But then I came in through the back door and went into the kitchen to get something to drink. They’d been talking for quite some time, and to be totally honest, I wanted to get out of the sun. I stayed in the kitchen and made some lemonade, I think,” Trish continued, “and I heard Aunt June crying over some letter. Someone died, a man named Charles. I remember because Aunt June used to have a little dog she called Charles, and I remember wondering if the dog had been named after this person.”


  “Did you hear any more?” I asked.


  “Yeah. I did. I was intrigued. Okay, nosy,” Trish said, her light skin turning a flattering shade of rose. “So I took my glass and stood in the hallway. They couldn’t see me and never heard me.”


  “What did they say then?”


  “Just that this man died, and his sister wrote to Aunt June to let her know. And in the letter, the sister said that her brother, Charles, always loved June and hoped she had had a good life.”


  I settled back onto the sofa. “Wow!”


  “Is this the man Aunt Roberta and Aunt June argue about?”


  “You’ve heard them?”


  “Oh, once, maybe twice, I heard Aunt June accuse Aunt Roberta of ruining her life.”


  “If he always loved June then I wonder why he never contacted her?” I asked.


  “He knew she got married. I got the impression he didn’t live in Connecticut. Oh!” Trish said, startling me. “And I remember Aunt June cried over a passage in the letter that said, oh….” Trish tried to gather her thoughts. “Oh, something like, ‘I never wanted to ruin your life. I would never think of breaking up your marriage and family.’ Well, this last bit really had Aunt June wailing. What does all this mean, Alex? Do you think it has something to do with why Bradley was killed?”


  I shook my head. “I don’t know.”


  Trish took our cups to the kitchen for a refill. I thought the letter might have been the last straw and it was then June decided to get her final revenge. But this happened several months ago. Why did June wait? I thought about what I would do if I wanted to kill someone. I didn’t have a gun and didn’t have any idea about getting one that wasn’t traceable but I could see me lying in bed at night and plotting. And it would all build up in my mind. Is that what June did—let it fester for months and then couldn’t stand it anymore? I couldn’t see June waving a gun. Poison was definitely the way June would go.


  Trish came back into the room. June’s viability as a suspect rapidly rose in my mind, but I didn’t want to leave any stone unturned and decided to turn the conversation toward Steven.


  “What a lovely garden. Does your father do all the work himself?”


  “Thanks. It is nice, isn’t it?” Trish got up and walked to the glass doors and unlocked one. “Come, I’ll show you Daddy’s pride and joy.”


  I put my cup down and went to join Trish.


  “A young man comes to mow the lawn and clean the pool, but no one but no one touches Daddy’s roses! Even me. When I was a little girl, I fell into one of the bushes and broke it. I can tell you I never did that again.” We walked around a path past the pool and came to the roses. “Everyone has their hobbies and this is my father’s.”


  I wasn’t that fond of roses, and most of the time I just thought of them as something that amounted to a bunch of thorny twigs. But these were lovely.


  “Does your father spend a lot of time out here?”


  “All the time. He’s always pruning and pampering. Do you know there are over 20,000 varieties of roses? These right here are a hybrid tea. That’s a cross between a hybrid perpetual and a tea rose,” Trish said. “I think this red one might be a Chrysler Imperial, though I’m never sure. It has a double bloom.” She bent to smell the rose, cupping the flower in her hands.


  “Come look over here.” Trish turned and walked a little further down the path. “We use these trailing roses for the trellises,” she pointed to two large trellises covered in small vines, “and these for ground cover. If you’re interested, we have tons of books on everything from hybridizing to crossbreeding and insect problems and their cures, and well, just about anything you could ever want to know about roses is sitting in my father’s study.”


  A thought occurred to me. “Does your father have a lot of trouble with bugs and pests?”


  Trish folded her arms across her chest. “Well, he’s very particular, and at the first sight of anything, he’s out here spraying like crazy, but a few years back he did have some sort of problem. He called in some rose specialist to take a look. We had to cover them up in these portable greenhouses and my father came out here every day spraying and checking. He was not a happy man, I can tell you.”


  We walked back to the house. Trish impressed me with her knowledge of the roses. What a change from the other day.


  Trish seemed to sense my thoughts. “You didn’t think much of me the other day, did you?”


  I found myself blushing for the second time in less than an hour.


  “It’s okay, I didn’t mean to embarrass you. I don’t always present myself in the best light, as my father is so fond of telling me. He says I get rebellious sometimes and try to get attention in inappropriate ways.” We were back at the house. “Can I get you anything else?”


  “No, thank you. I should be going.” I picked up my purse. “Oh, a thought just occurred to me. On the night you went to Mrs. Brissart’s house, did you come right home afterward?”


  If Trish thought the question odd, she made no show of it.


  “My dad dropped me off and then he went out.”


  “Did he say where he was going?”


  “No, he didn’t. Are you sure you’re not just a bit interested in him? I’d understand if you were and I could put in a good word for you.”


  “No, really, just curious, that’s all. Before I go, could you tell me how to get to your Uncle Larry’s? He mentioned something to me about a closet organizer he invented and I want to take a look.” I might as well find out how Larry and April lived, and see if they have a rose garden in need of something containing cyanide or a few vines of Jequirity beans growing in their garden.


  I thanked Trish for the tour of the garden and told her to make sure she filled out the application. And this time I meant it. Trish might not have a lot of office skills, but I knew I could find her a very good reception position.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


  


  


  Armed with the directions, I waved good-bye and drove off. Trish hadn’t seemed to mind my barging in and maybe my luck would hold out over at Larry’s. And wasn’t the first rule of detecting to catch people off guard? I knew I’d heard that somewhere before.


  Larry and April Estenfelder did not live in the same neighborhood as Steven, but it looked like a nice area nevertheless and the mortgage still had to be more than what Larry could bring in with toupee suckers and clothes hangers. I pulled into their drive and parked behind a battered BMW. Larry answered the door with a bewildered expression on his face and a piece of egg yolk on his shirt.


  “Alex Harris. I met you the other day at your aunt’s?”


  “Oh, yes. What can I do for you?” Larry asked, still with a baffled expression.


  “Larry, who is it? Oh, hello! Alex, right?” said a cheerful April.


  “Yes, that’s right. I’m so sorry to call on you without phoning first, but I was just at your niece’s house. Trish,” I added to their vague looks, “and I thought maybe you could show me your closet organizer.”


  April hunched down and pointed a nicely manicured finger at me. “See. You didn’t think you’d need one, but everyone does.” April ushered me into the house rambling on about the merits of the closet organizer. I followed the Estenfelders down a long hall to their bedroom where April demonstrated their newest invention. I looked on as gears moved and a tiny motor whirred all the while moving pre-selected clothing into the front.


  “Well, it sure seems impressive. How long did it take you to develop it?”


  Larry, who had been left in the background, said, “About five years.”


  I gulped. “Five years. Well, I’m going to give it some thought and take some measurements.”


  “Oh, don’t worry about that, Alex. We can custom fit it for wherever you want. Why don’t you come into the living room and we can have something to drink, and I’ll get out a bit of literature I’ve typed up with prices and all the information you’ll need.”


  I looked over the price sheet for something I knew I would never want while April ran into the kitchen for tea. Larry sat on a rather worn sofa across from me saying nothing. I figured I better get off the subject of the closet before someone handed me a pen and asked me to sign on the dotted line.


  “I feel so bad we met under such sad circumstances. I didn’t get to ask you anything about Bradley the other day. Were you close?”


  Larry looked up. “Oh, I’m sorry. Did you say something?”


  “Well, yes. I wondered what kind of relationship you had with Bradley.”


  “Not much. I didn’t see him often. Our families are divided over this land business, but he was a good person. Always very pleasant and easygoing. He played with my children a lot, though he’s a bit older.”


  “Are you talking about Bradley?” April asked, walking into the room carrying two cups. “Here you are, Alex. He was just the sweetest little thing. Never gave his parents one minute of worry. I have two of my own and these things are important. Such a terrible thing for all of them to have to go through.” She shook her head and sloshed a bit of tea into the saucer.


  “I don’t know what the police have come up with, but from what everyone tells me, I can’t understand why anyone would want to kill Bradley,” I said while taking in a bit of the surroundings. Not as lavish as Steven’s to be sure, but the house, though somewhat small, seemed of good quality. The furnishings looked worn and the carpet needed replacing but I spied another pool outside and a rather large yard. I stretched my neck trying to see a rose garden but couldn’t see much from where I sat.


  “Well, the killer wasn’t after Bradley from what my mother-in-law says. He wanted Roberta.”


  “Why would anyone want to kill Roberta?” I asked April.


  “Over the land, of course.”


  “Let me get this straight.” I put the teacup down on a maple coffee table. “If you’re saying someone wanted to kill Mrs. Brissart over the land, then that someone must be a member of the family.”


  “Well, yes, I guess you’re right.” April glanced at Larry but whether it was for confirmation or something else, I couldn’t tell. “Oh, my, I never really thought of it that way before. But, well, we sure could all use the money, and money is a big motivator.”


  “April, what the hell are you saying, for Christ’s sake? You’re accusing one of us of killing Bradley,” Larry yelled from across the room.


  Well, my goodness, he did have a bit of spunk after all.


  “Well, it would have to be, wouldn’t it, Larry?” April’s voice raised and the sweet, almost innocent look she usually possessed took a hike.


  I sat back, a bit uneasy at being witness to an obviously personal moment, but nevertheless hopeful that I might be able to get a good glimpse of the couple with their guard down.


  “Which somebody do you think did it? My mother. Or Aunt June,” demanded an irate Larry Estenfelder.


  April didn’t seem the least bit put out by Larry’s anger and I thought perhaps the two fought like this all the time.


  “Well, of course not. But Larry, you have to admit your mother and June were bound and determined to get that land no matter what. How about Steven? Now there’s a good suspect what with his lifestyle. And what about Stuart? With his gambling, I wouldn’t be a bit surprised if he needed a few more dollars. Maybe he even has loan sharks after him. And if I remember correctly, didn’t June say something about killing Roberta if she didn’t sell?”


  Larry stood up and came over to where April sat. “It was just a figure of speech, April. It could have been J.T. Yeah, J.T. Why not? He has as much to gain as anyone. Maybe more.”


  A piece of spittle flew from Larry’s mouth and landed in my tea. I picked my cup up and covered the top with my hand, though why I bothered now, I wasn’t sure. There was no way I’d take another sip.


  “What about Marsha and those two kids of hers? She needs money as much as the rest of us. I think she’s planning on moving back in with her mother.” Larry stood with his hands on his hips, looking down at April.


  April stood up and put her face right up against her husband’s. “Well, if you’re going to pick on Marsha and her two poor children then what about yourself! You and your stupid inventions that never work. All these years I’ve put up with it living in this house when I could live in something like Steven’s!” she yelled. “And now we might get sued over that toupee thing. You said yourself that we sure could use that money, and Roberta damned well better sign those papers.”


  “Me? What about you? You went to Aunt Roberta’s last week. Maybe you put something in the flour. Or maybe you went out to the shed and took a bit of rat poison or something and dropped it onto the cookies when we left the other night. And I almost forgot, but didn’t you run back in to get your purse. You could have done it then.”


  “It was not my purse. It was my sweater. And how dare you accuse me? After what I’ve put up with.”


  “Excuse me. I think I should leave.”


  April and Larry stopped abruptly and looked down at me. April ran a hand through her tight dark curls and wiped her mouth on the back of her hand. “Oh, Alex, can I get you another cup of tea?”


  I left so quickly I never asked about the family history. I pulled out of the driveway and pointed the car in the direction of my office. When Sam dropped me off yesterday after our picnic we agreed to come in today to prepare for a meeting with the father of one of our employees, Ian Reiser. Our company needed the work and with the other agency vying for all the same jobs, I knew it wouldn’t be easy to sway Mr. Reiser to hire us.


  Two and a half hours later, Sam and I finished the proposal, while Millie put it together along with our rate sheet and literature on the firm.


  I decided we needed a break and a cup of tea and settled in to tell Sam about my morning talks with Trish and the Estenfelders.


  “You’re out playing detective. John’s out being a detective. I just wonder what would happen if the two of you showed up at the same time on a suspect’s doorstep,” my sister said.


  “We’ll exchange information in the true spirit of law and order,” I said with an air of pomposity.


  “Uh-huh,” Sam said.


  I grabbed the phone book from my bottom desk drawer and flipped through well-worn pages. Yes, I still used an actual phonebook for local numbers.


  “Where are you going now?”


  “Over to May’s house.”


  “Well, you’re brazen, I’ll give you that, to just barge in on people on a Sunday.” Sam grabbed a handful of M&Ms from my jar and shook her head.


  “When Millie’s done, have her leave the proposal on my desk. I’ll be back later and go over it, but I think it’s good. We’ve got a real shot at getting this job.” I took a couple of the M&Ms and went in search of more suspects.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


  


  


  Of the houses owned by Mrs. Brissart and her sisters, May’s was the smallest, nestled at the end of a winding road. I rang the bell twice to no avail. A repairman’s truck stood in the drive, and unless it belonged to a friend of May’s and they had gone off in another vehicle, I felt certain someone must be home. I rapped on the door with my fist and in a few seconds footsteps approached.


  “Yes?” a much-harried May Estenfelder asked.


  “I’m Alex Harris. We met at your....”


  “Yes,” she sighed. “It must be my turn.”


  “Excuse me?” I muttered.


  “My sister called the other day. She said I should expect you.”


  As long as I was expected, I didn’t see any reason to beat about the bush. “Then may I come in?”


  “It’s really not a good—oh, never mind. Come in and wipe your feet. We’ll have to talk in the kitchen. I have a repairman fixing my stove and if you don’t watch these people every minute they charge you for things they never did.”


  “On a Sunday?” I asked, awed that a repairman would be out today.


  May hurried down the hall talking over her shoulder. “I’m paying for it, believe me, but I want it fixed and they couldn’t fit me in until next week. How can I live without a stove? I told them they could just come today.”


  I followed the surprisingly spry woman down a long hall into a small but well-appointed kitchen.


  “How much longer are you going to be?” demanded May of the small man currently kneeling on the floor with his head in the oven.


  “Just about done, ma’am. Just have to replace this one...there! Finished.” He stood up slowly and wiped his fingers on an already-dirty rag sticking in his belt.


  “Fine. Let me get my checkbook.” May’s heels click-clicked down the hall once more.


  I leaned against the counter and smiled awkwardly at the repairman who gathered up his tools.


  May returned momentarily, checkbook in hand. “Help yourself to a drink, Miss Harris, if you’d like. This will only take a moment.”


  A large pitcher of what appeared to be orange juice sat on the counter, or I could get some water from the tap. I didn’t think the offer included my rummaging through the refrigerator or cupboards for something else. I turned to reach for a glass on a small tray on the counter and saw something that made my heart race—a blender. Bingo! The woman had a blender. I felt ecstatic. But then I remembered that I also had a blender, as did just about everyone I knew. The only difference being that all the other residents of Indian Cove possessing the appliance did not have a relative who had a bottle of liquor laced with the mush of a jequirity bean.


  Down the hallway, the old woman argued with the repairman over the price of a screw or some damned thing while the poor man looked as if he would like to stick her head in the oven—preferably with the gas on and pilot light out. I stood there trying to fathom a way in which I could shove the blender under my sweater and sneak out of the house undetected, when May followed the man to the front door.


  Not believing my luck, I pulled the blender to the edge of the counter and took the container off the base. I quickly unscrewed the bottom managing to dislodge the lid and almost dropping it before catching the damned thing. I pulled the blade out from the bottom of the container and looked at it closely, removing the rubber band or washer or whatever it was called. The machine was clean, but the band felt moist as if it had been used or cleaned recently. Deep in a crevice of one of the blades I spied a minute piece of something squishy. jequirity bean mush! Or a multitude of other substances, I thought dejectedly. How was I going to find out? I started to search for a baggie to put the mush in but then the front door slammed and a few seconds later the click-click of the heels came back down the hall. Screwing the pieces together as quickly as I could, I had it back in place on the counter just as May came in to the kitchen.


  “I was just admiring your blender,” I said out of breadth. “I’m in need of a new one myself. This seems like a very nice model. Do you use it often?”


  May gave me a peculiar look and said, “No. Not often. Why don’t we go into the living room?” After taking seats across from each other, May added, “My son Larry also mentioned a visit. You’re certainly very busy for a Sunday.”


  “It’s important I get to the bottom of this. You should be anxious for this whole thing to be over and the guilty party to be put behind bars.”


  “I was under the impression that our police force had everything under control.”


  “Well, yes, certainly, but they can’t be everywhere at once,” I said with a wave of my hand and a smile. Why I smiled, I had no idea because John Van der Burg would surely kill me as soon as he found out how I spent my Sunday morning.


  Then to my utter astonishment, May agreed with me.


  “I do agree it’s important to get to the bottom of this. It’s a terrible thing. Kenneth and Lillian are just heartbroken.”


  “Mrs. Brissart is as well.”


  “And well she should be!” May spat out. “She got her own grandson killed.”


  My anger boiled and I had only been in the house a few minutes. Quickly regaining control, I looked straight into May’s face. “How’s that, Mrs. Estenfelder?”


  “It’s common knowledge, young lady, the poison was meant for Roberta.”


  “So you’re saying it would have been better if she had died?”


  May raised a perfectly arched eyebrow—one that consisted more of waxy crayon than hair. “Now don’t go putting words into my mouth. I wish my sister no ill will...”


  “You just want her to sell the land?”


  May paused for a moment and put her hand to her heart. “Well, yes. But I’m not alone in that desire.”


  I nodded several times. “No. No you are not. But you must see with so many people wanting Mrs. Brissart to sell, the logical reasoning would indicate the murderer must be a member of the family.”


  “I see no such thing, Miss Harris. J.T. is not a member of our family. And neither is Kendra.”


  “Why would Kendra want to kill Mrs. Brissart?.”


  May clearly became flustered. “Maybe I’m wrong. Perhaps it was dear Bradley they wanted dead, though I’m sure the police tend to think otherwise.”


  No one seemed to know that John had been looking at Mrs. Brissart as a suspect and I was not about to divulge this bit of news.


  “And as I’ve said before, any one at all could have walked into that house. Roberta, with her penchant for leaving things unlocked…” May shook her head in disgust, not bothering to finish her sentence. “Correct me if I’m wrong, Miss Harris, but do you suspect me of killing Bradley?”


  In the last few days I had asked a lot of people a lot of questions and somehow no one had managed to put me on the spot as May just had. It was a good question. Did I think she killed Bradley?


  “Well, to be quite truthful, Mrs. Estenfelder, I don’t know who the killer is.” I wasn’t trying to be diplomatic here; I truly had no idea. “I guess that’s the reason I’ve been asking questions.”


  “Bothering everyone, from what I gather, is more like it. You even managed to question my granddaughter. You can’t honestly suspect her, can you? Doesn’t have the brain God gave a grape, that one.”


  “I think you’re mistaken about Trish.” I know I had been.


  “You mean to say she killed Bradley?” May asked with the hand firmly over her chest again.


  “No. No. Not at all,” I said quickly hoping to forestall a fainting spell. “I just don’t agree with your perception of Trish. I think you underestimate her. I may be able to find her something, a job, through my agency.”


  May relaxed a bit. “Oh. Well that would be nice. The girl spends entirely too much time alone in that house.”


  “Mrs. Estenfelder I’d like to get back to my questions.”


  “Yes, I’m sure you would, and I just wonder if that detective of yours knows what you’re doing.”


  I figured the minute I left the house, May would be calling the police and blabbing. Maybe I should see if I could spend the night with Sam so John couldn’t find me. But as long as I was here and she wasn’t reaching for the phone—yet, I had to ask my questions. After today, I probably wouldn’t have another chance.


  “Did you come directly home on Monday evening?”


  “Yes I did. And don’t bother to ask if I can prove it because I live alone. June and J.T. dropped me off. But I assure you, I did not sneak back to Roberta’s with a vial of poison.”


  I raised my eyebrows, both of them as I didn’t possess the talent of raising just one in a menacing, accusatory way. I probably looked more surprised.


  “And no, I didn’t have one with me to begin with either.”


  “Do you know about the feud between your two sisters over Charles?”


  “How do you know about that?” May asked, her anger rising dangerously high.


  “It came out during my questionings.”


  May stood up and glared down at me. “Well, I demand to know who told you. There are some things that are private, young lady, and have nothing whatsoever to do with Bradley’s death.”


  “How do you know that?”


  “How dare you! Are you accusing June of killing Bradley?”


  “No. I just wonder if she tried to kill Roberta,” I said evenly.


  “This all happened a long time ago. How dare you bring my sister’s hurt out in the open?”


  “Well, it might have happened a long time ago, but with Charles just dying and June finding out he still cared for her all these years, well, it could’ve sparked June to take revenge.”


  May put one hand firmly on her hip and the other pointing to the door. “Get out! And I’m calling that detective of yours right now!” How dare you hurt my family like this. Get out, I said.”


  I left the house quicker than I thought myself capable of, unfortunately with no blender safely tucked in my purse. As I reached the corner I could see in my rearview mirror Detective Maroni pulling into May’s driveway, having come from the other direction. The jig was up, as they say. At least my jig was up. May would blab to him and he would be on his cell phone telling John to be on the lookout for me. An APB or BOLO was probably next.


  I glanced at the clock on my dash and figured I had just about enough time to get to New Haven before the police picked me up. A half hour later, I found a parking meter about nine blocks from my destination, and pumped in enough change to make a serious dent in the national debt before remembering on Sunday I didn’t have to pay. Damn! What were the chances of the administrative offices of Yale being open? As I neared the office, a young man came out and locked the door.


  “I wonder if you could help me?”


  “We’re not open,” he said turning toward me.


  “I’m looking for Kendra Merchant. I understand she works in this office.”


  “Did.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “She did work here. She quit.”


  “She quit? When?” I asked.


  “A couple of days ago. Didn’t give any notice. But then no one would expect her to, not with what happened and all.”


  “Did she say where she was going?”


  “Not to me. You can come back tomorrow and speak with her supervisor.”


  I stood there thinking for a moment. Knowing my own rules on giving out information, I figured it wouldn’t do much good to come back tomorrow so I thanked the young man and left.


  I had just enough time to stop at my office to read through the proposal one more time before going home to cook a nice dinner that I promised John. John, who was probably at this very moment getting a warrant for my arrest.


  I accomplished more in the next forty-five minutes than I had done since the murder. I started to close down my computer when I heard the front door open.


  “Alex? Oh, I’m sorry. I should have called. I know it’s Sunday. I really didn’t expect anyone to be here, but I didn’t know where else to go. I’ve just been driving around. I can come back tomorrow morning.” Kendra turned and stepped down onto the porch.


  “Kendra, it’s okay. I have to meet a friend for dinner, but I have a few minutes. Come in.” I held the door open and Kendra stepped back into the reception area. “This is really a coincidence. I stopped by the admin offices earlier to see you? I forgot it was Sunday.”


  “I quit.”


  “Yes. I know. A young man told me. Why don’t you come back into my office and we can talk there.”


  Kendra unzipped her short jacket and followed me into the back of Always Prepared.


  “Have a seat. Can I get anything?”


  “No, I’m fine.” Kendra put her head down and when she looked up again tears slowly found their way down her round face and onto the top of her brown suede jacket. “Well, obviously I am not fine. I don’t think I ever will be again. I’m sorry, do you have a tissue?”


  “Of course.” I pulled a box from my bottom drawer and handed it to her. “Kendra, I don’t know what to say.”


  “There’s nothing to say. I’ve heard it all. My parents keep telling me I’m young and I’ll find someone again and I know they mean well, I know that, but I loved Bradley with all my heart. They didn’t want me to go to his funeral yesterday, but I had to.” Bradley’s parents had insisted on a very small service with only immediate family members. Considering how popular he had been and how prominent the family was in the community, it would have been a circus any other way. “We were so well suited to each other. Does that sound odd?”


  “Not at all. I feel the exact same way about someone in my life.”


  “Oh, yes. Detective Van der Burg.” Kendra dabbed at her eyes with a soaked tissue and reached for another. “So I quit my job,” she began again, “and tomorrow afternoon I’m going up to New Hampshire to stay with my dad’s sister. She has a daughter my age and we’ve always gotten along. Which brings me to the reason why I stopped by. I don’t know when, or even if, I’ll be coming back to Indian Cove. But I wanted to know if I might come and talk to you about work if I do decide to return. I don’t want to burn all my bridges behind me.”


  “Of course you can come here. I’d be more than happy to help.” I suspected this wasn’t the real motive for Kendra stopping by; she probably just needed an outsider to talk to.


  Kendra held the soggy tissue in her hands and didn’t look up for quite a while. Finally she wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and said, “Why did he have to die like that? We had plans! We were going to be getting married probably next summer. It’s not fair!” She looked at me through her huge, brown, red-rimmed eyes. “I feel...I didn’t get to say good-bye. I know it sounds stupid, but I just feel like I’ve been cheated. I lost my best friend. We had everything in common and we told each other everything. We had so many plans. I was going to get a job teaching as soon as I finished my credential. I wanted to use my acting skills with children in some way. Maybe a children’s theater company. Bradley and I talked about it a lot. We had so many plans; we wanted to have a family…” Her voice was just a whisper now. She got up and walked over to the window staring out into the twilight. A few minutes passed before she spoke again.


  “I wonder who’s going to continue with the family history now? It meant so much to Bradley. I don’t think Roberta’s heart will be into continuing it,” she said still looking at the darkening sky. “He really wasn’t too far into it, but I think he found out some interesting things.”


  “Like what?” I asked as my interest piqued.


  Kendra came back and sat down. “You know, it’s the first time I thought of this. About a week before Bradley was killed, we were talking on the phone and he said he found out something very interesting. He wanted to do a bit more research and then he wanted to tell Roberta and me. He said it was fascinating. He seemed really happy about it. I think he was even going to break down and tell me right then and there, he was pretty hyped up, but then someone knocked on his door and he hung up. I wonder if he ever told Roberta about it? Though I would think she would have told me but with all that’s happened, maybe she just forgot.” Kendra shook her head and a strand of her golden blonde hair attached itself to her tear-stained face. She pushed it away with her long fingers. “I’ve taken enough of your time, Alex. I just wanted to make sure if I do come back, I’ll be able to find something to hold me over while I pursue something in teaching or acting.”


  I walked around my desk and put my arm around the small hunched shoulders of the young woman who had seen too much grief in her time. “Kendra, my sister and I will do everything we can to help when you get back. Not if—when. Your family is here and I know you need to get away and sort things out, but we’ll be here for you when you return.” I picked up my coat and we walked out into the night together. “Good luck, Kendra. Keep in touch.”


  “I will, and thanks.”


  Kendra pulled away from the curb and I wondered if she would ever be able to get on with her life. I also wondered if I was watching a murderer escape.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


  


  


  “John! That’s...perverted!” I laughed while he put the finishing touches on his jack-o-lantern. We stood in my kitchen carving the pumpkins I had bought for the front porch, finally managing to find some time to be together.


  “You cannot put that pumpkin on my front porch. There’ll be young children coming to the door.”


  “Well, then we’ll keep this one to ourselves. How’s yours coming?” I turned my pumpkin to face him. It was the traditional cut: triangular nose and eyes, wide, sinister mouth with lots of teeth. “Not very original are you? Here, pass me that squash. I’ll show you how to make a scary face.”


  “I’ll check the pizza while you create your masterpiece.” I went to the oven and looked in. Almost done. A pesto pizza with lots of goat cheese, cherry tomatoes, basil and garlic happily bubbled in the oven. It smelled heavenly. “It’ll be ready in about ten minutes. Let me take a look at what you did.” John turned the squash upon which he had just drawn a face. “Hey, that’s not bad.”


  “So what have you been up to today?”


  I watched him for a few seconds trying to decide if he was just asking an innocent question or trying to bait me.


  “Sam and Millie came into the office and we worked on the proposal for our meeting tomorrow morning. I think we have a good chance at getting the contract. Then tomorrow night Sam and I are taking my parents to the airport.”


  “Oh, right. The big trip. Are they excited?”


  “A trip to London! I should say they’re excited. Will you be able to make it tomorrow night? We’re all going to stop off for dinner first before going to the airport.”


  “I doubt it. Until this case is solved, I don’t think I’ll be doing much of anything. Sorry.”


  “Anything new with the investigation?” I couldn’t help myself. I just had to ask.


  John went to the sink and washed his hands trying to get pumpkin slime from his fingernails. “This case should be easy. We know who all the suspects are. No matter which one turns out to be the killer, they all wanted the same thing. And I can’t think of a better punishment than eternal confinement with each other.”


  “What about the poison? Any idea who could have gone out to the tool shed and taken something? Any suspicious fingerprints?”


  “So far, nothing in the shed has cyanide and not a jequirity bean in sight. The mud on the welcome mat was just mud. Could have come from anywhere in the yard. Or any other yard in the area for that matter. I don’t know if I’m interrogating suspects for two crimes or one, or if I’m looking for the same person for both poisons. Though Jim thinks we’re looking for two people. The poisons do differ significantly, so he’s probably right.” John wiped his hands on a towel and leaned against the sink. “I did have an interesting chat with June.”


  “Oh?” I asked hoping she hadn’t mentioned my visit.


  John proceeded to go into the details of his talk with Mrs. Brissart’s sister while I listened with rapt interest.


  “I asked her if she was aware of the conditions of the land.”


  “You mean about the two surviving sisters inheriting?” I asked.


  “Yes. She hemmed and hawed, pretending she didn’t know about it. So I explained it all, about the land being owned by her, Mrs. Estenfelder, and Mrs. Brissart, and how they must be in complete agreement for it to be sold. And if one of you should die, the land reverts to the other two. Meaning that if Mrs. Brissart had died from eating one of the cookies, May, along with Mrs. Doliveck, would be the sole owner of that sizable piece of property. Kenneth would have no claims.”


  “What did she say to that?” I asked John,.


  “She said that, yes, she had heard something about that when their father died and his will was read.” John looked at me and rolled his eyes. “I bet she has a copy of the damned thing somewhere in the house. Probably framed and hanging over her bed.


  “What else did she say?”


  “Accused me of making her a prime suspect. To which I agreed. Along with May. Then she proceeded to tell me why May would be a better suspect and I should investigate her.”


  I put up my hand. “Wait. I thought those two were like peas in a pod. Are you saying she tried to cast suspicion on her twin sister?”


  “It certainly sounded like that to me. She told me that May had two sons who would benefit nicely if their mother inherited the rest of the land and was able to sell it to the developer.”


  “What about her? She has a daughter with two teenagers to support and Marsha told me that she could really use the money.”


  “I said as much to her and she accused me of accusing her daughter of murder. Said she was going to call the captain and have me fired.” John laughed.


  “I’m very surprised that June is not presenting a united front along with May.”


  “I got the same thing from May, if you can believe that. When money is involved old ties are quickly forgotten.”


  “It seems their together act is just that, an act. I think either one would turn on the other if the circumstances were right. Which it seems they’re already doing.”


  I thought about my visit with May. The way the woman handled the repairman, making him account for every nut and bolt, did not give credence to her usual portrayal of a wilted flower.


  John finished putting the plates on the table and then leaned against the counter eating a piece of cheese that hadn’t made it onto the pizza. “They really seem to hate Mrs. Brissart.”


  “Do they really hate her? That’s a strong word,” I asked wondering if John knew about Charles, and if I should tell him.


  “Yes, I think they do, though in truth, it might be more jealousy than anything else. Mrs. Brissart was clearly Daddy’s favorite. After all, he gave her the house and surrounding land.


  I stood in front of the oven, lost in my thoughts for a moment. “Too bad May and June don’t have a rose garden filled with lots of bugs in need of a quick spray. Something like that might contain cyanide, wouldn’t it?”


  “Roses. Why do you ask about roses? And how do you know neither one of them has a rose garden?” John looked at me with an expression that I thought better suited to an interrogation of say, Charles Manson. I never gave John enough credit, poor guy. He was, after all, a cop. Of course he could see through my pathetic tiptoeing around.


  I coughed hoping for a bit more time to think of a good lie. “Oh, the heck with it. I know Steven is into them, roses, and Trish said—”


  “Alex! When did you speak with Trish?”


  I opened the oven and took out the pizza hoping John wouldn’t think of getting too mad at a woman with a hot pizza in her hands. “Well, she wanted to apply at the agency so I took an application over to her.”


  “And this was when?”


  “This morning.”


  “Sunday. Hmmm. Since when do you go delivering applications on a Sunday? Don’t answer.” John put up his left hand and counted to ten. “Okay, I’m calm. So what about the roses? Not that I am condoning your playing detective.”


  “Well, it seems that Steven— Here, let’s take this into the living room.” I took the plates off the small kitchen table and handed them to John then walked into the living room with the pizza. After I had placed bubbling pieces on our plates, I continued. “Where was I? Yeah, right. Steven. Well, it seems he likes roses. A lot. They’re his hobby and he takes very good care of them. Sprays them a lot. Sprinkles stuff on them to keep them from getting these little bugs. Hmmm, this is really good if I do say so myself.” I wiped a piece of goat cheese from my chin and took a sip of wine.


  “And did you just happen to see what it is that he sprays and sprinkles?”


  “Well, no. I didn’t. And Trish didn’t mention anything either.”


  “Where was Steven when you were interrogating Trish?”


  “He wasn’t there. Trish said he went to play tennis. And I wasn’t interrogating. I told you, I brought her an application.” I licked a bit of sauce off my finger. “I mentioned seeing her father at my club and she said no way would he change clubs. So either she doesn’t know her father gambles and may be having financial difficulties or Ann at the club was mistaken.” I cut another small piece of the pizza and put it on my plate. I love homemade pizza.


  “So what do we know so far?” I began again. “All the suspects were in the house and there’s really no reason to suspect anyone outside of the family, right?” John nodded his agreement with a mouth full of pesto sauce. “Okay, so we have May and June, both of whom wanted that land sold and could easily go out to the shed or look for something under their own sinks. Maybe we should find out if they have problems with rats. And May has a blender. I’m not sure about June.”


  “Ah, yes. I almost forgot,” John said. “I assume you know neither women has a rose garden because you went to visit them as well. Don’t tell me you took them a job application, too.”


  I cut my eyes to him and said haughtily, “No, I did not. But in June’s case it might not be such a bad idea. I think she could use the money.”


  “So what’s this about a blender?”


  “Well, it seems May has a blender. And it’s been used recently,” I said brightly.


  “I have a blender,” John countered, “and I used it two nights ago to make a fruit shake. What does that tell you about me?”


  “That you’re self sufficient and can take care of yourself.” I placed a greasy kiss on his cheek.


  “Seriously, Alex, what is all this about May having a blender?”


  “I managed to get a look at it and did see something suspicious in that rubber thingy around the base, but I couldn’t tell whether or not it was Jequirity bean goo or not.”


  “So that’s what all this is about. And how exactly— No. Don’t tell me,” John put up his hands. “I do not want to know how you managed to take the woman’s blender apart. Some things are better left unsaid.”


  “Suit yourself.”


  “Who else have you been bothering?”


  “Did you know June and Mrs. Brissart have had a feud going on for fifty years over some man named Charles? Seems Mrs. Brissart stole him from June and June’s never forgiven her. And when Charles died, his sister wrote to June telling her how much Charles had still loved her?”


  “No, I didn’t know any of this,” John said with a look that was either annoyance or embarrassment. I couldn’t tell. “How did you find all this out? Please tell me you’re not reading their mail.”


  “No. Marsha brought it up and I asked several people to verify it.” I smiled sweetly.


  “Like who?” This time John’s voice was full of annoyance. I could definitely tell the difference.


  “Well, like Trish, and May and June. And May actually threw me out, she was so mad,” I said with pride.


  “I don’t suppose you’ve had time to talk with anyone else since last I saw you?” John asked with sarcasm. “Which, by the way, was this morning.”


  “I do have a business to run, John, but I did manage to talk with April and Larry. Not what they pretend to be at all,” I said indignantly.


  “Maybe you should just stick to running your business. I hear you do it quite well.”


  “Why, thank you.”


  John shook his head. “So go ahead, tell me. Were they at Trish’s?”


  “Well, no. But they live close. Relatively close. So I stopped off there.”


  “With job applications, I suppose, in case his newest invention doesn’t fly?”


  “Rotate. Actually, I wanted to see one of his inventions. I’m thinking about redoing my closets. I could really use some space in there. And he’s got this nifty little—”


  “Okay, Jessica Fletcher, what did you find out?” John poured some more wine and took a sip, a hint of a smile beginning to tug at the corners of his lips.


  “Nothing really, except April, despite the happy act, doesn’t seem to be all that thrilled to be living with Larry. She feels cheated he’s never amounted to much, at least his inventions haven’t which is probably the same thing.”


  John heaved a heavy sigh and pulled a few pillows off the sofa. “I don’t know. I am baffled, I’ll admit. Unless one of them spills the beans, no pun intended, we may never know which one or ones are guilty. We’ve got officers out looking at all the places where one might be able to find a selection of poisons, and we’re doing background checks on everyone.”


  “Oh! I almost forgot. Kendra stopped by my office tonight. She quit her job and is leaving town. Did you know this?”


  “Well, no. I did not,” John said and suddenly he looked so tired.


  “Aren’t you concerned? She could be a murderer.”


  “Not really. I’ve interviewed her extensively. And also her family and friends and co-workers. She didn’t kill him,” John said nonchalantly. He undid his tie and kicked off his shoes. I started to get up to clean the mess when he reached for me. “Now, come here and I’ll tell you all about my inspiration for that pumpkin over there.”


  Any amorous notions John hoped to pursue were quickly dashed by the ringing of the phone.


  “Hello,” I said into the receiver and passed the phone to John.


  “I’ll be right there.”


  “Who was that?” I asked as I watched my romantic evening fly out the window.


  “The station. They’ve arrested May.”


  Of course I insisted on going with him and to my delight May asked that I sit with her during this ordeal. John argued, but when May refused to talk unless I, a friendly face, as she currently described me, could be present, John relented. Who was I to refuse?


  I reached into my coat pocket and pulled out a small bag of M&Ms. This was going to be better than watching a movie. I started to tear it open when John gave me the evil eye and I discreetly put the bag back in my pocket.


  “Mrs. Estenfelder, please, I must warn you of your rights.” John’s voice sounded strong and authoritative but showed no signs of getting through to the woman.


  “I’m well aware of my rights, young man. I don’t need a lawyer. I did it, but being that no one was hurt, I’ll just be taking my things and leaving.” May started to get up from the hard, wooden chair.


  “It doesn’t work like that, Mrs. Estenfelder. You tried to kill someone. Now sit down.”


  May would not be deterred. “Well, I didn’t, did I? Now, if you’ll just tell me where my purse is, I’ll be on my way.”


  John sighed with exasperation. “Why don’t you take a few minutes to call your lawyer.”


  May, in spite of a show of bravado, began to see the light because just then two policemen walked by the window. In between them was a filthy Neanderthal, handcuffed hands behind him and a sinister leer on his face.


  May took a gulp of air. “Well, if you think it best, Detective Van der Burg, maybe I will just take a moment.”


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY


  


  


  “Come in! I finally meet the two people responsible for helping me put that son of mine through college.” Mr Reiser extended his hand to me. “Did he tell you he’s almost done? My wife and I are thrilled. Now we can save up for that trip around the world we’ve always talked about.” Mr. Reiser chuckled. He was tall and good-looking—much like his son, though not quite as thin.


  “Mr. Reiser, Ian explained a little about your firm to me over the phone and you talked with my sister, but could you tell us a bit of the background of Reiser and White Consultants? How long have you been in business?” I asked.


  Mr. Reiser sat back in his chair in the small office and crossed his arms in front of him. “I worked for my old firm for over sixteen years, and my partner, Bill White, was with his company for about ten. I’m a casualty of downsizing, and Bill just wanted to make a change. We came together about fourteen months ago and it’s been going well. Which is why we need some additional help. We’ve got a new contract on top of a few others contracts we started working on several months ago, and we’re just about ready to sign for another.”


  “These are all for software packages?” Sam asked.


  “Yes, that’s right. So far, that’s all we’ve been dealing in. We’re doing work for large and small companies alike. The novelty of what we’re doing is that we carry the telemarketing concept one step further. Whereas in the past, large corporations would contract the initial telemarketing out to specialty firms, they weren’t contracting the initial sales contact out as well and that’s where we come in.


  “What we need for this new contract are two salespeople with substantial contacts within large organizations. These would probably be people who, because of downsizing within their own organization, have found themselves out of a job.”


  “Would they have to have a vast knowledge of the software industry or a programming background?” I asked.


  “No. Not at all. We need salespeople, first and foremost, and, as I said, people with good contacts. We’ve already been given leads by the manufacturer, and now we go in and do demos and wrap the whole thing up. But more contacts never hurt. In addition to this latest job, we should, in the next two weeks, be signing a deal with another software firm. This time it’s a document imaging and cloud storage package. Do you have any knowledge of these programs?”


  ”Not much,” I admitted. “Just the cloud storage on my iPad.”


  “As your own firm grows and generates more paper, you may want to consider something like this.” Mr. Reiser said.


  Documents. I let my mind wander, something I did with increasing frequency of late, as Mr. Reiser explained the virtues of a paperless society to Sam. After I got home last night, I cuddled in bed with Bradley’s family history again. And again I found nothing. Both Mrs. Brissart and Kendra mentioned Bradley wanted to discuss the history, but had never found the time. What did he want to know? Was it important? Probably just some little tidbit the young man found fascinating. And besides, Bradley was most likely not the intended victim so what may or may not have been in the history really didn’t mean anything. I had only been concerned about it as a means of getting Mrs. Brissart off the hook. But John seemed to be giving up on this theory and concentrating his efforts on more viable suspects. Still, I found myself curious about the whole history.


  “It’s staggering,” Mr. Reiser continued, bringing me back to the present. “Invoices, memos, faxes, and letters. Not to mention employee files, which alone can account for a small forest. Email has taken a bite out of paper usage, but not as much as you would think.”


  “I think you’ll find our proposal outlines exactly what you have in mind,” Sam said, as she handed Mr. Reiser the proposal we had put together yesterday.


  Mr. Reiser looked over the papers and nodded positively. “Ian speaks very highly of your firm. He’s made a lot of contacts himself at the various companies he’s been sent to, and if he doesn’t come on board with us, I doubt he’ll have a problem finding something. I’d like him to come work with me for a while if for no other reason than to pay me back for all his years of schooling!” Mr. Reiser threw his head back and gave a good laugh. I could see where Ian got his charm.


  Sam and I left with a promise from Mr. Reiser that he would review our proposal and get with us as soon as possible.


  “Do you think he’s getting bids from that new agency?” Sam asked as we made our way back to the car.


  I shrugged inside my new leopard-skin sweater. “I doubt it. I hope not. Besides, Ian recommended us to his father and he didn’t mention the other agency when we spoke.”


  We drove back to our office. I told Sam I needed to go to the Brissart home. I knew Chantal would have everything under control, but I just wanted to check and make sure everything was okay. Besides, something Kendra mentioned yesterday about Bradley and the family history had crept into my sleep during the night. I wasn’t sure why it should stir anything in me, but it did and it wouldn’t hurt to check.


  There were two cars in the Brissart driveway—one, Chantal’s, and the other I didn’t recognize—just as long as it didn’t belong to one of the family. I had no desire to deal with any of them today. Mrs. Brissart seemed so, well…normal, and the rest were candidates for dysfunctional poster family of the year. I felt lucky; my whole family was normal. Well, there was Cousin Stanley. And grandpa. And of course Meme.


  I rang the bell and in a few seconds Mrs. Brissart answered.


  “Good morning, Mrs. Brissart. I’m sorry I didn’t call first but I wanted to stop by and see how you were getting on.”


  “Nonsense. No need for apologies, Alex. You’re always welcome. Come in. I’ll have Virginia make us some tea.” She held the door open and I entered into the large hallway. “Let me take your jacket.” Mrs. Brissart walked down the long hallway calling to Mrs. Platz.


  “Alex. I thought I heard your voice.” Chantal strode into the living room and took a seat next to me.


  “Mrs. Brissart went to get tea. So how’s it going? She seems in better spirits.”


  “She is. For the moment. She gets very depressed, though, at the drop of a hat. And the arrest of May last night kind of threw her into a tizzy. Though I think she’s rather amused by it in the light of day. I don’t know the facts of the arrest. Has John spoken to you?”


  “Actually, I was there,” I said. “The station called just as we were, umm, finishing up dinner, so I went along.”


  “Did you get a chance to talk with May?” Chantal asked, in complete awe of me having an inside track.


  “She actually asked me to sit in while they questioned her, but then John had to go insisting she have a lawyer present, and that put an end to that.” I rolled my eyes heavenward. “I left and went home and he never called. So he must have been with her all night.”


  Chantal shook her head. “I personally don’t know how they’re all coping. Maybe this trip will help them.”


  “Trip?”


  “Yes. Kenneth and Lillian are driving down to Virginia to stay with Lillian’s family. Kenneth and Lillian and Stuart took the car into town to have it serviced and to get some breakfast. I think Kenneth and his wife want to spend some time with their son. I know Mrs. Brissart hoped he would go to Virginia with them, but I don’t think he will. They should be back shortly.” Chantal pushed an errant piece of hair from her face. “Mrs. Platz is going to stay with her sister in Hartford for a few days and Mrs. Brissart is going with her—just to get away from this house. Which reminds me, Alex. Mrs. Brissart said it wasn’t necessary for me to come in the rest of the week but she’d still like to pay me. I told her no, but she insisted.”


  “Yes, it is necessary, Chantal. I don’t know what I would have done without you. And you, too, Alex,” Mrs. Brissart said.


  She held a large tray holding a teakettle, several cups, and an assortment of tea bags. I jumped up, took it from her frail hands and set it on the coffee table.


  “Alex, could you make sure you bill me for the entire week?”


  I nodded, knowing it would do no good to argue.


  Always Prepared paired Chantal with Mrs. Brissart last year. When it turned into a permanent relationship, I suggested that perhaps Mrs. Brissart would just like to pay Chantal herself thus avoiding the fees of the agency, but Mrs. Brissart liked the arrangement just as it was, and Always Prepared remained Chantal’s actual employer. I suspected Mrs. Brissart liked helping out young companies and this was her way of helping us.


  “Chantal tells me you’re off with Mrs. Platz for a few days.”


  “Yes. That’s right. We all need a break from this place. While I’m gone, Mr. Kaminski is going to paint the room where they found Bradley and have new carpeting put in. Even so, I’ll never go in there again.”


  “Are your son and daughter-in-law going back to London after they return from Virginia?”


  “In about a month, yes. I think they’re actually looking forward to it. Lillian has been so withdrawn. I’m hoping her friends in London will be able to help her.” Mrs. Brissart reached for a spoon of sugar but her hand, shaking so badly, dropped the crystals onto the carpet. “I am trying so hard. We all are. But it’s not working. I’ve seen death before. You don’t get to be my age without watching family and friends pass away, but my grandson.” Mrs. Brissart put her head into her hands and wept softly as Chantal held the poor woman. She looked at me over Mrs. Brissart’s head; her own eyes had tears in them.


  A few minutes later, Mrs. Brissart raised her tear-streaked face. “I’m sorry, girls. If you’ll excuse me.” Mrs. Brissart stood up and walked slowly down the hall, her shoulders bent forward.


  I got down on my knees to wipe the sugar off the carpet using a napkin dampened with a bit of water from the kettle. “Chantal, do you know if Bradley told Mrs. Brissart anything about the family history before he died?”


  “Like what?”


  “I don’t know exactly. Kendra stopped by my office yesterday. She’s going to New Hampshire for a while.”


  “Yes. She told us. She came by here yesterday as well to say good-bye. I wasn’t scheduled to work, but I just wanted to check and see if Mrs. Brissart or Lillian needed anything.”


  “Well, she said Bradley found out something interesting with regard to the family history. From what he said she thought it was something good, but he didn’t elaborate. All he said was he needed to do a bit more checking.”


  “I don’t remember him telling Mrs. Brissart anything specific, though he could have when I wasn’t around. She hasn’t said anything. The stuff I typed for him didn’t seem to have anything special in it as far as family histories go.”


  “Alex, you didn’t need to clean that up.” Mrs. Brissart came back into the living room having rinsed her face and combed her hair.


  “There. It’s all done.” I got up from the floor. “Mrs. Brissart, I was just asking Chantal about the family history.”


  “I haven’t given that a thought since Bradley died. I guess it’ll never get written up properly now.”


  “Did Bradley say anything to you about finding something specific? You told John he wanted to talk and you never got a chance, but did he say anything at all?”


  “Yes, that’s right,” added Chantal. “He did mention wanting to speak with you, Mrs. Brissart, but you asked if it could wait until later.”


  Mrs. Brissart thought a moment. “That’s correct. He said it was fascinating or interesting or some such. I think he may have used the word disturbing. But I was right in the middle of baking those cookies. And that’s as far as we got, as I mentioned before. We never had another chance for him to elaborate. Or me to listen,” Mrs. Brissart added softly.


  “Disturbing. Hmmm. I’m sure Kendra said he was happy about it,” I said feeling a bit perplexed.


  I watched the old woman. She really did have lovely skin. I gazed into Mrs. Brissart’s crystal blue eyes, only slightly clouded from her recent crying spell. Could she have killed her grandson? Was John right? But if she did, why would she admit just now that Bradley found out something disturbing? Wouldn’t that be a tip-off? I didn’t have any answers.


  “Well, I could certainly be wrong,” Mrs. Brissart added, “I’m not too well lately, as you’ve noticed. Now with all this nonsense about May...”


  Just then the front bell rang. Mrs. Brissart got up to go answer it. meeting Mrs. Platz in the hall. “It’s okay, Virginia, I’ve got it.” Mrs. Platz joined her by the door anyway.


  “Good morning, Mrs. Brissart, Mrs. Platz.” I recognized John’s voice. “May we come in?”


  “Certainly, Detectives.” Mrs. Platz took the two coats and John and Jim followed Mrs. Brissart into the living room. “We were just having something to drink and talking.”


  John said good morning to Chantal and gave my shoulder a soft pat. “Mrs. Brissart, I’m so sorry about your sister. I wanted to come by last night, but it got to be too late.”


  “I’m sure my sister kept you quite busy. June called me in a complete uproar about police brutality, but I thought a bit would do both of them good.”


  “John,” I said. “Exactly what happened? Did she confess?”


  John pulled up a small, upholstered footstool and sat close to Mrs. Brissart while Jim lingered behind, as usual.


  “Not at first. But when we confronted her with the evidence, she actually became very belligerent and told the whole story.”


  “Which is?” I asked none too happily at having to prod the goods out of him.


  “Once the lab identified what was in the Cherry Heering, we knew it came from the tropics. Florida, the Caribbean.”


  “Of course! And my sister just came back from a trip to…oh, I’m not sure.”


  “Florida. She had a nice tan so we asked where she’d been. And she told us how she’d just spent some time in Florida with friends. Of course, a lot of people take vacations down there this time of year so that really didn’t mean much. But Detective Maroni,” John gestured over his shoulder to the young man, “had a hunch.”


  “You found the beans?” asked Mrs. Brissart incredulously.


  “No. But we found some residue inside her blender.” John tried very hard not to look at me, and I tried very hard not to say I told you so. “Some of the bean mash got caught between the rubber piece and the base. Detective Maroni went to see your sister late yesterday afternoon. After asking some questions, she broke down. She actually gave us the blender.”


  I wondered if my confrontation with May had caused the older woman to be more vulnerable to the police.


  Mrs. Brissart sat quietly for a few moments before she asked another question. “Did she put the beans in the liqueur on Monday evening?”


  “No. She said she came over on Saturday,” John answered. “You went to the grocery store, Mrs. Platz had gone to her sister’s, and May saw Mr. Kaminski leave. As soon as he left, she just came in and poured the stuff into the bottle.”


  “That’s right! She called me in the morning for some thing or another and I said I couldn’t talk because I had to go and buy the ingredients for the cookies. She knew Virginia was gone and Mr. Kaminski wanted to go to the garden shop to buy more mums for the front yard.”


  “So what happens to her now?” Chantal asked.


  “She’s in jail. June stayed with her for as long as allowed.”


  “Was June involved in any of this?” I asked.


  “No. May says no, and of course June agrees.”


  “June called me last night after she returned home. She wasn’t too friendly toward me, Detective Van der Burg. Acted as if I brought it all on myself.”


  “Well, Mrs. Brissart, they’re both blaming you.”


  “Blaming me. For what?”


  “For not selling. For being uncooperative. For just about anything wrong in their own lives at the moment.”


  “But my grandson is dead.” Mrs. Brissart paused for a moment to regain her composure. “Are they blaming me for that as well?”


  Now it was my turn to not look at John. I knew how he felt about Mrs. Brissart as a suspect, though I suspected he had cooled to the idea. With this new development, I felt sure he would drop it all together.


  “No, they don’t blame you for his death.” John shook his head. “I know you don’t want to hear this right now, but I really don’t believe your sister’s intention was to kill you. I think she truly thought it would just scare you. Maybe make you a bit ill.”


  “But how would making me ill make me change my mind about selling the land? That doesn’t make sense, Detective.”


  “She didn’t do her homework. She believed it would make Mrs. Brissart ill instantly and of course the illness would be connected to the Cherry Heering. And then, Mrs. Brissart you would realize someone tampered with the bottle and by association it would be connected to the land. For both of your sisters, the sale of that land is all they can think of so naturally they concluded it would be all you or anyone else involved could think of.”


  “It’s ironic because that probably would have never crossed my mind. If I saw something floating in the bottle and then became sick, I would just throw it out thinking it was old, which it is, and had gone bad. I would never have associated that with someone wanting to kill me.”


  “That just shows how different you are.”


  “I’ve always known that, Detective. So what happens now?”


  “Well, in all honesty, nothing. We’ll be releasing her today.”


  “Releasing her. Why?” I snapped.


  “Because no real crime was committed. Attempted murder is a very gray area.”


  “I say keep her there. Find something to hold her on. Maybe a parking ticket never paid,” Mrs. Brissart spat.


  “I agree,” I said. “If Mrs. Brissart drank any of that stuff, she might be dead right now as well.”


  John gave me a look, though I wasn’t sure exactly what it meant. Probably a mind-your-own-business or don’t-get-involved look, which he knew was way too late anyway, so I just ignored him.


  “I understand your feelings, but like I said, attempted murder is very vague and given her age. I’m sorry, but she’ll probably be released this morning,” John explained to Mrs. Brissart.


  “So she gets away with it?” Mrs. Brissart asked.


  “In a sense, I suppose she does, though in all honesty, nothing became of her attempt. She’s really quite shaken. If it makes you feel any better, I think a night in jail humbled her.”


  “Ha! A century in prison would not humble my sister, Detective, don’t kid yourself.” Mrs. Brissart got up and walked over to the large window looking out onto the front yard. “Fine. Let her go. But, I warn you, neither one of them better come anywhere near me. Maybe I’ll get a restraining order.”


  “You can certainly try, Mrs. Brissart. And rest assured, we will find who killed Bradley. We have not given up on that,” said Jim Maroni.


  “Good. I hope the next time I see either one of you,” Mrs. Brissart took in both detectives, “it will be because the killer of my grandson is behind bars. I don’t know if I’m more disgusted with May for trying to kill me or because her little ploy has taken valuable time and effort away from the investigation into Bradley’s death.”


  “I assure you it’s our top priority, Mrs. Brissart,” Detective Maroni said.


  I got up to leave along with the two men. I told Mrs. Brissart to have a safe journey and to call when she returned. Mrs. Platz appeared with our coats when I suddenly looked at Mrs. Brissart. “I never did ask you. How many of those macaroons did you eat?” I turned to John. “There were still several left that had the cyanide in them, isn’t that correct?”


  “Yes. Two or three, I think. You and Mrs. Platz were very lucky.”


  Mrs. Brissart looked up into my eyes. “I didn’t eat any, Alex. I hate macaroons.”


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


  


  


  John turned slowly. “You don’t like macaroons? How long has that been?”


  “All my life.” Mrs. Brissart looked at him with a puzzled expression. “Why do you ask?”


  John put his coat down and went back to Mrs. Brissart and took a seat on the stool. “Who knows you hate macaroons?”


  “Why everybody, I would imagine. I’ve never liked them. The batch I made for Bradley was from an old family recipe.” A nostalgic smile crossed her face. “Whenever my mother made it she’d make something else for me.”


  I came and stood next to John. “What are you getting at?” I asked him, though I had a feeling I already knew.


  “If everyone knew you didn’t like them and wouldn’t eat any, then the poison wasn’t meant for you. It was Bradley they were trying to kill all along.”


  “If that’s supposed to make me feel any better, it doesn’t.”


  “Mrs. Brissart! Oh, I’m so sorry.” John took her hand. “Sometimes I forget not to be a policeman.” He turned to Jim. “We better get going.” He took his coat again and went to the front door. “I’ll see you later, Alex.”


  With that, both detectives exited the house leaving four bewildered faces.


  After wishing Mrs. Brissart a good trip again, I left just as Stuart and his parents arrived back. After exchanging a few words with them, I went back to my office. It was almost lunchtime and in addition to hunger pains, I felt a pinch of guilt at not being in much lately to help out. Maybe I could talk my sister into going out for something to eat before we continued with our work.


  Sam looked up. “Hi. Have you been with Mrs. Brissart all this time?”


  “Yes.” I filled Sam in on all the latest developments. I took a sheet of paper from Sam’s computer printer. “I need to make a list. Maybe that’ll put things in some kind of order.”


  “Okay.” Sam leaned across the desk.


  I wrote down Bradley’s name and drew a line down the middle of the page. “First column, possible suspects and the next column is motives.”


  “Okay. Put Kendra down,” Sam said.


  “Kendra? She was beside herself with grief last night.”


  “But didn’t you tell me at one point that she’d taken acting lessons?”


  “Yeah. I think she’s been taking some classes and she mentioned combining acting with her teaching.”


  Sam gave me a knowing look. “Then last night could have been an act for your benefit. She knows you’re hot and heavy with the detective in charge. And she’s left the state for Vermont.”


  “New Hampshire.”


  “Whatever. Maybe you should find out if John knows about that.”


  “He does,” I explained. “But he doesn’t suspect her.”


  “Yeah, but he did suspect Mrs. Brissart and we know he’s off base there, so put Kendra down.” Sam gestured to the piece of paper.


  I reluctantly wrote down Kendra’s name in the first column. “So what’s the motive for her?”


  Sam got up and paced a bit between her desk and the window, her long legs covering the distance in a few steps. “Lover’s quarrel? Act of passion?”


  I shook my head. “Samantha, I don’t think people walk around with cyanide on the off chance that they might get mad at their beloved. And killing someone over a little tiff, honestly.”


  “How do you know it was a little tiff? It could have been a major blowup. We may never know. Don’t her family ties go back to Bradley’s?”


  “You’re way off base here. She didn’t even seem all that interested in the whole thing.”


  “You only have her word on that. Maybe she knows more than she says,” Sam suggested.


  I tapped my fingers on the table while I pondered this theory. “Yes, I see your point. And you need to put a jar of M&Ms on your desk.” My sister pulled open her desk drawer and tossed a small bag at me.


  “Gee, thanks.” I smiled. “I think better when my brain has chocolate. You know, Kendra pretends to not know what Bradley found out, but how do we know that’s true? She was there with him right before he died. It would have been easy for her to drop some poison on the cookies on her way out. But she seemed so sincere,” I said feeling very gullible at having been taken in by the young woman. “What would she get out of it? Killing him, I mean. Nothing, no money, as far as we know. I wonder if Bradley had a will.”


  “Good point. Maybe she got nothing out of it but her freedom from an abusive relationship.”


  “Samantha Daniels! You’re really stretching things here. Who said Bradley was abusive? He was a lovely young man.”


  “Who says? His grandmother? Mom thinks my two are absolute angels, but try getting them up in the morning or talking to Kendall when she’s in one of her moods. And don’t even get me started on Henry.”


  “You leave Henry alone,” I said with a protective voice. “Henry’s perfect.”


  “Oh, yeah? Well, your perfect little Henry decided to wash rocks last night. Do you know what he used to rinse them?”


  I had to smile. My nephew loved washing rocks. He could sit out in the driveway for hours with a pile of rocks around him that he picked up from the yard, meticulously washing, then rinsing, and finally placing them in the sun to dry. Once clean they would be returned to the yard until it was time to wash them again. And only Henry knew when that time came.


  “I’ll tell you what he used to rinse them. He used my Swedish crystal bowl that Michael’s parents brought back for me last summer. I had some lovely scented potpourri in it and he dumped that on the end table in the living room. Now do you think he’s perfect?”


  “Is the bowl broken?”


  “Well, no,” Sam said looking like someone who lost the battle.


  “See? Now getting back to Bradley, Chantal thought he was wonderful, too. Could all these people be wrong?”


  “Hey, Ted Bundy seemed like one helluva nice guy if you asked the right people. Maybe Kendra just didn’t want something known—either about the history or about her relationship.”


  Bradley as an abusive lover did not sit well with me.


  “Let’s go back a minute to Kendra having access to the cookies,” Sam suggested. “Who else could have put something on them? It had to be after everyone left or else we would have more dead bodies on our hands.”


  I tried to ignore my sister’s blunt way of putting things. “Well, April said she went back to get something, a purse or sweater. I don’t remember. And of course, there’s Mrs. Brissart. But then everyone was leaving at the same time so in actual fact, any one of them could have sprinkled something on a few cookies and no one would have seen it in the confusion of all those people leaving.”


  “Under Kendra’s name, you might as well write down the rest of the family because if Bradley was about to drop some bombshell about the family line, they all could have wanted him dead.”


  “Except for one thing.”


  “What’s that?” Sam asked.


  “Let’s suppose Bradley finds something out,” I got up, it now being my turn to pace. “So what? Why would it have any bearing on the present day sale of the land?”


  “Good point. I haven’t a clue,” Sam admitted. “But leave it on your list for now, anyway.”


  “Any other names besides the entire family,” I asked, frustration creeping into my voice.


  “I can’t see J.T. killing him. Probably didn’t even know him all that well.”


  “Unless,” I added, “June told him about the possibility of Bradley finding out something. That would squash J.T.’s deal.”


  “Right. And Marsha knew what Bradley worked on because she helped him at the library so she could have let her mother know he found something. Or maybe she just kept it to herself.” Sam tapped her chin with a pencil. “I think we can leave out the gardener unless he was really mad at Bradley for trampling some flower bed or something.”


  “Likewise the housekeeper,” I added.


  “You know, we have everybody on your list. We haven’t been able to eliminate anybody.”


  I bent my head and pounded it on the desk in frustration.


  “By the way, I really like that sweater. Did I tell you that already?” my sister asked.


  I looked up at her. “No. Thanks. I think it’ll become one of my favorites,” I smiled, as I looked down at the animal print, a mixture of black and hazelnut brown. I had a tendency to wear dark colors, mostly black, with some others thrown in for variety.


  “Black looks good on you.”


  “I know. It’s my signature color.” I looked back at the list and sighed. “I guess that about does it.” I hesitated for a moment.


  “But?” prodded Sam.


  “Well, John mentioned something about footprints under the window of the room where they found Bradley. They got messed up by Mr. Kaminski’s watering, but there was obviously someone there.”


  “So you’re saying we’re looking at some lunatic wandering the streets of Indian Cove with a jar of cyanide looking for a possible cookie to contaminate. Peering through windows, waiting for their big chance?”


  “I know it sounds farfetched, but we’ve got to consider every possible scenario. You know, it all makes sense.”


  “What does? Have I missed something?” Sam sat back at her desk with her hands clasped together.


  “No. No. Just thinking out loud. If Bradley was the right victim all along, it explains why the murder hasn’t been solved—why nothing has turned up. The police have been investigating the wrong murder.”


  I sat in silence for a few moments while Sam made a quick call to our accountant that she had forgotten to make earlier in the day. I had looked over the family history several times, finding nothing. But if this whole new theory was correct, there had to be more. I needed to get back into Chantal’s computer to see if there were any more notes about the history that I had overlooked. And there was something else.


  “What are you thinking about?” Sam asked, having concluded her conversation.


  “Huh? Oh. I’m thinking about Mrs. Brissart and her dislike for the cookies.” I sat up straight and slowly fingered a strand of my bangs. “In all the interrogations that have taken place over the last week, why hasn’t anyone mentioned that Mrs. Brissart didn’t like macaroons?”


  “Maybe in the aftermath of Bradley’s death, they just didn’t think about it,” Sam offered.


  “No. That’s not it. Whoever killed Bradley knew Mrs. Brissart wouldn’t eat the cookies, but they couldn’t say that, could they? It would have given them away.”


  “I suppose,” Sam sighed. “Look, all this detecting is making me hungry. I’m starving. Feel like going out for something?”


  “I’m ready when you are,” I said, suddenly remembering my grumbling stomach and forgetting about family histories. For now.


  “Listen, do you mind if we go to the mall? I’ve got to get Henry a pair of red tennis shoes to go with his costume.”


  Two hours later we were back at our office along with a forest-green sweater I found to go with my khaki slacks. By six I had cleaned up quite a bit of paperwork that had accumulated on my desk when John stopped by.


  “You look beat. Please tell me you’ll be able to get some rest this weekend?” I said.


  John took a seat in the chair opposite me and stretched out his long legs. “Sorry, it doesn’t look like it.”


  “Who have you been speaking with?” Sam asked pulling up the other chair.


  “June. What a wicked woman. You’d think she might be just a tad upset about May, or the fact that Bradley is dead and one among them is a killer, but no.” John pursed his lips together and shook his head of neatly combed hair. “She put on a good front last night down at the station, but then family loyalty must never be compromised in public,” John finished sardonically.


  I finished organizing a stack of to-dos for tomorrow and looked up. “What’s her beef this time?”


  “She’s upset because J.T. is missing.”


  “J.T. is missing? Since when? I saw him on Friday.”


  “Well, maybe missing isn’t the right word, but no one has seen him for several days. He’s not at his apartment, which is quite nice, by the way, and he hasn’t been at June’s. I understand he’s been spending a lot of time over there. Practically living together, from what she says.”


  I remembered seeing J.T. pulling up to June’s the previous week. In all honesty, I had never felt like he fit in to the equation. To him, this land deal was probably just one of many. If it didn’t pan out, he would move on to greener pastures. But now with him gone, perhaps I should re-figure my equation. Another thought occurred to me—was J.T. a suspect on the run, or was he a victim done in by something lethal and lying in a ditch somewhere?


  “I talked with Larry and April,” John continued, “and though they have a reason to want Roberta dead, I can’t get anything out of them that would indicate they had it in for Bradley. Maybe I’m wrong. Maybe the killer just forgot Mrs. Brissart didn’t eat macaroons.”


  I filled him in on the conversation Sam and I had earlier about Kendra.


  John stifled a yawn. “It’s certainly worth looking into along with finding Mr. Smit. I still need to talk with Steven and his daughter, and Marsha and Stuart. I may try to reach Stuart tonight. I don’t suppose you have any coffee?”


  “There’s probably a bit in the pot. I’ll go check.” Sam got up and went into the small kitchen.


  “I wanted to spend some time together this weekend and talk.”


  “Talk?”


  “Yes. About us. About us living together.” I came around my desk and sat in the chair Sam had vacated. “John, I don’t like it when we’re not together. I never thought I would feel like this, but I do and I want us to be together. If you want us to live in your house, that’s okay and we can rent mine out. You do want to live together, don’t you?” I started to get up but felt John’s hand reach out to me.


  “I don’t care where we live. I just want to be together, too. Your house is the more practical one for the moment anyway. I’ll try to get some time this weekend. Maybe we can go for a walk in the country and kick up some leaves and maybe even roll around in them,” he said mischievously as his deep gray eyes bored into mine. He leaned closer to me for a kiss when Sam walked in.


  “Oops! I’ll just take this back to my own office and drink it myself.”


  John left shortly after in the hopes he could talk with a few more suspects.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


  


  


  “Gingivitis. Stops them dead in their little tracks every time.” Michael Daniels, my brother-in-law, regaled the table with what had transpired earlier in the day at one of this student talks.


  At the beginning of each school year, Michael and a group of other dentists in the area would go to the local grade schools and give talks about proper dental hygiene and the adverse effects one would develop if proper care was not taken.


  “When I mention periodontitis and the chance of their teeth falling right out of their heads, well, you can almost see them reaching for the dental floss every night. It’s enough to warm my heart.” Michael took a bite of his pastrami on rye.


  The whole Harris clan sat around a huge table at Kaplan’s, a deli restaurant that my parents loved coming to. Sam and I would take them to the airport for their late night flight to London after dinner. I looked down at my potato salad with the words inflammation, tartar, saliva, and trench mouth still ringing in my ears and pushed my plate away. I loved my brother-in-law dearly but once he started in on gum disease and dental plaque there was no stopping him. I admired the task he took on of educating the youth of Indian Cove and the surrounding cities to the dangers of un-fluoridated water, but did he have to talk about it over dinner, for pity’s sake. Only Sam and the kids were still eating.


  Meme rolled her eyes and pushed her plate aside as well. “I should have dinner with Michael more often. Then maybe I could lose some weight,” she whispered to me and we both giggled.


  “Alex, how much longer does John think it’ll be before they catch Bradley’s killer?” my dad asked trying to change the subject to murder—a more welcome topic than dental hygiene.


  “I don’t know, Dad. Now that we know May put the jequirity mush into the liquor, that should free up his time somewhat. But so far he’s no closer to whoever put the cyanide in the macaroons.”


  “I wonder if her admitting to the one poison takes her off the suspect list?” Dad asked.


  “Maybe she did it so she could confess later and get suspicion off of her for the cyanide,” Sam said, finally full and setting her plate aside.


  “Dreadful, just dreadful. My heart goes out to Mrs. Brissart and her son and daughter-in-law. If anything happened to one of you girls, or one of you,” Mom said, leaning over and planting a kiss on top of Henry’s head, “I don’t know what I would do.”


  “Well, just don’t go trying to sell the family home and a large plot of land, and we should be okay.”


  “Samantha, that was not funny.” I gave my sister a disgusted expression.


  “Well, I think we ought to get this show on the road or we’re going to miss our plane!” Dad stood up and reached for the bill.


  “Harry, give that to me. This is our treat. You save your money for Harrods,” Michael said, taking the bill from my father’s hand.


  “Grandma, what’s Harrods?” asked Henry.


  “It’s the place I’m going to so I can buy you something special.”


  “Me, too, Grandma?” asked Kendall.


  “I wouldn’t forget either one of you for a minute!” Mom took a hand of each child and they walked out to the parking lot. Both grandchildren were growing so fast, but Henry had surpassed Kendall a year ago. Sam had put Kendall’s blonde hair into French braids and Henry’s dark hair was slicked back in front. He loved when his mother put gel in his hair.


  “Grandma?” Henry asked. “You’re going to miss Halloween. Do you know what I’m going to be?”


  “I’m sorry about missing Halloween, Henry, but our vacation couldn’t be changed.” Both kids started off trick-or-treating each year by going to their grandparent’s for picture taking and an assortment of goodies. The second stop was my house, where the ritual got repeated, and then home to finish off in their neighborhood. “So tell me, what are you going to be? And what about you Kendall?” Kendall ran ahead to unlock the doors of the van.


  “I’m a Power Ranger and Kendall’s going to be Pocahontas!”


  “Mom’s making our costumes. Mine’s neat.” Kendall said as she chased her brother around my mother’s legs. He suddenly turned on his sister and gave her a taekwondo kick.


  I came alongside the others. “I forgot to ask, Sam. How are the costumes coming?”


  “They’ll be ready tomorrow. I had a bit of a problem with the feathers but Millie’s grandmother has been a big help.” She opened the rear door and the kids piled in. “That woman’s amazing. She’s doing some costumes for a school play at the kids’ school. I can see where Millie gets her creativity.”


  “Okay, everybody in. London here we come!” Dad climbed into the front seat next to Michael.


  Two hours later my parent’s had been checked in and we all stood around talking by the security check-in point. All the members of the seniors group stood together along with their families who had come to give them a happy send-off.


  “Well, I guess we had better be going in,” Dorothy, who was my mom’s best friend, said, “It’s just about time.”


  I took both my parents in my arms. “Have a wonderful time! And don’t worry about your plants or anything. Sam and I will take care of everything.”


  “Harry! I forgot to unplug the coffee maker.”


  “I know, but I did.” Dad said, taking Mom’s hand. “Come on. It’s time to go.”


  “And don’t forget to visit your grandfather,” Mom shouted as Dad led her along. Lawrence Harris, my grandfather, had been living at Mills Pond retirement home for over a year and with my parents gone on vacation, the twice-weekly visits would now rest with Sam and me. “And keep an eye on Meme. Don’t let her get into any more trouble.”


  “I’m right here, Mabel. I can hear you. Alex and I are going to heat up this town now that my keeper is going to be on vacation. Maybe I’ll cheat some more at bingo or better yet I’ve always wanted to rob a bank.” Meme cackled and my mother rolled her eyes.


  “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph.” My mother shook her head.


  We watched our parents go through security and waved until they were out of sight.


  “London. What a wonderful place. You and John should go,” Sam suggested. “Kids, come on. We’re leaving.”


  We walked slowly back to the car with our arms looped through Meme’s.


  “It does sound heavenly. Maybe when he’s through with this case.”


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


  


  


  “Price check on three!” the voice boomed over the store intercom. I absently turned over the bottle of salad dressing in search of a price. A bar code on the back would have to suffice. If everything had bar codes, why did someone need a price check on three? Modern technology could only go so far, I thought. Heading for the produce section, I smiled at the thought of someone trying to put tiny bar codes on each and every cherry tomato or apricot or string bean.


  It was late, but after dropping my parents off at the airport and then convincing Meme it was too cold to rob the Bank of Indian Cove, I felt restless and thought it would be a great time to get some shopping done. Inspecting every head of lettuce in the bin, I finally settled on a small one and added tomatoes, an avocado from California, radishes, and a cucumber to my cart and then headed to checkout. There seemed to be a ruckus in full swing on checkout four, so I moved into the next aisle. Trying not to get involved in the argument, I nevertheless got drawn to the action. The angry young man at the counter yelled at the checker and tossed in a few choice words along the lines of “check again!” and “I don’t fucking believe this!”


  Something in the voice registered in the recesses of my mind and I craned my neck trying for a better look over a display of tabloids—this week’s edition announcing that the Kardashians were really aliens under all that makeup and hair. I had long suspected as much. My eyes, momentarily averted to a smiling Kardashian and an artist’s rendition of what she really looked like under the makeup, I then turned my attention back to the blowup on four and saw a very angry Stuart Brissart.


  My turn approaching, I compassionately let a young mother with a cranky toddler go ahead while I craned my head trying to hear Stuart.


  “I’m sorry, sir,” the young woman began again, “but your credit card has been rejected. I’ve run it through twice. Now you’ll have to pay for these things with cash or step aside and let the next person through.”


  A man I recognized as the assistant manager arrived and told Stuart to either pay for the things or please leave the store. After a few more exchanges, Stuart threw a few bills down on the counter and left.


  Dumping my groceries on my kitchen table fifteen minutes later, I went to light the pumpkins and squash on my front porch. Although late, I felt as if I was never home and Halloween was slipping away from me. Their bright faces and crooked teeth smiled up at me and I faced them toward the empty street. The people across the road had several pumpkins on their front walk along with a scarecrow in the middle of their yard. Somewhere in the neighborhood someone had a fire going and the acrid scent filled the night air. It was certainly a good night for it. The sky looked like a blue-black carpet dotted with silver and the moon, a soft yellow, peeked through the branches of the maple in my front yard.


  As I put my groceries away, I thought about what had just happened at the store. I knew Stuart gambled but could it possibly be so bad that he couldn’t afford to buy food? I wondered if Mrs. Brissart knew of her grandson’s trouble.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


  


  


  “J.T. is still missing, so to speak,” John said very early the next morning.


  “Huh?” I asked from my position snuggled under my snowman-printed down comforter.


  “Did I wake you?” John asked over the phone with mock innocence.


  It was literally the crack of dawn. He didn’t want to come all the way over to my house—all five extra miles—so he said he would meet me at my office in half an hour with a cup of hot tea. I told him to give me forty-five minutes and there had better be a few vanilla scones to go with it.


  “No one has seen him for a while. I’d really like to talk with him, though I can’t imagine why he would kill Bradley. Unless he didn’t know of Roberta’s dislike of the cookies, and we’re back to her as the intended victim.” John shrugged as he sat across from me in my office.


  “Steven had nothing against Bradley,” John, who was Mr. Chatterbox this morning, continued. “Trish liked him, Larry and April thought he was a dear boy, and other than Bradley trying to steal one of Larry’s inventions, I can’t find a reason for them to kill him.” John took the lid off his coffee and reached for my tea.


  “Thanks.” I took the hot tea from his hands. “And thanks for bringing scones. Who else did you talk with?” I took a bite of a scone and wiped a bit of the frosting from my chin.


  “June. And she’s furious with Roberta for May’s plight and she blames her older sister for the fact that J.T. is gone. June said something to the effect of slapping the stuffing out of Roberta the next time she sees her, which, she hopes, will be never. I told her the feeling was mutual. She doesn’t seem to care about Bradley one way or the other. Stuart wasn’t there on the night in question. Probably out gambling. I think the guy’s got a real problem. He’s definitely on edge.”


  I told John about what I witnessed at the grocery store last night.


  “What about the footprints outside the window? Did anything ever come of them?” I asked.


  “Nothing. I sure wish whoever is the guilty party would just spill the beans like May did.”


  I chuckled at John’s pun and reached for an apple, having had the forethought to bring along something nutritious knowing John’s eating habits.


  “Where is everybody?”


  “It is awfully early, John.” I tried in vain to stifle a yawn.


  John finished his second pastry and kissed me good-bye just as Millie arrived.


  With Halloween tomorrow, our offices had been completely transformed. Every available window in the front had been festooned with ghosts and witches and Millie had draped fake webs on almost everything. Even the front door managed to squeak when I opened it; an addition I hoped would be put to rights after Halloween. Sam and I had to admit that it looked nice. Millie even added a bowl of assorted candies to the table in the waiting area and it had already been replenished once though whether that was because of the applicants or Sam, I wasn’t sure.


  After an hour and a half of very fruitless labor, I told Millie I was going to Mills Pond to visit my grandfather. Sam still hadn’t showed up and I suspected my sister was still enmeshed in feathers.


  Mills Pond was housed in an old mansion on a beautifully landscaped knoll not far from the center of town. Set back from the main thoroughfare, it had a country feel without being too far away for the residents to receive visitors on a regular basis. After my grandmother died, grandpa became increasingly lonely and decided to live out his life in this bucolic setting.


  I pulled into a space happy to see the home awash in festive decorations. I made my way up a path lavishly lined with pumpkins and lanterns and entered through the giant wooden door. The grand foyer was also decorated but with what seemed like homemade decorations contributed by the arts and crafts group.


  “Alex Harris, isn’t it?” asked a calm looking woman of about forty-five, well dressed in a tailored suit.


  “Yes, that’s right. How did you know?”


  “Your mother said you’d probably be coming by and I recognized you from the Fourth of July picnic. I’m Mrs. Potter. Carolyn,” she said extending her hand.


  “Oh, yes. Nice to see you again. Is this a good time for a visit?”


  “It’s actually a very good time.” Carolyn gave me a conspiratorial wink.


  “Really?”


  Carolyn Potter gently took hold of my arm and steered me in the direction of a new wing where my grandfather had his small apartment. “Do you remember Lucy McDermott, dear?”


  “The woman my grandfather is…dating?” I asked with a grimace remembering my grandfather’s amorous advance to Lucy last Christmas involving a bow tie and little else. “Is she all right?” I asked, tentatively thinking that Lucy must be nearing ninety years old.


  “Oh, yes, she’s fine. Not to worry.” Carolyn patted my arm. “Your grandfather and Lucy had a bit of a tiff last night at our weekly movie screening. Lucy was doing a bit of unabashed flirting with Hector Moralis. He’s new, and your grandfather became quite agitated.”


  I winced. “He didn’t…?”


  “No, no. Nothing like the last time.” Carolyn chuckled, clearly entertained by the goings-on of her octogenarian flock. “He’s just rather depressed today. Wouldn’t eat his breakfast. Refused to see Lucy when she asked to see him this morning. Maybe you can straighten him out. Lucy just wanted to get his goat. Your grandfather paid a bit too much attention to Thelma Whitford at the stepping class this week.”


  I stopped short, causing Carolyn to trip. “My grandfather does an aerobic stepping class?”


  “Not quite. They sit in chairs and lift their feet onto blocks. Gets the juices flowing, if you know what I mean.” She leaned into me and gave me another wink. “He started to pinch her. First on the thigh, then, well, a bit higher.”


  “Jesus,” I moaned. “Why does he do this stuff? He was always so refined and now, well he’s a…a perverted lothario.”


  “Who knows,” Carolyn said with a shrug. “Last time he had that urinary tract infection and it made him disoriented, but now, he’s just having a bit of fun. He’s harmless.” Carolyn stopped in front of a door and knocked then gently pushed the door open. “Mr. Harris, we have a visitor for you. Your granddaughter. I’ll leave you two alone.” Carolyn walked out and closed the door.


  “Hi Grandpa, it’s me, Alex.” I took off my coat and laid it on the back of a chair.


  Grandpa Harris turned from his staring out the window and smiled at me. “This is a nice surprise. Your mother didn’t tell me you were coming today.”


  “They left for London last night and asked that I look in on you. And just in time by the looks of it. You need to eat your breakfast, Grandpa.”


  “Pooh,” James Harris grumbled. “So they’re off to London. Good. Finally moved out of that old house.”


  “They didn’t move. They went on a vacation with their seniors group. They’ll only be gone two weeks.” I leaned forward on my chair. “So what’s all this I hear about you and Lucy? Sounds like you had it coming.” I smiled across at the white-haired man who still had a twinkle in his eye.


  “Maybe,” he said turning his long nose up. “The movie was good, though. Mrs. Potter’s son was in it. He’ a wizard, that one.” Grandpa bent his index finger and motioned for me to lean closer. “That must mean that Carolyn is a witch!” He let out a hearty laugh and I bent over and kissed his forehead.


  “You old coot.”


  Back behind my desk a couple hours later, I got some good and bad news, with the good news arriving first.


  “That was Mr. Reiser on the phone just now. He reviewed the proposal over night and we got the job!” Sam said.


  “Well, that is good news.” I gave my sister the thumbs up sign. “And it’s all thanks to you and Millie. I didn’t have much of a hand in it at all.”


  As delighted as we felt, it was going to be a lot of work. We hadn’t given much attention to sales people in the past, never having had a need. Our specialty had always been in the area of administrative and secretarial support. Sam didn’t really see what the difference was going to be and I had to agree. We would just approach the recruitment in the same way that we always did.


  “Well, that’s a load off my mind. This should open up some new prospects for us. And one of our clients who went over to that other agency is back. I didn’t ask for any details, didn’t want to put her on the spot, but I’m glad she’s back.” Sam plopped herself in a chair and brushed feathers from her navy blue pants. “So how’s Grandpa? Millie said you went to see him this morning.”


  I gave her a noncommittal smile. “He’s fine.”


  “Yes, but was he dressed?” Sam smirked.


  “Completely. Thank God.”


  “Alex, you better take this call. Line one,” Millie said from the doorway.


  I picked up the phone and in less than a minute hung up and leaned back in my chair while total shock clouded my face.


  “Well?” Sam asked impatiently.


  “That was Chantal. Mr. Kaminski is dead.”


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


  


  


  To say that Chantal Bradbury was upset was like saying that Hurricane Andrew was a tropical breeze. The woman bordered on hysteria.


  “Chantal, calm down. The paramedics said he’s alive. They’re taking him to the hospital. We need to contact Mrs. Brissart and any relatives he has in the area,” I said from where I sat next to Chantal on the front porch of the Brissart home.


  When Chantal called, she told me it had happened again. What it was became immediately apparent the moment I arrived. The driveway teamed with police and an ambulance that Chantal had called soon after she arrived at the house.


  “I can’t believe it. First Bradley and now Mr. Kaminski. This place is cursed!”


  I went into the house in search of a glass of water. “Here. Drink this.”


  Chantal took several sips from the glass and put her head between her legs. After a few minutes she looked up and put the glass on the porch. “Thanks. I think I’m okay.”


  “Chantal, what on earth happened?” I scanned the driveway for John’s car but didn’t see it.


  “I didn’t plan to come in today. I was supposed to meet Anthony in the city for lunch and then planned on getting a head start on my Christmas shopping.” She reached for the glass again. “Well, he called about nine-thirty to say something came up at the office and he couldn’t get away for lunch. So I did a few errands and then came over here. I thought I would check the mail and get some letters out if there was anything urgent.” Several policemen walked passed us and made their way into the house. “Anyway, I went down the hall into the office and checked the answering machine. It felt kind of breezy in there. I didn’t see any windows open and I checked to make sure I had closed the front door. But I still felt a draft, so I walked around and found the back door opened. The screen was closed but the door was open. I figured Mr. Kaminski must be outside so I called to him. Nothing.


  “I went out onto the back porch and called to him again. I knew he had to be out there, his truck was parked in back, so I walked a ways and then I saw him behind a rhododendron. He was lying there with blood around his head. I walked a bit closer but he wasn’t moving so I ran back into the house and called the police and then you.”


  “Maybe he fell while working out in the yard. He’s getting on in years and he might have lost his balance.”


  “Alex, I almost didn’t come. Say I hadn’t. He would have been out there for God knows how long.”


  I sensed hysteria taking over again. “Chantal! Listen to me. You did come. You did get help. And he’s still alive. Let’s wait to see what the doctors have to say.”


  At the sound of tires on gravel, Chantal and I looked up to see John and Detective Maroni drive onto the property. They parked behind a squad car and conferred with an officer before coming over to where we sat.


  “Mrs. Bradbury, Mrs. Brissart should be called. Do you know if Mr. Kaminski has family in Indian Cove?”


  “Not here, but in Milford. He has a brother and sister-in-law. I’ve got their number in a card file in the study.”


  We went into the house and Chantal handed the numbers to John and asked if he could make the call. John reached Mr. Kaminski’s brother on the first try and told him the name of the hospital the old man had been taken to. He next phoned Mrs. Brissart in Hartford but got no answer. Out of the corner of my eye I saw activity in the hall and out back and wondered why there were so many people coming and going if it was an accident. When John hung up, I turned questioning eyes to him.


  “It looks like he was hit over the head. Someone must have come up from behind. And then he fell on a rock. Though not a very big one, thank God.”


  “Couldn’t he have just fallen?” I asked hoping with all my heart it was an accident. Indian Cove had seen enough of murder, both the real and attempted.


  “There doesn’t seem to be anything in the area that could have caused such a gash on the back of his head. Mrs. Bradbury, I’d like you to tell me exactly what happened.”


  “Detective, we found something if you’d like to come and take a look,” said Jim Maroni, looking more Clark Kentish than ever. We followed him to the back porch where John asked Chantal and me to wait. From our vantage point we saw what looked like a large garden stone being put into a plastic evidence bag. I caught sight of the reddish brown color on one side and turned my head.


  Another police officer came into the back yard from the entrance on the side of the house and walked over to where the other men talked. After a few exchanges, John came back to the porch. “Mr. Kaminski has just regained consciousness and I’m going to the hospital. Mrs. Bradbury, please make sure Detective Maroni has a number where you can be reached. I still need to talk with you.”


  “Certainly.”


  “Alex, I’ll call you when I can.” With that John took off.


  Chantal and I waited in the study while officers and evidence people combed the property. Finally, Detective Maroni came in and told us we could go. Chantal locked up the house giving her number to Detective Maroni. I went back to the office.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


  


  


  Mrs. Levitz was very animated. She also possessed above average skills in shorthand and typing and her bright attitude would certainly open the door for her—and keep it open, if I was any judge. It was Thursday morning, Halloween, and I had been interviewing the woman since early in the morning. Mrs. Levitz also possessed another, less attractive commodity—a recently retired husband who spent a good deal of his time on the golf course—when she was lucky. When she wasn’t, he spent a good deal of his time driving her crazy.


  She came to Always Prepared with the intention, no, the hope, of finding some part-time temp work to keep her busy and give her a break from her husband’s boredom. She told me laughingly, but only just, that his newest irritating quirk was to follow her around the house when she dusted shouting “with the grain, dear, with the grain.” He was entirely too young to retire, she mentioned more than once, but had taken early retirement when the company he had worked for decided, after thirty-two years, that they needed younger blood running through their corridors.


  “So your husband was in sales?” I asked with the glimmer of an idea blossoming.


  “Oh, yes. He could sell bananas to the Chiquita Company, and bruised ones at that,” she boasted.


  “Well, it just so happens I may be able to put your husband to work, too, Mrs. Levitz.” The woman smiled broadly as I outlined the new sales force we needed to assemble.


  Promising to be in touch in the very near future, I ushered Mrs. Levitz out the door just as my next appointment arrived.


  In the outer office, Millie, who had won a prize along with Rueben last Saturday night for best costume, was dressed in a subdued clown suit that consisted of a pair of baggy pants, an oversized plaid shirt, and a small dose of clown makeup. I didn’t care how subdued it was. I hated clowns. They freaked me out, actually, and I tried my damnedest not to look at Millie who kept busy testing a young man’s typing skills and administering a translation test to a woman fluent in German, Italian, and Swedish. Neither applicant seemed the least bit put out by her attire and passed their tests with flying colors. So far Always Prepared had not been called upon to supply anyone with these language skills, but you had to be prepared as our name indicated.


  The second applicant I interviewed that morning did not possess as many skills as Mrs. Levitz, but I assured her we would be able to find a suitable position in no time. I thanked her for coming in and said good-bye just as the phone rang.


  “Mom? Is that you? The connection’s not that good.”


  “Yes, Alex. It’s me. How’s your hair?”


  “Hair? My hair’s fine.”


  “No, I said how are you, dear?”


  “Oh! I’m fine, Mom. How’s London?”


  “Wonderful and the weather’s herb.”


  “Herb? Who’s Herb, Mom, your travel guide?”


  “Not Herb, superb! The weather. Though rain is expected in a few days. I don’t care. I’m just thrilled to be here,” my mother shouted across transatlantic lines that were probably tangled somewhere around Greenland.


  “What time is it there? Shouldn’t you be in bed?”


  “Can’t sleep. Time change, you know.”


  No, I didn’t know. I hadn’t been to Europe yet. “You’ll get acclimated in a few days,” I said, hoping it was true. I didn’t want their trip ruined.


  “I just wanted to let you know we arrived safely. I’ll try to call in a few days.”


  The line went dead before I had a chance to tell my mother about Mr. Kaminski, which was probably a good thing. She would just get upset and there certainly wasn’t anything she could do about it.


  I needed a cup of tea but the sight of Chantal coming up the walk put all thoughts of taking a break aside.


  “Hope I’m not interrupting. Did John tell you how Mr. Kaminski was doing this morning? I tried calling the hospital, but not being a family member, they wouldn’t give out any information.”


  “Chantal, John did call though I haven’t seen him, and Mr. Kaminski is doing fine. They moved him to a private room and he should be allowed to go home maybe tomorrow.”


  “I’m so glad.” Chantal heaved a sigh of relief. “He’s such a sweetheart. Well, that’s certainly good news.” She took off her jacket and draped it over the back of the chair in my office before continuing. “Detective Maroni came by my house last night to get the key to the house. He said they needed to do another search of the yard.”


  “That’s odd. It seems like they did quite a bit of searching yesterday. I wonder what they wanted. John never mentioned anything when I spoke with him.”


  The bell out front rang and, knowing that Millie was occupied, I got up to go check. A few seconds later, I walked into the office with John. He and Chantal exchanged pleasantries.


  “Mrs. Bradbury, have you heard from Mrs. Brissart?”


  “No, I haven’t. I’ve called Mrs. Platz’s sister’s home in Hartford several times, but never got an answer. I’m beginning to worry. They don’t have an answering machine, I’m afraid. And neither Mrs. Platz nor Mrs. Brissart has a cell phone.”


  “We’ll have to keep trying. I’m sure she’d like to be here for Mr. Kaminski. In her absence, perhaps you might be able to help me with something.”


  Chantal looked at me and then turned back to John. “Sure, if I can.”


  “I talked with Mr. Kaminski last evening. He was quite shaken, but I think he’ll be fine. I’m pretty sure the attack was by the same person responsible for putting the cyanide into the cookies.”


  “Are you sure?” I asked.


  “Reasonably sure.” John told us what had happened. “Poor Mr. Kaminski. Never knew what hit him. He just heard the crunching of leaves and then got bopped on the head.”


  “So he didn’t see anything?” I asked.


  “No, but he definitely heard someone approaching.”


  “What was he doing out there?” Chantal asked.


  “He got up early, as usual. Guess he’s a morning person. It was still dark. He made a cup of coffee and took it out on the porch and sat there drinking it and looking out over the plants. Said he heard a dog bark in the distance. The folks in the area tend to have dogs they keep inside, especially when it gets cold, so he wondered about the barking dog but didn’t pay much attention.”


  I folded my arms in front of me. “How did he get hit on the back of the head?”


  “He told me he sat there for about a half hour looking over the garden toward Bradley’s tree house and he started to think that maybe Bradley had some belongings up there and no one bothered to check. So he walked over to the tree and climbed a few steps. He said he could see something white. Couple pieces of paper.”


  “Could he see what was on the papers?” I asked, wondering what all this had to do with cyanide and jequirity beans.


  “Not up in the tree house, so he came down and walked a ways toward the house where it was lighter. He had his back towards the house holding the paper above his head trying to get the light to hit it just right.”


  “Could he make out anything?”


  “No, but not because he couldn’t see but because it was all in French.”


  “French? Are you sure?” I asked.


  “Said he remembered it from the war. Saw a lot of it then in the newspapers and stuff.”


  “Then what happened?” Chantal asked.


  “That’s when he heard the leaves crunch. He said something odd, though. He said he didn’t really think he had been hit all that hard but then he fell and he hit the rock and that was that.”


  I looked at John. “What do you make of it?”


  “I called Detective Maroni and we searched Mrs. Brissart’s house again, but to tell you the truth, I’m not sure what we’re looking for. Maybe Mr. Kaminski got it wrong and he wasn’t sure what he saw. What would papers written in French have to do with anything?” John asked.


  That’s when Chantal let out a yell.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


  


  


  “Of course! The family history. Those papers in French were probably research that Bradley had done or maybe found,” Chantal explained.


  “Did Bradley speak French?” John asked.


  “A bit. He had it in high school and college. We tried speaking with each other a few times, but he was rather rusty. That happens if you don’t have a chance to use it. Doesn’t matter how long you took it, if you don’t practice, it just goes.”


  “Could he read it?”


  Chantal folded her hands in her lap and thought a moment. “I’m not sure, but reading is easier than speaking, at least for me. Though my French is pretty good on all levels thanks to my mother.”


  “Mr. Kaminski said the papers looked like they were photocopies of something. You typed things up for Bradley, was anything in French?”


  “No. Nothing. You know, now that you mention it, the Monday that Bradley came over, he said he had something he might need my help with but he wanted to work on it a bit more himself. And then he went out to the tree house. Yes, that’s right,” Chantal smiled, obviously happy to have thought of something else. “He gave me some history to type, which Alex worked on, and then he went out. I never saw him again.”


  “He gave no indication as to what he needed?”


  “No. None at all. I’m sorry.”


  “Don’t worry about it.” John turned to me. “Alex, you left papers for him?”


  “Yes. I left them in a folder.”


  “We never found anything. Are you sure you printed them up?”


  “Positive. I even wrote a note asking Bradley to review them and let me know if there were any changes.”


  “I’m positive we don’t have them,” John said. “Can you tell me exactly what they were all about?”


  “I have a copy.” I reached for my purse. “I found it fascinating and wanted to use it as a template for maybe doing something like this with my own family.”


  John gave me a doubtful look and I figured the jig was up.


  “Okay. I took a copy home because I thought maybe there was a connection. But I’ve read through it several times and I just don’t see anything that would lead to murder. It starts at the beginning of the family history. Who came over from France, how they started their business, and how the family became so prosperous. Nothing ominous in any of it if that’s what you’re getting at.”


  “This is an exact copy of what you left on the desk?”


  “Yes. This is what I typed up that day. All these people came here a long, long time ago, John. How could any of that matter now?”


  “We’re not sure if it means anything, but Bradley got killed for some reason. You don’t poison someone by accident unless you’re a very bad cook. Whoever put the cyanide in the macaroons did it with one reason in mind.”


  “You said the papers Mr. Kaminski found were photocopies,” Chantal asked. “Where are the originals?”


  “Good question. We’ve gone over Bradley’s apartment and the study at Mrs. Brissart’s and we didn’t find a thing. If they’re something from a long time ago, then we’re talking about some very fragile paper.”


  “I hate to mention this, and I do not believe it for one minute, but if Kendra is involved, it might be conceivable that she took the papers when she left town.” I felt guilty suggesting it, but Bradley was dead and Mr. Kaminski had come very close to the afterlife as well.


  “I thought about that, Alex, but then who hit Mr. Kaminski over the head?” Chantal asked.


  “Maybe she didn’t leave?”


  John nodded. “Maybe.”


  “Or,” I began again, “maybe Bradley left the papers over at her apartment and she didn’t even know what they were or meant. After all, she did leave before you decided Bradley was the intended victim after all.”


  “Good point. Maybe I’ll have one of my men talk with her parents and find out exactly where she is.”


  “Another place you might want to try is the old house in Farmington,” Chantal added. “Bradley and Kendra went out there a lot, and if it’s old papers you’re looking for, that might be a good place to start.”


  “I think you’re right, Chantal. Do you know where the house is?”


  “Yes. I’ve been out there with Mrs. Brissart. It’s really not that hard to find. You can ask anyone if you get lost.”


  “How about a key?” John asked. “I don’t want to have to break in. Maybe June has one.”


  “I doubt it. The old house doesn’t belong to the whole family, just Mrs. Brissart. But you know who has one, is Mr. Kaminski. He went out there to change the lock on the front door a few weeks ago. Bradley said that it— Oh, my God. That’s right.”


  “What is it, Chantal?” I almost jumped out of my seat.


  “Bradley went out to the house earlier in the month and I remember him telling Mrs. Brissart the lock on the front door was loose or something. I know he said it would be very easy for someone to get in. So don’t you see? He was out there. Maybe that’s when he found the papers.”


  “Yeah, but how did he make the copies? Does the house have a copy machine?” I asked thinking that a copy machine didn’t fit in with what I imagined the decor to look like.


  “Well, no. Not that I know of. But he could have gone into town and made his copies and then put the papers back where he found them.”


  “Chantal, write down directions and then I think I’ll stop by the hospital and see if Mr. Kaminski has that key.”


  I gave Chantal a pad of paper and watched while she wrote down the directions and explained everything to John. It seemed pretty straightforward except for a narrow road obscured by thick overgrowth.


  Armed with the crudely drawn map, John and I went into the reception area where Millie sat behind her desk. John walked over and gave her clown nose a tweak. “Where’s Sam?”


  “The elementary school. The kids are having Halloween parties and Sam baked pumpkin cupcakes. She should be back later. Listen, John, tonight’s Halloween. Do you think you might be able to get away and help me give out candy?”


  “If I can get away, I may pass out candy at my place for a bit. I thought that my house is too big and scary and they probably wouldn’t come, but then that’s what Halloween’s all about. There aren’t too many kids in the area, little ones, anyway, and then I’ll try to come by. I figure if any kids show up it will probably be early. So maybe I can come by about seven-thirty.”


  I could hardly wait for him to move in and then there wouldn’t be any of “your place and my place.” I kissed him good-bye and hoped I would see him later.


  It was almost lunch. The three of us sat in my office and ate leftover stew that Millie had made the previous evening.


  About one-thirty, a deliveryman arrived with an order of office supplies, and Millie went out to help him.


  “Well, I guess I should be going and let you get back to work.” Chantal put on her coat. “Let me know if John finds something. If he does, and it’s all in French, I can translate.”


  “Thanks, Chantal, for all your help.”


  She left the office and a few minutes later came back.


  “Did you forget something?”


  “No. Well, yes, I did. I should have told John. Maybe if he calls you can let him know.”


  “What is it?”


  “Bradley stayed over with his grandmother every Monday evening and sometimes on other nights, too. Especially if Kendra had an acting class or something.”


  “And you’re wondering if he could have left the originals in his room at Mrs. Brissart’s?”


  “Exactly. We have a copier so he could have made copies and then put the papers back up in his room. It makes perfect sense if the papers are indeed old and fragile. He probably wouldn’t have wanted to handle them very much.”


  I was already standing and reaching for my purse. “Do you still have the key?”


  “To Mrs. Brissart’s? Yeah. I had two, can’t remember why. I gave Detective Maroni one last night. But Alex, we can’t just go and look in Bradley’s room, can we?” Chantal asked with a smile spreading across her face.


  “Why not? Maybe by the time John gets back from Farmington, we’ll have the papers in-hand. Besides, I’ve been dying to check in the computer to see if there were any items of interest about the history. I wanted to ask you about it yesterday, but well, with the police around, and Mr. Kaminski in such a bad state, I didn’t think it the right time. And,” I added as I pulled on my coat, “I don’t think Mrs. Brissart would mind, not if it helps in finding her grandson’s killer. And we can call her when we get to the house and ask if it would make you feel better.”


  “Okay. I must admit I am rather curious. And it makes sense if I look because I can translate.”


  I liked her logic. I knew I hired her for a good reason.


  By the time we reached the old house, the sky had become gray with a layer of clouds. Rain wasn’t in the forecast, but then again weathermen were known to be wrong. I always thought that if they just looked out the window before they announced the weather each morning, they could save a fortune on machines and other weather-finding equipment.


  There were no other cars in the driveway and we parked my black Honda close to the front door. Chantal took the key from her purse. The lovely old house seemed foreboding with no one present. Maybe it was just the weather and being Halloween, but I had the creeps.


  “First, let’s call Mrs. Brissart. I’ll feel better.” I followed Chantal down the hall to the study. The red eye of the answering machine blinked and Chantal pressed the button for the message.


  “It’s Roberta,” Mrs. Brissart’s soft voice filled the room. Chantal lowered the volume on the machine and got a pencil ready. “Ralph, are you there? Where is everyone? Virginia’s sister had a bit of a setback and we’ve been at the hospital most of the time. Should be back to Indian Cove in a few days. Virginia’s sister is doing much better.”


  The machine clicked off, and reset itself. Chantal dialed the number in Hartford, and getting no answer, she turned to me. “Well, I guess it won’t hurt to go have a look.”


  We went back out into the hall and took the staircase up to the second floor. With no one around, the heat had not been turned on and it felt very cold. We left our coats on and were glad we had both worn slacks. I had never been up here and it surprised me to see it was very bright and freshly painted. The walls were white from the baseboard to the middle and then a soft pale pink striped wallpaper finished to the ceiling. The carpet was a deep rose and there was a window at the end of the long hall that ordinarily would have let in a stream of sunlight.


  Chantal wasn’t sure which room was Bradley’s, having been upstairs only a few times herself. All the doors stood open. She knew Mrs. Brissart and Mrs. Platz each had rooms on this floor and Mr. Kaminski had a small apartment off the kitchen, which had been converted for him many years before. She peeked into each room with me right behind her satisfying my nosy streak. A room on the left toward the end of the hall looked as if it might be Bradley’s. It was painted in a tan color and the furniture was dark and seemed more masculine.


  “What do you think?” asked Chantal.


  “Looks like it could be his. All the rest are very feminine.”


  We entered the room and began our search.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT


  


  


  Chantal and I took off our coats. The lifting of the mattress was the final straw and we felt too hot from our labors. So far, we found nothing of interest. I felt odd going through Bradley’s things though there really wasn’t all that much; a few changes of clothes, and a selection of paperbacks, but it still felt like snooping and of course it was.


  We looked under the oriental carpet, in the closet, and under all the drawers because as I told Chantal, this was always where the police found stuff in the movies. Unfortunately, it didn’t seem to be the choice in real life. Chantal even looked behind the drapes, thinking that maybe Bradley had sewn the papers into the fabric on a particularly boring evening. Nothing.


  “I think maybe we’ve made a mistake. Help me get this mattress back up,” Chantal said brushing a piece of her hair out of her eyes. “You know, why would Bradley hide the papers to begin with? I can understand him making copies so he could make notes on them, but why did he feel the need to hide them if in fact he did?”


  “You have a point. Maybe he didn’t. They’re probably not even here but I am an optimist. It does not seem too much use being anything else.”


  “Huh?” Chantal looked at me.


  “Oh, nothing.” I didn’t feel like enlightening Chantal to my quirky Churchill-quoting habit so instead I just helped her put the bed back together, placing the chenille bedspread on top. “I can’t imagine he would want to hide something from his grandmother. After all, they probably belong to her in the first place though he could have been hiding them from the likes of May and June.”


  “Well, they do come over quite a bit, but they very rarely come up here.”


  “Maybe John found something up at the house in Farmington,” I said, hoping his luck turned out better than ours. What was left of the sun disappeared for the day and I walked over to the wall and turned on a switch illuminating a large floor lamp while Chantal turned on the bedside lamp. “Well, I guess that’s it.” I plopped myself onto the freshly made bed.


  “Do you think we should check anywhere else?” Chantal asked.


  I sat for a moment staring off into space. “I wouldn’t feel right going into Mrs. Brissart’s room. Maybe we should wait until we get in touch with her.” Something caught my eye and I slowly stood up, a smile spreading across my face. “Bingo!”


  “Bingo? What are you grinning about, Alex?” Chantal watched as I walked across the room to where the floor lamp stood. I reached underneath the burgundy shade and turned it off using the knob attached to the base.


  I reached inside the shade and slowly peeled away a piece of tape. “Well, well, well. What a clever boy.” I went back to the bed where Chantal still sat, and placed an envelope on the spread. “This is like Christmas.” I gently opened the envelope even though it wasn’t old and tipped it allowing three smaller envelopes along with something that looked like a deed of some sort to fall onto the bed.


  “The letters! Alex, you did it. What do they say?” Chantal asked even though I hadn’t taken them out of their envelopes. They were very definitely old, and yellowed, and very worn.


  “I’m worried about fingerprints. Maybe I shouldn’t open them. I wish I had gloves.”


  “Mrs. Platz keeps a box of those disposable ones under the kitchen sink, will that do?”


  “Sure,” I said as Chantal headed out the door. “Get two pair.”


  A few minutes later Chantal came back with two pair of thin plastic gloves. They looked like the kind I used when I highlighted my hair. We put them on and Chantal gingerly picked up one envelope and removed the paper. She read it carefully, slowly, speaking very softly.


  Strasbourg, le 7 Novembre 1837


  Cher Lucien,


  Quand tu liras ces lignes...


  “Chantal, can you translate?” I asked trying not to sound impatient.


  “Huh? Oh, sorry, Alex. Yes, let’s see. It’s dated 1837 and it’s from Strasbourg. That’s in France. It’s from...” Chantal scanned the two pages. “Here it is. It’s from someone named Joseph Jaeger. I remember that name from the stuff I typed up, but I don’t really remember the connection. Okay. It says:


  Dear Lucien, by now I am sure that you have gone through with your plans. I cannot, in all honesty, say that I agree with the actions that you found necessary to take, but you know that what you have told me shall go no further.”


  Chantal stopped reading for a moment and I asked what was wrong. “Nothing. It’s just that the ink is a bit faded and there’s a tiny hole in the paper. I’m trying to figure out the missing words by the next sentence. She mumbled in French for a few more seconds and then continued.


  “I fear that what has brought you to this conclusion is greed. It is what I have always feared the most for you for I have known you all your life, and have always been aware of your ambitions and needs, which I dare say are great. I never thought you capable of murder and it saddens me. No, I must be honest, it disgusts me to think that it is so. The fact that the blood is not on your hands does not diminish the truth of what you have done.


  You have nothing to fear from me, cousin. I will carry your sin to my grave. I wish that I did not know this side of you but I believe deep down it was always there and because I loved you, I turned a blind eye. You felt it necessary to confess to me, for that is what it was, a confession, and though I cannot say I am happy you told me, I understand the need that led you to unburden yourself, if only to me. Perhaps your charity to the widow Thiry will erase some of your sins in the eyes of God. I don’t know, but I can only pray that it will. Sadly, I feel that I must sever all ties with you. To carry your sins is one burden I will endure because we are family, but to condone your actions by continuing our relationship would not serve either one of us well.


  I will carry you always in my heart, dear Lucien.


  “It’s signed Joseph.”


  “What the heck does all this mean?” I stood up and walked around the bed to peer over Chantal’s shoulder. “Obviously someone is dead, but who? What does this all have to do with Bradley?” I asked, getting a sick feeling that instead of solving a crime we may have just opened up a whole new can of worms.


  “There’s two more letters,” said Chantal. “Let’s see if they help.” She took one of the letters from an envelope and looked up at me. “This one’s in English and it’s dated December 15, 1836.


  Paul, I trust everything is ready and the terms that we agreed upon are still satisfactory. Maudlin fool that I am, I think it best to wait until after Christmas. Let Raymond have one more feast with his family. I do not want to know the details and I see no reason for us to ever meet again. The money will be waiting for you in the agreed location after it is done. Do not let me down! I know too much of your past for you to cross me. It would be very unwise.


  Lucien”


  I put my hand to my heart. “Jesus! This Lucien sounds horrible. This sounds more like gangsters in the 1920s than businessmen in the 1800s.”


  Chantal put her chin in her hand. “If I remember correctly, Lucien is the first of Mrs. Brissart’s ancestors to come to America.”


  “We need a copy of the family history.” I jumped off the bed and headed for the door.


  “We still have another letter to read and this other thing.” Chantal held up the deed.


  “Bring them downstairs. With any luck, we might just be able to solve this whole thing.”


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE


  


  


  Back in the study, it took a few minutes for Chantal to open up the system. While we waited I asked, “There’s something I don’t understand. If Lucien wrote this to this Paul person, then why was it with Lucien’s things? Or do we have Paul’s things or maybe even the papers of Joseph?”


  “I think this stuff probably belonged to Lucien. If Bradley found these letters in the house in Farmington, then they would have to have been Lucien’s. He’s the relation. Maybe he never mailed the letter to Paul,” Chantal said.


  “It has a stamp, though,” I said.


  “Okay, here we go.”


  I got another chair and pulled it up next to Chantal. We read the history as Chantal slowly scrolled down the screen. When we finished, I set back in my chair. “Wow. This guy Lucien is Mrs. Brissart’s great great grandfather, or maybe great great great grandfather. She said she knew most of the family history. I wonder if she knows this?” I asked.


  “I have no idea. But I’m still confused as to why someone would want to kill over this. I mean don’t we all have someone like this in our history? If you go back far enough, I’m sure just about everybody would find a Lucien or two.”


  “Yes, but to some people, family ties are everything. And if this got out, there might be hell to pay. The Brissart family and the Estenfelders and Dolivecks are all prominent names in this town. I’ll bet June and May would not want this sort of thing to get out.”


  Chantal looked at me, the full impact dawning on her face. “You mean you think May or June would kill over this?”


  “Well, May certainly tried, didn’t she?”


  “Yes. She did. She said June didn’t have a hand in it. But maybe June didn’t have a hand in the jequirity bean but she very well may have put the cyanide in the cookies.” Chantal squinted her eyes into tiny slits. “You know, I never liked her. I don’t particularly care for either of them, but June has always been more ruthless in my opinion.”


  “Well, don’t get an arrest warrant yet. We could be wrong.”


  “Hey, we’re forgetting the other letter.” Chantal said, returning to the subject at hand. She took the third letter off the table and unfolded the yellowed sheets. “This is in French again. It’s addressed to a Madame Thiry, and it’s dated January 12, 1837. It’s from Lucien.


  “My dearest Emilie, What can I possibly say to ease your sorrow over the death of Raymond? I know what he meant to you as I, also, felt very deeply about him. He was my friend and partner for many years and I will cherish my memories forever.”


  “I don’t believe this guy!” I slapped the small table with my hand. “He has the man killed, at least it seems that way, and now he’s writing to the widow.”


  Chantal had been silently reading while I ranted. “There’s more and it doesn’t get any better.”


  “As you know, all our assets were purchased under the Tontine agreement and thus, everything automatically reverts to me. My dear friend Raymond, though an excellent partner and friend, did not fare well when it came to personal investments, and other than your house, did not own anything himself. I would not sleep well at night if I did not honor him by providing for you and your children. I have therefore set up an account that will take care of your monthly needs and the education of your children. Please do not consider this charity. It is not! It is my duty as Raymond’s trusted friend, and I would consider it an honor to see that your needs are taken care of.


  There are a few business matters that unfortunately must be tended to. I wish to burden you no more than what is absolutely necessary and I have, therefore, drawn up the proper papers for your signature. I have taken the liberty of contacting the bankers on your behalf, and, given your lack of English, have assured them that I will be at their disposal for whatever they need.


  Emilie, please be assured that I will take care of everything for you and your needs will not go unattended. I learned of something today that may ease your mind. The body of a man named Paul Jackson was found in the woods outside of town. The authorities found some money on him and an old watch that I kept at the office. I believe, as do they, that this is the man responsible for Raymond’s death. I can only conclude that he associated himself with people no better than he and that justice has been served.


  I remain,”


  “Blah, blah blah. What a wonderful guy this Lucien was.”


  “Chantal, he must have killed Paul Jackson. It’s too much of a coincidence that this man turns up dead shortly after the murder of Raymond. And that would explain why the letter to him from Lucien was back in Lucien’s possession.”


  “What a scumbag.” Chantal never minced words.


  “What about those other papers, Chantal? Let’s have a look.”


  “This one looks like it’s some sort of land deed. You know, I think it’s for land in Farmington. I wonder if it’s the land where Mrs. Brissart has her house?”


  “And the other, what’s that?”


  “It’s a letter to the bank signed by Madame Thiry, and it’s in English. It basically says that she is turning over the property owned by Raymond to Lucien in payment for a personal loan that Lucien made to Raymond at one time.”


  “I didn’t think Raymond owned anything. That’s what it says in this letter that Lucien wrote to Emilie,” I said full of genuine puzzlement. “It’s in English, you say?”


  Chantal nodded. “That’s right.”


  “Lucien said he would handle everything because poor Emilie didn’t speak English. No doubt she couldn’t read it either. I bet the poor woman didn’t even know that Raymond owned some land. Supporting her for a while was the least he could do after he swindled her out of that land. And I’ll bet my share of Always Prepared that that land is the piece owned by Mrs. Brissart, May and June. Mrs. Brissart said something about it having ore deposits. What’s your bet that old Lucien wanted it and didn’t want to share the profits with Raymond?”


  “Okay, but why not just buy it from him outright?” Chantal asked. “He could certainly afford it.”


  “Maybe Raymond wouldn’t sell. We know from the history that Lucien was ruthless and greedy. His own cousin said it in the first letter you read. And who knows what else the two men were arguing over. They had been partners for quite some time, and I can tell you, I love my sister, but we don’t always see eye to eye on how the business should progress.”


  “Yes, but you wouldn’t kill her?”


  I gave it a thought then waved my hand. “No. Of course not. But there are many people who do that all the time.”


  “So what now?”


  “Now we call John and tell him we know why Bradley was killed. Someone did not want it known that that piece of land Mr. Smit wants so badly was not theirs to sell.”


  “You mean May and June?” Chantal asked, already knowing the answer.


  “Yes. I think the jequirity bean was just to throw the police off their scent. They probably put it in the Cherry Heering as a red herring. I’m sure they figured once May confessed to that and really laid on the I’m-sorry-I-never-meant-to-kill-her routine, that all eyes would be cast in a different direction. Oh!”


  “What?” Chantal asked.


  “I almost forgot. Remember after May was arrested, we were all here and John came by?”


  “Yes. What about it?”


  “Mrs. Brissart said she had talked with May on the phone Saturday morning.” Chantal gave me a so-what look. “Mrs. Brissart told May that she planned to go to the grocery to get the ingredients for the macaroons. May knew.”


  “And what May knows, June knows as well,” Chantal smiled.


  “Let’s not forget that they knew about Bradley doing the history,” I added. “And maybe May and June knew a bit more of what he might find out than Mrs. Brissart did.” I took a breath and checked my watch. “He must be back at the station by now.” I pulled out my cell and punched in John’s direct line at the station and got his voice mail. I could call his cell but when I started dating him, I told myself I would not bother him while he was on the job. Of course, this was different. I punched in his cell and it went directly to voice mail as well. I thought for a moment. “How about Detective Maroni?”


  “No, I’m sorry. He’s not available either. He got called out on something this afternoon and hasn’t returned,” the dispatcher told me.


  I told the woman on the other end to please have the first one who returned contact me immediately. I gave her my home telephone number and hung up.


  “What do we do with the papers?”


  “I’ll take them home with me. John should be coming over tonight. Oh, my God,” I said as I glanced at my watch again. “I’ve got to get home. Sam will be bringing the kids over in their costumes.”


  Chantal went into the kitchen and brought out a brown paper lunch bag and slipped in all the letters. “Are you sure you should take them? Maybe we should put them back where we found them.”


  “No. John will want to see them immediately. They’ll be fine. I’ll hide them as soon as I get home. You know, something just occurred to me.”


  “What’s that?” Chantal asked.


  “Why did Bradley hide them? This isn’t his home. If someone knew about them and wanted them, they would search his house.”


  “Exactly. That’s why he hid them here.”


  “Oh, Chantal. Does this mean he knew he might be killed?” I couldn’t bear to think that Bradley felt threatened. He hadn’t seemed threatened when I met him. On the contrary, he seemed very upbeat and happy.


  “Maybe he just knew how valuable they were and didn’t want them getting tossed out with the trash or something when Mrs. Platz came in to clean,” Chantal offered with a shrug.


  “I guess so,” I said without much conviction.


  Chantal turned off the computer and went to get our coats from Bradley’s bedroom while I tried to call Sam. I got no answer and figured she was probably on her way to my house. Hopefully she would wait. I could call her on her cell but with the way she drove, I hated talking to her while she was driving—especially with the kids in the car.


  “Here we go,” Chantal said, returning with our coats.


  I put the papers into my purse and Chantal turned off the study lamps when a sound startled us.


  “Stuart! You scared the daylights out of us.”


  “Sorry, Chantal. I didn’t mean to.” Stuart stood in the hallway, his crooked smile playing at his lips.


  “Your grandmother’s not here. Can I help you with something?”


  “She’s with me.” Stuart said just as Mrs. Brissart walked up the steps.


  “Mrs. Brissart, we’ve been trying to call you,” Chantal gushed as she walked toward the older woman. “Mr. Kaminski was attacked last night.”


  “Yes, I know. Stuart called me. I asked him to come and get me.” Didn’t she have her own car? I asked myself silently. As if Mrs. Brissart could read my mind she added, “I left my car for Virginia.” She pointedly looked at me and I held my purse tighter.


  Chantal started to open her mouth, no doubt with the intention of telling Mrs. Brissart everything we discovered. I didn’t want her to say anything so I gave her a sharp jab in her back.


  She gave me a weird look and before she could open her mouth again, I looked at Mrs. Brissart and Stuart and said, “I just dropped by to pick Chantal up. Car problems. Well, Chantal, if you’re done for the day, we best get going.”


  “But Alex...” Chantal began.


  I raised my eyebrows and gave her a stern look. “Don’t you have to get ready for Halloween?”


  “Huh? Oh! Yes, I guess I better.”


  We said our good-byes and left the house.


  “What was that all about, Alex? You’re acting very weird.”


  “I think I know who killed Bradley. I’ve got to get hold of John but I promise I’ll tell you everything later.”


  I dropped off a very bewildered Chantal and then headed home hoping I hadn’t missed my niece and nephew.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER FORTY


  


  


  “Oh, thank goodness you waited. I was afraid you would leave before I got here.” I got out of my car and walked up the front walk. Sam and two costumed children sat on my porch. “You look wonderful!” I said to Kendall and Henry. The Power Ranger costume Henry wore looked terrific on him and Kendall’s Pocahontas attire looked just like the real thing.


  “Well, come on in and let’s see what I have for you.”


  “So where have you been? I worry about you. Thought maybe you found another body,” Sam said.


  “In a way, I have.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “In a minute. Let me get the candy and take some pictures.” I had my camera ready, having charged it the night before. Kendall and Henry eagerly posed for several pictures before looking in the brightly decorated brown bags I had handed them. “One each is from me and John and the other two are from Grandma and Grandpa.”


  “Mom, they didn’t forget!” Kendall yelled, peering into her bag and pulling out a solid chocolate witch from the best chocolate store in town.


  “Of course Grandma wouldn’t forget. She was very sorry she couldn’t be here. Speaking of which,” Sam turned to me after she took a piece of chocolate from Henry’s bag, “have you heard from our two world travelers?”


  “Yeah, I did, but the connection was pretty bad. All I got was that they are having a great time and are a bit jet lagged.” I turned my attention to Kendall and Henry. “Now listen you two, Mrs. Connolly across the street wants you to come by and show her your costumes. I’ll bet she’s got something good for you, too. Do you remember which house is hers?”


  “Yeah, it’s the blue one with the big scarecrow in the front,” volunteered Pocahontas.


  “That’s right. Now watch for cars.” The kids took off. Sam watched from the window to make sure they went to the right house. Having followed through with her parental duties, she turned to me. “Okay, they’re fine. Now what did you mean about finding another body?”


  “Well, not a body, really, but a lot of very interesting stuff.” I filled Samantha in on the contents of the letters.


  “So where are they?”


  “Here in my purse.” I took them out and placed them in the drawer of one of the end tables.


  “Don’t I get to look?”


  “No. They’re very old and besides, we’re not wearing gloves. I don’t want John yelling that I’ve tampered with evidence. I’ll probably be in deep doodoo just having taken them as it is.” I might even go to jail, I thought fleetingly, and wondered if John would put in a good word for me or pull the cell door closed himself.


  “So you think this clinches the case?”


  “Don’t you? Who else would be so determined to make sure nothing stood in the way of the land deal?”


  “Yeah, but if your theory is right, it’s not their land.”


  “True, but without those letters, no one would ever know that.”


  “That poor, poor family.” Sam shook her head in true sorrow for the Brissarts. “Well, Nancy Drew, it looks like you’ve solved another one.”


  “Mom! Look what Mrs. Connolly gave us.” Kendall raced into the house carrying a large, expertly decorated cookie and interrupting my thoughts of a stint on the Today Show as I explained how I solved the murder.


  “I hope you remembered to thank her,” Sam said to her daughter as she wrapped her arm around the young girl’s waist.


  “We did.”


  “Well, I guess we better be getting home. Daddy should be there by now and he’s going to want to take you guys out.”


  “Aunt Alex, Susan’s parents decorated their garage just like a cemetery. We’re going there first!” Henry said full of anticipation.


  I was amused by their excitement and glad to see they enjoyed it so much. I wanted to do something special with my own house for Halloween, maybe turn the garage into a witch’s castle complete with spider webs and scary music. Maybe when John moved in we could do it together with help from Henry and Kendall.


  “Well, have fun, you two. And don’t eat all that stuff in one night.”


  I walked everyone outside. After my sister drove away, I pulled my car into the garage and lit the pumpkins on my front porch. One pumpkin was a bit soft, and one side of its mouth drooped but the cold weather had helped in keeping them fresh. I turned on my porch light and waited for the first trick-or-treaters.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER FORTY-ONE


  


  


  At the sound of the doorbell, I picked up the two baskets piled high with candy and went to the front door. Maybe I should be passing out apples and carrots sticks but I knew only too well from my own childhood that those healthy treats would not go over with the kids.


  I opened the door to find a trio of fairy princesses along with a protective parent standing out by the street. It was a sad fact that parents hesitated to let their little ones go off by themselves. I could remember a time when my parents wouldn’t even begin to worry about Sam and me until ten o’clock rolled around.


  There weren’t any other children approaching for the moment so I adjusted the cardboard witch on my front door and closed it. I walked to the big picture window and untangled the two skeletons hanging from the window latch. With the streets quiet for the moment, I headed for the kitchen to make a sandwich.


  Armed with a salami sandwich on Italian bread and a small bag of chips, I went back into the living room and called John’s number. No answer. He should be back from Farmington by now, I thought munching on a handful of potato chips. Maybe he stopped off at the station. The doorbell rang again jerking me out of my thoughts and I reached for the baskets before going to answer it.


  By eight o’clock, I felt certain John would not be making it over. Annoyance overtook me and I wondered if this was how it would always be having a relationship with a policeman. I had to admit John usually didn’t work very late, and once the murder was solved things should go back to normal. Then he would be moving in. This thought pushed away my annoyance at his not making it over.


  Outside, across the street, several children were still walking from house to house. I had one bag of candy left and hoped it would be enough. Forty-five minutes later, I had just handed my last piece of chocolate to a pirate with two eye patches. I strongly suspected that he had tiny little holes poked in them allowing him to see what was being tossed into his bag, let alone maunder around the neighborhood. Having no more candy left and not an apple in sight, I flicked off the porch light and locked the door.


  At nine-fifty-five, my doorbell rang. I had just changed into my pair of men’s flannel pajamas so I reached for my robe and went to answer it.


  “I’m sorry, but the candy’s all gone.”


  The person standing on my front porch seemed a little old to be out trick-or-treating, but if the truth be told, I had continued with the tradition well into my teens. He wasn’t very original, though, wearing only an old-man mask with strands of long, gray hair hanging from the back. It was quite frightening. Something about the way he stood looked vaguely familiar, and I felt certain I had seen the plaid shirt peeking out from under his leather jacket before. However, the gun in his right hand was something new entirely.


  “Get in there!”


  Fear washed over me, and not just from the mask. A gun had a way of doing that.


  “I said get inside and close the door,” the voice behind the mask whispered, all the while holding the gun on me.


  The whispered order frightened me more than if the man had yelled and all of a sudden I felt very cold inside my pajamas and robe.


  “Go and close those curtains.” He pointed to the front window with the gun.


  I pulled my robe tightly around me and walked to the large picture window. The children had long since gone and all the houses looked dark. I pulled the drapes, leaving just a bit open at the bottom. With any luck John might be on his way and might see me inside, I prayed. I felt my entire body tremble. Whatever he planned on doing to me I hoped he would take off the mask. I couldn’t look at it any more.


  “Okay, now come and sit on the couch. Where’s your purse?”


  “Over there.” I pointed toward the dining room. “On the table.” I could hear my voice trembling and hoped it might play on the man’s sympathies, if he indeed had any, which seemed highly unlikely given that he had a gun and all.


  He walked over toward the table backward, keeping an eye on me. With his left hand he picked up my brown leather bag and emptied the contents on the table. “Where is it!” he yelled as he walked back into the room.


  I pulled back thinking he might hit me. “Where’s what?” I choked on a sob as the man grabbed my arm and turned it hard. “Stop! You’re hurting me. There’s about forty dollars in the kitchen, behind the flour container. You can have that, just don’t hurt me.”


  “Don’t be cute. I want the papers.”


  “Pape...” Then I had it. I knew where I had seen him. I just never thought he would follow me home, having believed, erroneously as it turned out, that he wouldn’t think I was clever enough to figure it out. How long had he been out there? Had he been watching me all night? The thought brought a new chill to me, spreading rapidly all the way to the bone. I could almost see the uneven teeth under the rubber of the mask. I turned my face toward his hideous disguise and said with as much scorn as my trembling voice could muster, “Why don’t you take off your mask, Stuart?”


  “Aren’t you smart. Now I’ll have to kill you for sure.” Stuart pulled the mask off. His hair was matted to his head and sweat dripped down his face, his black eyes wild. “I’m not going to fool with you. I want those papers now!”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  “The papers I saw you put in your purse back at my grandmother’s house. Where are they?”


  “I gave them to the police.”


  “No, you didn’t. You came straight here after dropping Chantal off.” My face went deathly pale. “That’s right,” he said, wiping sweat from his face with his sleeve. “I followed you. So don’t lie to me. Where are they?”


  He twisted my arm harder this time and I turned my head to bury it in the sofa. The pain was immense and I knew that if he didn’t let up, he would twist it right off my body. Yuk.


  “Where are they!” This time he forgot the sinister whisper. “I’ve already killed Bradley, the dear boy,” he said, his voice full of mockery.


  “Yes, you did. Why didn’t you kill Mr. Kaminski as well?”


  “Kill Ralph?” Stuart asked with a look of pure puzzlement. “Why would I harm Mr. Kaminski? He’s been like a father to me. More than my own ever was.”


  “That’s right. The knock on the back of the head wasn’t all that bad. The fall on the rock knocked him out.”


  “Yeah, I’m sorry for that. I just didn’t want him to see me.” Stuart’s voice took on a child-like tone.


  “You thought he had found the originals. But he didn’t. John has them.”


  “You didn’t have any time to give those papers to anyone. Unless you gave them to your sister.”


  “How did you...?”


  “Who your sister is? You underestimate me. I’ve been keeping an eye on you. Ever since you stopped by to talk with Trish. You nosey types are always trouble. Now give me the papers and let’s get this over with.”


  I cried now, my tears dropping onto my sofa. I had a terrible feeling that this was it—he was going to kill me. If this had been a mystery show on TV, the cops would be pulling up right outside this very minute, but this was real life and the gun that Stuart held contained real bullets not blanks. I would never see my family or John again. Any minute now my life should start to pass before my eyes, I thought.


  “You’ll never get away with it. Chan...” I closed my mouth.


  “Chantal. Yes, Chantal knows all about it. That’s okay. I’ll have to stop by her place on my way home and take care of her, too.”


  “You wouldn’t!” I cried.


  “You knew I killed my brother. I saw it in your eyes at my grandmother’s this afternoon. How did you figure it out?”


  I had no wish to divulge anything to this maniac, but anything to stall him until John could get here. That is, if he was on his way, which I strongly suspected he wasn’t. “Because your grandmother said you called with the news about Mr. Kaminski. No one knew he had been hit. The police were very careful to keep it out of the papers. But then you would know, wouldn’t you?”


  Stuart shrugged.


  “The more I thought about it, I really didn’t think that May and June had it in them.” I wiped my eyes on the sleeve of my robe. “They rant and rave a lot, but I don’t think they would kill.”


  “So you settled on me.”


  “It took some doing,” I said trying to get a glimpse of the clock on the bookshelf. Where the hell was John? “But I’ll bet you have quite a few debts mounted up. Horseracing is not an exact science.”


  “No. No, it is not,” Stuart said, the gun still pointed at me. “And there are quite a few people who would like their money. Hard as I’ve tried, they just don’t want to wait anymore. But I wasn’t there the night Bradley died. You really had to stretch your imagination to come up with me.”


  “It really wasn’t all that difficult once I thought about it. You saw your grandmother at the store buying the ingredients for the cookies, and you were at Bradley’s house before he died. Did he show you the photocopies he made? Is that how you knew what he found?”


  “Had them spread out all over. Quite excited about his little find.”


  “So that Monday night, you watched through the study window to make sure everyone left and then you went in.”


  “Just walked right in. Even had a bit of a chat with my little brother. Then when he left the room to go to the bathroom, I poisoned the cookies and got out of there. Well, as enlightening as this all is, I’d like the papers. Now!”


  I jumped. I couldn’t think of any more stalling tactics. Surely he wouldn’t kill me before he had the papers. Would he risk shooting off a gun? Too many people would hear it. Maybe I could drag this out a bit longer.


  “This should be quick and painless.” Stuart reached into his pocket and pulled something out. I knew a silencer when I saw one and my heart raced faster than it had been. Maybe I would have a heart attack first. “If you’re not going to help me, I’ll just kill you first and search afterward in peace.”


  “You didn’t have any luck finding the papers before, what makes you think you’ll find them now?” I said making one more attempt at stalling Stuart.


  “That was stupid of me. I never thought Bradley would hide them at Mamoo’s house. He was smarter than I gave him credit for. He must have seen something in my face when I stopped by his apartment and knew I wanted them. Okay. Enough talk. Let’s get this over with.”


  He raised the gun and God help me, one of Winston’s damn quotes came into my head. One ought never to turn one’s back on a threatened danger and try to run away from it. If you do that, you will double the danger. But if you meet it promptly and without flinching, you will reduce the danger by half. Meet it head on, huh? Okay I could do that. My eyes darted quickly looking for something to grab that I could use to throw at Stuart but I didn’t think the Yankee Magazine sitting on the coffee table would do much damage. The only thing left to do was scream and that’s exactly what I did. Loudly. Then I screamed again hoping that someone, anyone, might hear me.


  “Drop the gun!”


  “Huh?” At first I thought Stuart was talking to me but then I realized the voice had come from the direction of the kitchen. Stuart whirled around. I threw myself onto the floor between the sofa and the coffee table, hitting my knee on the corner of the table.


  “I said drop it!” the voice yelled again.


  Stuart raised the barrel but before he could get it up a shot rang out in my small house. Stuart fell back, slumped over the sofa. The gun flew from his hands and landed on top of my leg. He clutched his left shoulder yelling in pain.


  I slithered out from my hiding place and crawled around to the back of the sofa.


  “Ms. Harris, you forgot to lock your back door.”


  


  *****


  


  With the sound of sirens and flashing lights, not to mention a gunshot, most of my neighbors came out into the street. Stuart Brissart had been put into an ambulance and a police car with two officers followed it to the hospital.


  After coming from behind the sofa, I had jumped up and thrown my arms around Detective Maroni, who blushed at my obvious display of gratitude. I started laughing uncontrollably and he asked me what was so funny.


  “It’s just that I thought you kind of looked like Clark Kent, with your glasses, and nice starched shirts and short hair.”


  “I’ve heard that before.”


  “Well, it’s true. Not only do you look like Clark Kent, but you act like Superman. We’re going to have to do something about the hair, though.”


  I heard a car door slam and turned toward the street. John stood there staring at me. At first I thought he was going to yell, but then his famous smile filled up his face. He rushed up the steps and picked me up.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER FORTY-TWO


  


  


  “Okay, so where were we?” Mary-Beth asked as she settled back down on the floor.


  “I said that I have never been so happy to see another human being in all my days. I just wish he didn’t have to shoot Stuart so near my sofa. Luckily, he wore leather and it soaked up the blood pretty well.”


  “Alex! We’re eating,” chided Mary-Beth, slicing large portions of cheesecake and passing them around.


  “Sorry. I felt so sure Stuart was going to shoot me right then and there. My life didn’t exactly pass before my eyes, but I kept thinking about John and...” I took John’s hand. “And my sister and Henry and Kendall and Mom and Dad in London and how this was really going to wreck their vacation. And Meme. Meme would never recover if I had been killed.”


  “So you knew it was Stuart right away?” Mary-Beth asked


  “No. Not right away,” I said. “At first I thought he was a robber but he looked familiar somehow. And why it didn’t click all at once, I don’t know.” I took a bite of my cake. “There is one thing I don’t understand.”


  “What’s that?” John asked.


  “How would killing Bradley change anything? I mean just because Bradley was dead, that didn’t mean that Mrs. Brissart would sell the land.”


  “No, it didn’t. But Bradley figured out the fact the land wasn’t theirs to sell. The land in question belongs to Kendra’s family. Stuart told Bradley to just keep his mouth shut on that first night, but that wasn’t Bradley’s way. Stuart counted on the fact that no one else knew who really owned the land and, with Bradley dead and the papers destroyed, no one would ever find out. But I think it went beyond just the money. I think Stuart really hated his brother and in a sick way, he finally felt he had a justifiable reason for getting rid of him.”


  “That still doesn’t mean his grandmother would decide to sell,” I said.


  “I think he figured she would eventually wear down. And ironically, Bradley’s death made her want to just be rid of the whole thing. So she probably would have sold out before too long,” John explained, “if for no other reason than to be done with her sisters once and for all.”


  I sighed. “John, I hate to ask this but I have to know. Did Mrs. Brissart know Stuart killed Bradley?”


  “Yes, she did. She never asked him outright, but she figured he did it.”


  “Is she in trouble?”


  “We’re not going to arrest her, if that’s what you mean, but she lost one grandson at the hands of another. Her life is pretty much ruined, wouldn’t you say?”


  “I guess I would lie, or at least not tell anyone what I suspected, to protect my family. John, what about Steven? He’s quite a gambler as well, isn’t he? Will he be hounded for Stuart’s debts?” I asked, anxious to talk about anyone other than Mrs. Brissart.


  “You got that wrong. Steven does not gamble.”


  “But I saw him at my club, and Ann....”


  John held up his hand. “I suggest you find yourself another source. Steven went to the club because he wanted to buy Trish a membership. She doesn’t like his country club, thinks it’s too uppity, and Steven thought maybe if she got out more, she might meet some people and have more of a life. Your club has a young crowd and he thought it would be perfect for her. She stays home and takes care of him and that’s about all she does.”


  I wouldn’t give up. “Ann said a guy at the health club saw Steven several times at one of the tracks in New York.”


  “Yeah, he went several times to keep an eye on Stuart. He was worried about him. Had a good idea about the kind of characters he was getting mixed up with.”


  “So this murder comes downs to money.” Mary-Beth said. “Well, I hope I never have the kind of money that I get myself into so much trouble over.”


  Her husband patted her hand. “I don’t think we have to worry about that, honey. Between car payments and mortgage, we’ll never have any to gamble with.”


  “Stuart’s pathetic.”


  “Yeah, Mary-Beth, he is that. And there’s something he didn’t know. Mrs. Brissart knew all along about the history.”


  “She did? “ I asked, almost falling off the sofa.


  John nodded. “She’s always known. She knew about the letters, but she never knew where they were. Bradley found them up at the house. Stuart went up there looking for them as well. I found the house ransacked when I went to Farmington.”


  “There’s something that Winston said that I think fits here.”


  “What’s that,” Mary-Beth asked me.


  “If we open a quarrel between past and present, we shall find that we have lost the future. I don’t know if it really fits, but I think she just wanted to let the past be the past. I can’t believe she knew and wasn’t going to say anything.”


  “She’s probably more like her sisters than she wants to admit.” John took a small bite of the cheesecake. “She wanted to protect the family from scandal, but she felt giving the house and land to Bradley and Kendra as a wedding gift would make up for it.”


  “If word gets out, would Kendra’s family have any claims to it?” Mary-Beth asked.


  “Maybe,” John sighed, “but it’s going to take forever and a lot of money to sort it all out through the courts. I don’t know what’s going to happen now. Mrs. Brissart’s family can argue that Lucien wrote those letters because he was crazy with sorrow over the death of his friend. That he really didn’t have Raymond killed. Or that the letters are fake. Who knows?”


  “How are June and May taking all of this?” I asked.


  “As suspected, they’re more upset over the loss of the land than they are about Stuart and Bradley. May said something to the effect the reputation of the whole family would be ruined by the actions of their ancestor, and that Stuart had to go and inherit Lucien’s murdering ways. She also hinted at the fact that if they just kept this new information about the land to themselves, maybe the deal would still go through. Of course, it will all come out in court. And June is still pining away for J.T.” John said, as he tried to stifle a yawn.


  “Has anybody seen him?”


  “He went to the AIDS benefit the other night in New York City on the arm of some woman from Greenwich, I think. Has more money than all three sisters put together. In all that’s happened, I forgot to tell you that there is a bit of good news,” John said.


  “There is? What?” I asked wondering how anything good could come out of all this mess.


  “Kendra is pregnant. She called Mrs. Brissart from New Hampshire. Bradley’s parents are ecstatic.”


  I thought back to Kendra’s upset stomach thinking that it was due to something she ate. This was much better.


  John stifled another yawn and I took the hint.


  “I think it’s time we left and got this guy to bed.”


  We said our goodnights and I promised to call Mary-Beth in the next few weeks and let her know how everything ended. I drove home and it wasn’t until John was lying in bed that I brought up the subject of his moving in. I stood in the doorway of the bedroom with a toothbrush in one hand and a tube of toothpaste in the other. “Is this a bad time to talk?”


  “No, as long as I don’t have to get up or give too many answers.”


  “Just one. Now that the case is closed, can we find some time to move your things over here?”


  John patted the bed beside him and I walked over and sat down, clean teeth forgotten.


  “You know, I’ve been thinking,” he said looking deep into my eyes, “I hope this won’t be too upsetting, but if it’s all right with you I really don’t think moving in together is such a good idea.”


  My heart stopped. I looked at John and couldn’t decide whether to cry or get mad. I felt my face redden as embarrassment, then anger, set in. Had I read everything all wrong? Was I moving too fast for the guy? I hadn’t thought so. I thought he really wanted to live together. At least he had last week. Maybe my involvement in Bradley’s murder upset him more than I thought.


  “Well, if that’s what you want, I guess we can keep things the way they are,” I said with a tremor in my voice.


  “Actually, I had something else in mind. I thought that maybe we should get married.”
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  Elaine never forgot her New England roots and centers her books in the fictional town of Indian Cove, Connecticut. Each book includes a European connection bringing together her love of both places.


  An active member of Sisters in Crime, Elaine takes comfort in knowing that there are many others like her out there spending all their free time trying to come up with inventive ways to kill people.
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