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Chapter One
 

“How do you feel about old books?” my mother asked, clutching a dark blue teapot as she sat down at the table in her spacious, sunny kitchen.

“You know I love old books,” I said, holding my mug steady while she filled it with hot, fragrant Earl Grey tea. “Was that a trick question?”

I was staying with my parents for a few days while I taught a two-day book-repair class at the Dharma branch of the Sonoma County Library. Teaching the class had given me the perfect excuse to escape San Francisco while my boyfriend, Derek Stone, was out of the country on a top secret assignment. He’s a former British intelligence agent. I don’t ask questions.

I’m a bookbinder who specializes in rare book restoration. Old books are my life as well as my livelihood. So I had to wonder what my mother had in mind with that question.

Mom poured herself a cup of tea and set the teapot on a rooster-shaped iron trivet we’d had forever. “A friend wants to get rid of a bunch of old books, but some of them might be in bad shape.”

“The moldier the better,” I said with a grin. “I’m a sucker for rotted-out leather bindings.”

“Then you may be in luck.” Mom squeezed a few drops of lemon juice into her mug, then added, “But there’s a catch. You have to help me pack them up.”

“I don’t mind packing them up as long as I get to keep them. Who’s giving them away?”

“Do you remember Wanda Frawley?”

“Wanda?” I pictured a pretty, dark-haired woman who always wore a scarf around her neck. “Of course. You used to be great friends with her. I thought she moved away.”

“No,” she said, not meeting my gaze as she fussed with and straightened the yellow gingham tablecloth.

I frowned. “But I haven’t seen her around town in years. Whatever happened to her?”

“Nothing really happened to her.” Mom paused. “Well, except that she died recently.”

“Oh, Mom.” I reached over and squeezed her hand. “I’m sorry. I remember she was always so full of joy. And such a good friend to you.”

She returned the squeeze. “Thanks, sweetie. But Wanda and I haven’t seen each other in years.”

“You haven’t?” I was taken aback. I guess I hadn’t paid enough attention to my mother’s social life. And what did that say about me, her daughter? Guilt blossomed and my stomach began to knot up. “What happened between you two?”

Mom sat back in her chair and wrapped both hands around her mug of tea. “At the time, I thought I must have upset her or something, because one day she just stopped calling, stopped showing up at the Hall, just sort of disappeared. That must have been at least fifteen years ago.”

“The Hall” was the Dharma town hall where Guru Bob held regular lectures, philosophical discussions, and parties. Guru Bob’s real name was Robson Benedict and he was the leader of the Fellowship for Spiritual Enlightenment and Higher Artistic Consciousness, the commune my parents and several hundred others had belonged to since I was eight years old. While growing up, all of us commune kids had referred to him as Guru Bob. Not to his face, of course, because that would have been disrespectful. Not that it mattered; I figured he’d always known our silly nickname for him. Guru Bob knew everything.

Mom’s friend Wanda and her husband, Byron Frawley, had been members of the commune for as long as we’d been living here in the grapevine-studded hills of eastern Sonoma County. Byron was CFO for the commune’s winery and a good friend of my father, who ran the place.

“Wanda’s sisters must be devastated,” I said.

“I suppose they are,” Mom said with a sad smile. “According to Byron, Marjorie is having a very hard time, but he has no idea about Elaine. He said he hasn’t seen her in over five years.”

“Didn’t she marry the Duke of Earl or something?”

“He’s the Earl of Radisson,” Mom said. “She met him when she was on some humanitarian mission in Eastern Europe.”

“Right.” The three beautiful Bradford sisters, Marjorie, Wanda, and Elaine, were the daughters of extremely wealthy parents. They’d grown up in the area and were considered minor celebrities in Dharma. Everyone in town knew little tidbits about their lives, including me. “She lives in his castle and they have some kind of wild menagerie, right? And she wrote books.”

Mom smiled. “Children’s books, all about the llamas she raises on the estate grounds.”

“Cool,” I said, grinning. But then I frowned. “So they had a fight or something?”

“Yes. I remember seeing Elaine in town occasionally, even after she married the Earl. But then she simply stopped coming. I have a feeling the sisters had a falling out. When I asked Byron about her, he seemed to shut down, so I didn’t probe.”

“That’s not like you,” I said, biting back a smile.

“I know.” She chuckled. “I imagine with a yard full of llamas, she’s still as eccentric as she ever was. She and Marjorie were always a wacky twosome.”

I wasn’t sure exactly what constituted “wacky” in Mom’s dictionary, since she was a semipermanent resident of Wacky Town herself. But I did remember the three beautiful Bradford sisters. While I was growing up, they were always showing up on the local news, and since they were so rich, the media called them eccentric instead of just plain odd.

The sisters had always embraced the most radical causes imaginable. I could still recall seeing them at the grocery store trying to collect signatures for all sorts of petition drives. They often carried protest signs. We kids always talked about the funniest ones. Don’t Use Toilet Paper (because the companies who made toilet paper also allegedly made bombs) and Bicycle in the Buff for Peace (self-explanatory).

The oldest sister, Marjorie, became even more heavily involved in radical politics. In the nineties, she traveled with a political action group throughout Eastern Europe and parts of the Middle East and the Asian subcontinent. The group would meet up with the local opposition parties and do what they could to help the local underground overthrow whichever dictator was oppressing his people.

Marjorie gained more notoriety when she published a book of her journals and photographs chronicling her more outrageous exploits. That was her first book; since then, she had become world famous for the many travel memoirs and essays she continued to write.

She didn’t stop protesting locally either. A few years ago, I’d seen her at the local hardware store thrusting flyers into men’s hands as they passed her. A large, colorful banner hanging from a table nearby read, Wax Your Chest to Stop Deforestation. A pink-smocked cosmetician waited patiently at the table with a pot of wax warming over a Sterno flame.

Shaking off the bizarre memory, I said, “Had Wanda been ill?”

“Yes, although some people would argue with me on that point.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Lost in thought, Mom stared down at her drink for a minute. Finally she looked up at me. “Wanda was agoraphobic.”

I winced. “Oh, dear.”

“Yeah, it was bad. And you know how people can be. There have always been a few who brushed off the fact that she was ill. They called her snooty and antisocial for staying home and not joining the real world.”

“That’s just ignorance,” I said.

Mom nodded. “Exactly.”

“So what happened? Did she just stop leaving the house?”

“Pretty much. One day she seemed fine and the next day, she wouldn’t answer my phone calls. I took it personally. I didn’t know what I’d done, so I drove over to confront her.” Mom sighed a little. “She wouldn’t come outside, but talked to me from behind the screen door. She looked perfectly fine, all dressed up and wearing makeup and everything. But she couldn’t come out on the porch.”

“That’s so sad.”

“I told her she didn’t have to come outside, I’d come inside and visit her. She insisted she didn’t have time to visit that day, so I called her the next day, then once a week for months, but she would never call me back. I guess she was too embarrassed. It broke my heart, but I finally stopped calling her.”

“So she shut herself off from all her friends.”

Mom’s lips twisted in a wry grimace. “Not exactly. One day, a few months after I made that last phone call, she called me out of the blue.”

“Wow. What happened to change things?”

“Byron built a six-foot wall around their property.”

“A wall? That’s all it took? Were you allowed to come inside the wall?”

“No,” she said slowly. “But for some reason, the wall gave her some sense of security and control over things. After that, she was willing to talk to me on the phone.”

I glanced at her sideways. “So, you had a phone friendship?”

“Yes. Then later, when everyone started using computers, we would e-mail every so often.”

I had plenty of friends whose only means of communication with me was through e-mail, so who was I to judge? “At least she finally had some contact with the outside world.”

“Yes. And thank goodness for online shopping, not to mention the TV shopping networks.”

“Right. No reason to leave the house ever.” I sipped my lukewarm tea. “How did her husband handle her staying home all the time?”

“Byron has essentially lived his own life, but he’s never left her, so that’s something.” Mom gazed casually at the ceiling. “Of course, he was very close to Wanda’s sisters, too.”

My eyes narrowed in on her. “I’m hearing something in your voice. What was going on there?”

“Nothing that I know of. It’s just that they were always very . . . close. That’s all.”

“Mom, spill the beans.”

She sighed again. “Byron grew up next door to the Bradford girls. According to some of the locals who lived here back then, he was always dating one sister or the other, then switching back to another one. By the time we moved here, they were all in their twenties, and he and Elaine seemed to have settled into a serious relationship. But then he married Wanda. And yet, they were all very close for years, until Elaine stopped visiting.”

“Interesting.” I turned back to the original subject. “So I take it Wanda has a bunch of books that Byron wants to get rid of.”

Mom nodded. “Right. He’s such a sweetie. When I ran into him at the market yesterday, I offered to help him clean out Wanda’s things. I know that sort of task can be so difficult for the spouse left behind. And it might be tough for her sisters, too.”

“That was nice of you.” But I shivered a little. Nice, maybe, but it was slightly creepy to think of my mother rummaging through a dead woman’s personal things. I’m not sure I could offer to do something like that for someone other than a close family member, and even that would be difficult. But clearly my mother didn’t have a problem with it.

“I swear, I thought Byron was going to burst into tears, he was so grateful.” Mom stood, walked over to the sink and adjusted the mini-blinds so more of the morning sunlight could pour into the kitchen. She turned around and folded her arms across her chest. “He said it had been such a long time since anyone had come into the house, he was a little uncomfortable about it. But he finally accepted my offer.”

“Lucky you.” So it was official. My mother was a much better human being than I was.

“I needed to get an extra house key from him,” she continued, “so I followed him home. And that’s when I understood why he was uneasy.”

“You went inside the house?”

“Not exactly.” Mom sat back down at the table and poured more tea into our cups, emptying the pot. “I told him I would wait on the porch and he seemed relieved. But when he walked inside, I managed to get a glimpse of the living room before he closed the door.”

I sat forward. “How did it look?”

She frowned. “There’s just a lot of stuff everywhere. I mean, everywhere. I was shocked.”

“So she was a hoarder.”

Mom’s lips twisted as she considered, then said, “I guess that’s another matter of opinion. It’s all very neat and organized, but yes, there was a lot of stuff.”

I made a face, but didn’t comment.

“But the place seemed clean,” Mom added quickly. “I didn’t get a big whiff of mildew or dust in my face, so that’s a good thing.”

“I guess.” I took a bracing sip of my now lukewarm tea and imagined the worst case scenario. I couldn’t help it; I was morbidly hooked on the TV show Hoarders. I pictured junk stashed everywhere. “So when are you going to start cleaning out her stuff?”

She smoothed the tablecloth some more before meeting my gaze again. “Byron said I could start next week, but it just so happens that I baked a taco casserole for him. I told him I’d drop it by today.”

“Oh, really?” I laughed.

“Yes,” she said defensively, but she was smiling. “And while I’m there, I might look around and maybe start going through some closets. Just a preliminary look-see to judge how much work I’ll have to do.”

“Will he be there?”

“No, he’ll be at work. But I have the house key now.”

“And you’d like me to come with you.”

“If you want the books, yes.”

“That’s a pretty weak bribe,” I said, laughing again. “You should have made a taco casserole for me, too.”

“I did,” she said, patting my hand. “I froze it, so we’ll have it for dinner later this week. But even if I didn’t, you’d still come with me. There’s a room full of old books waiting to be rescued. You can’t help yourself.”

Damn it, she was right. When it came to books, I was a shameless scrounger and a glutton for punishment. I might not be happy about creeping around Wanda’s stacks of crap, but I wanted those books. On the semibright side, Wanda had already passed away, so I was pretty sure I wouldn’t stumble over any dead bodies. That was a win-win in my book.

I drained the last of my tea. “I’m ready whenever you are.”

We took my car and drove by the market to pick up some boxes for packing books, then headed over to Byron Frawley’s home. As I rolled to a stop at the red light, I thought how lucky Mom and I were that my bookbinding class didn’t start until tomorrow night. I had a full day and a half with nothing to do but hang out with her and help clean up Wanda’s stuff.

As I waited for the light to turn green, my thoughts went to my boyfriend, Derek Stone. It was something my thoughts did a lot lately.

I smiled, thinking the term boyfriend seemed totally wrong and unsuitable when referring to the tall, dark, hunky, gun-toting former MI6 British intelligence officer and Royal Navy Commander that Derek was. Boyfriend didn’t begin to describe either Derek—he was no boy, that was for sure—or our relationship, which had grown so much more complicated than that sweet, simple word could convey.

Thinking about Derek made me miss him more than ever. And if that sounded like the plaintive cry of a needy, insecure girlfriend, it wasn’t. I swear. I had always been perfectly happy on my own, by myself. I grew up in a big family and knew I could call on friends and siblings or parents whenever I wanted to. But I was just as happy to sit alone in my workshop and rip apart a good book. I knew how to have a good time all by myself.

Still, I missed him. Now that Derek was in my life, everything seemed brighter, more interesting, more intense in a good way. I was having more fun. He challenged me. He made me laugh. And he was absolutely the best looking, sexiest man I’d ever met, which counted for a lot, right? No wonder I was happy.

The only less than sparkly thing about my life was that, lately, I kept stumbling upon dead bodies. That had never happened before Derek came along. I lived in hope that it would never happen again.

“Green light,” Mom said.

“What?” I blinked as my surroundings came back into focus. “Oh. Thanks.” I stepped on the gas and drove toward Big River Road where Byron lived.

“Where’d you go just then?” Mom wore an amused grin, meaning she’d probably guessed exactly where my daydream had taken me.

I could feel my cheeks heating up. “Just thinking about things. Nothing important. So talk to me about these books. Did Byron tell you about them or did you actually see them?”

She laughed at my obvious attempt to change the subject. “I got a quick glimpse of them stacked up against one wall. I saw lots of leather-bound books, so I made a comment to Byron about them. He said to help myself to whatever I wanted.”

“I hope they’re filthy and falling apart.”

“A girl can dream.” With another laugh, she gave me directions on which way to turn.

A few minutes later, I pulled up in front of a large, two-story California bungalow on what looked like at least a half acre of land. It was surrounded by a tall concrete wall. I couldn’t see much else except for a few tall trees scattered around the extensive property. As I turned off the engine, something occurred to me and I glanced over at my mother. “You never told me how Wanda died.”

Mom stared straight ahead, not meeting my gaze. “Pills. Self-inflicted. She committed suicide.”
  




Chapter Two
 

Mom pushed open the heavy wooden gate and we walked into a veritable Garden of Eden. The air was still cool as we followed the long, winding walkway leading up to a wide, welcoming porch that wrapped around at least three sides of the house. Delicate white roses and fragrant jasmine twined around the white wooden columns of the porch. Chunky ceramic pots held lush flowering vines that spilled over the sides and tumbled down the railings. Two wrought iron park-style benches sat on either side of a front door that was painted bright red with a gleaming brass door knocker. It was storybook perfection.

Once on the porch, I looked back to get a better view of the English style garden that had been planted along the terracotta wall. Rows of purple foxglove, pastel hollyhocks, and rich blue delphiniums flitted in the gentle wind. Pink, orange, and white poppies lined a narrow, pebbled path that led to the backyard. A worn, wooden bench was set back from the path, surrounded by a profusion of lavender stalks that wafted in the breeze.

“She was an artist with flowers,” I murmured.

“Yes,” Mom said softly.

“It’s a shame she was unable to share this space with anyone.”

“Oh, but she did,” Mom said. “Her photographs of her gardens appeared in lots of home and garden magazines.”

“Honestly? Could she do that without leaving her property?”

Mom nodded as she continued to take in the lush beauty of Wanda’s gardens. “Computers and the Internet changed her life.”

“That’s amazing.” I took hold of her hand. “Come on, Mom. Let’s go inside.”

“If you’re ready.”

“Ready as I’ll ever be.”

The inside of Wanda Bradford Frawley’s house was much cleaner and more organized, in a manner of speaking, than I had imagined it would be. I guess I’d seen too many episodes of Hoarders, because while driving over there, I’d had visions of scary, smelly stacks of dirty animal pens surrounded by tons of bizarre, trashy junk shoved into every corner.

But as we crossed the threshold into Wanda’s house, my eyes widened in fascination. The fantasy that began in the gardens continued into the spacious front room. I had to stop at the edge of the entryway to take it all in.

The place was literally packed wall to wall with furniture, but it was . . . charming. Delightful. Eccentric, yes. Cluttered, yes. Wanda obviously had been a hoarder, but one with lovely taste in furnishings.

There were dozens of pieces of Regency and Georgian era furniture and accessories in this one room alone. Everything looked old and expensive. A number of grand, elegant armoires lined the walls. Throughout the room, mismatched but fancy chairs and dainty settees had been arranged in small conversation circles, each complete with coffee and end tables and a chandelier overhead.

Every inch of the table surfaces was taken by silver tea sets and vases and dozens of filigreed and wood and silver picture frames holding photographs of family and friends and flowers. There was a frightening amount of fragile objet d’art.

Each conversation circle butted up against another one. It looked like the most whimsical Victorian tearoom. On drugs.

There was more ormolu and toile and brocade than I’d ever seen in one place. Most pieces appeared to be genuine antiques and even though some looked a bit well-worn and frayed around the edges, each was highly polished and free of dust. The room smelled fresh and clean with a hint of rosewater in the air.

The walls were painted a pale sky blue and light, filmy drapes and soft carpeting complimented the color. Except for the overly ornate chandeliers hanging from the ceiling, the lighting fixtures were actually subtle. There were Tiffany-style sconces on the wall and Satsuma vase lamps with white shades on several of the end tables. I only recognized the Satsuma style because my knowledgeable friend Robin had once pointed them out to me when we were shopping.

“It’s like every gay decorator in the city decided to store their best stuff here,” Mom whispered.

I snorted a laugh. But it was true. Everything was in exquisite taste, fit for minor royalty. There was just too damn much of it. And yet the overall effect had a certain fanciful appeal. I wondered if Wanda had spent time in each of those chairs or divans, sipping tea or reading. Did she and her husband sit in here together? Knowing Byron, I couldn’t imagine he would feel comfortable in this distinctly feminine room.

“I should have worn my tiara,” Mom said as she scanned the old jeans and funky T-shirts we’d worn to clean out Wanda’s closets.

“There’s got to be some dust balls in here somewhere,” I muttered. If there wasn’t any dust, I was going to be very depressed. How could a deceased hoarder keep a cleaner house than I did?

Mom led the way along a four-foot-wide carpeted path that had been cleared for walking. The path was bordered on either side by the backs of settees, a few sets of neatly stacked tea tables, a small writing desk here, a drop-leaf table there.

“This looks like a genuine Chippendale escritoire,” Mom murmured reverently as she stopped to examine the refined little desk. “Robson would love it.”

“It’s pretty,” I said.

“I’ll have to ask Byron what he plans to do with all this furniture.” She continued to examine the antiques as she walked slowly along the narrow carpeted path. The trail meandered through the large room and then narrowed and forked three ways. One thin pathway led to a staircase, another headed toward a darkened hallway, and the third went into the kitchen.

I shuddered as I pondered which path would lead to the site where Wanda’s body had been found. But that was me, always wondering where the bodies were hidden.

“Let’s open these drapes and get some light in here,” Mom said, and pulled the heavy cord. The curtains slid open, revealing another splendid view of the colorful front gardens. It cheered me to know that despite being housebound, Wanda had managed to surround herself with beauty.

She never would have made it onto the Hoarders show. Her home was way too pretty and dust-free. Wanda may have had her problems, but dirt wasn’t one of them.

Mom went straight into the kitchen and a few seconds later, I heard the refrigerator door open. I figured she was tucking the taco casserole into the freezer.

“It’s spotless in here, too,” she announced.

“Good.” I’d remained several yards behind her, fearing what we might find in the kitchen. What could I say? Mom was made of tougher stuff than me. But with her announcement, I let go of the uneasy breath I’d been holding and stepped around the corner to take a peek.

The kitchen counters were indeed clean and free of the sorts of crap I’d seen on the show. There were no animals anywhere, thank God, unlike that one Hoarders couple who’d kept hundreds of rabbits inside their house. The little critters had multiplied to such an extent that they’d taken over the couple’s kitchen, turning it into a hideous sea of dirt and rabbit feces.

Now, that was one nasty episode. It left me with the sad awareness that bunnies are just not that cute.

I shook off the visual and turned back to take a better look at the beautiful things Wanda had been hoarding—er, collecting, all these years.

“I can’t believe Byron will leave all this stuff as it is,” I said.

“Probably not.” Mom slid past me to check out one of the armoires. It looked old and French and very froufrou. She turned the old-fashioned key and pulled the wooden door open. Hanging inside was a full row of dresses. She pulled one out at random. “They still have their tags.”

“Wow.” So Wanda collected clothing, too. “Do you think her sisters will want those?”

“I have no idea.” Mom hung up the dress and closed the armoire door. “Byron’s got a cleaning service coming out next week to appraise and categorize everything he doesn’t want to keep. It will either be sold or thrown away or given to charity.”

“He can’t throw this stuff away. Why not have a garage sale?”

She made a face. “Not likely.”

“Right,” I said, reminding myself that Byron’s wife had killed herself. Would he really want to draw attention to that fact? Having a yard sale would bring everyone in town over to rummage through the detritus of his wife’s sad life. “Probably not a good idea.”

Mom pulled a small notepad and pen from her purse and began jotting something down.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“I told Robson I would make a list of things we could use at the town hall. It’s all up to Byron, of course.” She pointed to the wall on the opposite side of the room. “There are your books.”

“Yeah. Wow.” I had expected to see several large bookshelves full of books, but there were no shelves. Instead, many hundreds of books were stacked one on top of the other all the way up the wall, stretching well above my head. Some books were stacked directly on the floor; others were stacked on tea tables. Most of the stacks stood at least six feet high against the wall.

“How tall was Wanda?” I asked, frowning at all those towers of books.

“About your height,” Mom said.

I shook my head. “She would have needed a library ladder to get to the top of those stacks.”

Mom nodded, then wandered off to inspect the antique furniture, making notes as she went. Being my efficient, anal-retentive self, I started calculating, counting books to figure out how many there were. It took a minute, but I estimated about eighty books in the first stack. Then I counted the stacks themselves. There were twenty-six of them butted up against this wall alone, and although the stacks were uneven, that still meant that there were approximately . . . okay, here came the hard part, doing multiplication in my head. But the total I came up with was well over two thousand books.

Two thousand books. It was overwhelming. I couldn’t take them all with me, of course, but I supposed I could start picking out the ones I wanted. But how? If I pulled one out, the entire stack might topple over. The movement could cause the next tower of books to fall, starting a chain reaction that could bring them all down in a chaotic heap, burying both me and my mother in a pile of pulp and leather.

How had Wanda managed to keep all these high stacks in such neat rows? I guess it offered her something else to obsess over, but why didn’t she get some bookshelves? She had every other kind of furniture in this place. What if there was an earthquake? She would have been drowned in books.

Since Wanda wasn’t around anymore, I took a moment to feel more sympathy for the books than for their owner. I couldn’t help it; I was a book person. And this stacking method was one of the worst ways to store good books.

How many times in a book-repair class or at a book festival workshop had I decried this very thing? It was especially bad for leather-bound books whose covers, when pressed tightly together in stacks like these, would “sweat” against each other, causing water damage, sticking, tearing, and warping.

I knelt down on the carpet and placed one of the packing boxes beside me. Then I stared up at all those books towering over me and wondered if this might be a bad way to accomplish the task. “I’m afraid if I remove one book, they’ll all fall down.”

“We can always restack them,” Mom said easily, still taking notes on the other side of the room.

That was not a good answer. “You’d have to do it alone. I’d be lying unconscious from all these books battering me in the head.”

She looked over and smiled indulgently. “Then don’t do anything yet. I’ll help you in a minute.”

“Okay, thanks.”

As Mom continued exploring the room and making notes, I stood and skimmed the book spines for titles. Besides looking for books to repair, I was looking for books to read for pleasure.

I’d always thought I could never get enough books, but I think Wanda had come close to it.

In one stack alone, there were three copies each of Jane Eyre and Wuthering Heights. Wanda was obviously a fan of the Bronte sisters, as well as Jane Austen, Trollope, Mary Stewart, Raymond Chandler, and a huge number of contemporary authors.

Two tall stacks were devoted to romance novels. Another two or three were all mysteries and thrillers. I noticed she didn’t mix hardcovers with paperbacks. And as Mom had promised, there were piles of leather-bound classics in abundance. It was a booklover’s fantasy and a bookbinder’s dream.

“What makes someone start hoarding stuff like this? I mean, I love books, too, but this is ridiculous.” I stretched to reach a book at the top of a stack of leather-bound classics, but couldn’t get hold of it.

Mom glanced at me from thirty feet away. “I have no idea.”

“Is it a control issue?” I said, then added, “But then she lost control. Sad and weird.”

“Maybe she always planned to buy some nice bookshelves to organize everything, but then couldn’t decide what style to buy.”

“So she never bought any?”

Mom shrugged. “Who the heck knows?”

“They’re just bookshelves,” I muttered, then felt guilty for judging the deceased woman. “I guess some people have a hard time making a decision.”

“That was Wanda.” Mom chuckled, but there was a touch of sadness to the sound. “She used to drive me to distraction over the simplest little choice. Chocolate or vanilla? Coffee or tea?”

“Now wait a minute,” I argued. “Who wouldn’t have a problem deciding between vanilla and chocolate? I assume we’re discussing milkshakes.”

“Yes,” she said, chuckling again. “But Wanda would act as if the fate of the world depended on her decision. Whenever we went out to lunch, I would have to grab the menus and order for her. She couldn’t handle reading all the choices. We used to laugh about it, but I can see now how that little quirk might have developed into a real sickness with her.”

“That’s so sad.”

Mom looked thoughtful as she gazed around the room. “At least she surrounded herself with beautiful things.”

“That’s something, anyway,” I murmured, glancing at the profusion of “things.” I wondered if Mom was trying to picture her old friend living amidst this overabundance. “Did Wanda and Byron have children?”

“No, they never did. I imagine she wanted to. I think she would’ve been a good mother. She always loved you kids.”

“She was always so nice to us.” As I studied the cracked leather spine of Edith Wharton’s The Age of Innocence, something sparked a memory and I looked over at Mom. “What was that cake she used to bring us?”

“Oh.” Mom smiled, reminiscing. “She used to make a cinnamon coffee cake for you kids. It came from an instant mix, I think, but it didn’t matter. You loved it.”

“That’s right.” I smiled, too. “We would shadow her from the front door to the kitchen table. As soon as she set the plate down, we’d gobble it up like piranhas. She must’ve thought we were little monsters.”

“You were,” she said, chuckling. “But she enjoyed you all.”

I put the Wharton in the packing box. Then Mom joined me and we worked as a team for the next twenty minutes. We filled four boxes quickly, despite my rule that we keep the selection limited to leather-bound books that needed repair. I noticed Mom sneaking a few current paperback thrillers into the box and I have to admit I did the same.

I was perversely thrilled to find that a number of the leather bindings were indeed warped and peeling from being compressed together so snugly. Despite wincing each time I spotted any damage, I reminded myself that these books would give me and my students more to work on and learn from.

I leaned back to look up at all the books I hadn’t reached yet. Pointing, I said, “She’s got three volumes of Jane Austen at the top of that stack, but there’s no way I can reach them.”

“You’ll get them later,” Mom said from her crouched position.

“Are you okay?” I asked, looking down at her straining against the tower of books.

“This stack is getting a little wobbly.”

“Can you hold it steady while I grab these two Robert Louis Stevensons?”

“Go for it,” Mom said, and pushed against the stacks with her whole body.

“Looks like a beautiful set.” I eased the first Stevenson out and turned it over to check its condition. “Well, they used to be, anyway. Nice leather with lots of gilding. There might be more of them. I wonder if—”

“Hurry, sweetie. It’s starting to buckle.”

“Okay, okay.” I pulled out the second book. Treasure Island. “This one’s in better shape.”

“Brooklyn.” Her tone was a warning.

Suddenly I could feel the tower swaying. “Mom?”

She squeaked out a sound. “No!”

“I got it, Mom. I’m almost—”

“It’s coming down!” she cried and scrambled back. Jumping up, she grabbed the back of my shirt and gave a mighty tug, yanking me away from the stacks. I did my best to scamper backward, but I wasn’t fast enough. Books began tumbling and hitting me as I turned and scurried away from the line of fire.

“Yeow!” I howled like an offended animal. “Ouch!”

“Oh, honey!” Mom cried.

“I’m okay! I’m okay! Owww!”

“Get over here!” she yelled, and literally lifted me off the ground by the scruff of my collar like a mama bear would.

I stumbled until I managed to right myself. Out of breath, I leaned against her and watched as the domino effect took place with each tower careening into the next one. Books were falling every which way and I cringed and winced as each one struck the floor.

Better they suffer a soft carpet landing than smack me in the noggin again, I thought, grimacing.

“There goes another one,” Mom said, squeezing her eyes shut.

“I can’t take this anymore.” I braced myself, then stalked back and pressed against the next tower to steady it. A few books on the top banged into my head, but I managed to staunch the worst of the toppling.

“Good girl,” Mom said, impressed. “That was heroic.”

I continued to splay my body against the books. “My head hurts, but I’m afraid to move.”

“Then you’d better stay right there and try not to move.”

“Okay. But I think I’m getting a cramp.”

She came over and patted my back. “You’ll be fine. Let me know if you get hungry. I’ll warm up the taco casserole and feed you myself.”

“Very funny,” I said, but was afraid to laugh for fear of shaking the tower.

“I’ll bring you a damp washcloth so you can freshen yourself every few hours.”

Swallowing a chuckle, I said, “You’re having the best time with this, aren’t you?”

“Well, you wanted some books.”

I groaned. “Stop trying to make me laugh.” I rested my forehead against a well-worn hardback copy of Gone With the Wind and willed the books to stop wobbling. “I’ll take some of that taco casserole now.”

 

 

Forty minutes later, we had secured the towers of books as well as we could and had reassembled the fallen ones into shorter stacks.

We were both dirty and sweaty and tired. Mom’s hair had fallen out of her ponytail and I knew mine looked straggly, too, but I felt that we’d accomplished something. I had six boxes of books and Mom had a long inventory of items to give to Guru Bob, including the dresses hanging inside an armoire, all looking as though they’d never been worn.

“I’m a mess and I’m starving,” I said. Pushing my hair off my face, I lifted a heavy box off the floor and onto a nearby tea table to get a better grip on it. “Are you ready to go?”

“Almost. I want to take some more of these dresses from—”

Suddenly the front door swung open and hit the wall with a loud bang, scaring the hell out of me.

My packing box tottered and the insubstantial tea table waivered precariously close to another tower of books. I couldn’t steady it and still keep my balance. I felt myself falling forward just as a well-dressed woman walked into the house, took one look at us, and screamed like a banshee from hell.
  




Chapter Three
 

“Thieves!” the woman shouted, her face pinched in fear and fury. “Get out of here!”

My heart was pounding hard, but I couldn’t worry about some crazy woman screaming at me. I was too busy worrying that I’d wrenched my neck from the fall. I covered my head for a minute in case more heat-seeking books decided to use me as a target.

The woman continued to shout and threaten so I finally shouted back, “Shut up! For God’s sake, stop yelling!”

She spluttered. “How dare you? I said get out!”

“We belong here,” I said, indignant as I rubbed my elbow where I’d smacked it against the tea table. I managed to stand up very slowly, then glared at the woman. I fully intended to blame her for my latest round of bruises.

Mom gasped in shock. “Elaine? Is that you?”

The woman shot Mom a puzzled look. “None of your business. Who are you people? Doesn’t matter. Get out of this house right now.”

“Elaine, it’s me, Becky,” Mom said in a clear tone, trying to break through the woman’s angry intransigence.

Elaine scowled at her. “I don’t know you.”

“Of course you do, silly,” Mom said through clenched teeth, a sure sign she was running short on patience. “Rebecca Wainwright. Don’t you remember Jim and Becky Wainwright? It’s me, Becky. I know it’s been a few years, but I don’t think I’ve changed that much.”

“Rebecca . . . Becky?” She sounded incredulous. “It can’t be. I don’t even recognize you.”

“Well, of course you don’t,” Mom said, getting cranky now. “I’m covered in dust and sweat and old book rot and my head is starting to throb like a son of a bitch, you’ll pardon my French.”

I almost laughed. Mom could be a real pistol when she wanted to be. I didn’t know Elaine Bradford very well, but if she was smart, she’d back off. Mom sounded ready to kick her in the slats.

“I’m sorry,” Elaine said, affronted. “But I wasn’t expecting anyone to be here. I thought you were stealing things. Honestly, you just about scared the pants off me.”

“Likewise,” Mom muttered, then bent down to pick up the dresses she’d dropped. I heard her moan a little as she struggled back to a standing position. Steadying herself, she blew her blond hair off her sweaty forehead and let out an exasperated sigh. “We’ve had a busy morning.”

“I guess it really is you,” Elaine said, then tried for a smile, but it was a little shaky.

Mom took a moment and scrutinized the woman who remained at the edge of the pale carpet near the front door. I wasn’t sure why she didn’t come all the way into the room. Was she still afraid of us?

“I have to say, you look wonderful, Elaine,” Mom said, back to her perky, charitable self. “The years have been very good to you.”

“Oh, well, thank you, Becky,” she said, fiddling self-consciously with her short, dark hair. All of a sudden the crazed shouter was a delicate flower? Hmm. She was certainly petite. And she was very attractive for a fifty-some-year-old woman, which I assumed was her approximate age since she was a contemporary of my mother’s. Her outfit, a simple navy and beige striped knit shirt worn with taupe pants and sparkly sandals, was stylish and expensive.

Apparently, Elaine wasn’t going to return the compliment, so I rolled my eyes and whispered out loud, “You look good, too, Mom.”

She grinned and winked at me and her bedraggled blond ponytail bounced in response.

“Yes, of course you do,” Elaine said belatedly.

We both gazed at the woman whose belligerence seemed to have withered away, thanks to Mom’s flattering remarks.

I remembered my manners and approached the petite woman. Wiping my hand on my jeans, I extended it to shake hers. “Hi, Elaine. I’m Brooklyn Wainwright, Becky’s daughter. I’m so sorry for your loss.”

Elaine shook my hand, blinking and staring up at me as though I’d just reminded her of the reason she was here. Then her eyes widened. “Oh, my goodness. Brooklyn? I remember you when you were this tall.” She held out her hand to estimate my height the last time she’d seen me.

I smiled tolerantly. She was at least twelve inches off base. Fifteen years ago I was only a few inches shorter than the height I am right now. I was a tall kid.

Mom brushed off her dusty shirt and explained, “Byron asked me to come by the house and clean out some of Wanda’s clothing and toiletries and personal items. All the things a grieving spouse would rather not have to deal with. He wasn’t sure you or Marjorie would want to go through that ordeal either.”

“Oh. Well,” Elaine said. “No, I suppose not. I hadn’t even thought about all that. My mind’s been . . . well, it was good of him to spare us and it was thoughtful of you to offer, Becky. You’re very good to do all that for us.”

“And Brooklyn is taking some of her books,” Mom rushed to add, wearing a proud smile. “She’s a very talented bookbinder, so she’ll repair them and use them for teaching classes.”

“Oh, how fascinating,” Elaine said, but I could tell she was distracted as she glanced around at the massive amount of furniture and tchotchkes. “So, you make books?”

“Yes, and repair and restore them, too.”

“How clever.” She nodded, but was still too unfocused to show much real interest. I couldn’t blame her, since her sister had died so recently. However, the weird vibe I was getting from her didn’t have a thing to do with mourning.

Glancing around the room, she asked casually, “So, is Byron here?”

“No, he’s at work,” Mom said. “I doubt he’ll be home much before six o’clock tonight.”

Elaine seemed relieved by the news, but as she continued to gaze around the cluttered space, her eyes clouded up. “I’ve never been inside Wanda’s house. Marjorie warned me not to come here today, but I thought . . .”

“It’s good that you came,” Mom assured her quickly. “Do you want to look around?”

But Elaine wasn’t paying attention as she drifted over to sit on the edge of a faded toile-covered settee with a high back and spindly legs. She stroked the wood frame along the back of the piece. “This was my grandmother’s. I remember it from the family farm in Saratoga.”

I thought the fragile loveseat didn’t look strong enough to have survived a house full of farmers. But it dawned on me that by family farm, Elaine probably meant massive country estate with multiple servants and elegant stables and thoroughbred ponies cavorting on the lawns.

“It’s a lovely piece,” Mom said agreeably.

Elaine’s gaze slowly swept the room. “She has everything. All of Grandmama’s and Mummy’s furniture is here, and most of Aunty Bitsy’s things, too.”

Mom shot me a look of concern, then fixed a smile on her face for Elaine. “How nice that everything is in one place now. You and Marjorie will be able to—”

“Oh, my God!” Elaine stood abruptly. She darted around and through the obstacle course of furniture over to a gilded table in the corner. There she held up a delicate porcelain figurine of a shepherd girl. “This is mine!”

I cleared my throat. “Wasn’t it sweet of Wanda to keep it safe for you?”

Elaine’s shoulders fell and she whirled around to face us. “You must think I’m awful. But there are so many memories in this room, I’m a little overwhelmed. I should just take this piece and go.”

“You don’t have to go,” Mom said, winding her way over to Elaine, then putting her arm around the smaller woman. “Stay here and go through Wanda’s things. I’m sure Byron would want you to have anything you wanted to––”

“He won’t,” she said, shaking her head vigorously. “He hates me. We had a fight.”

“Oh, sweetie,” Mom said, and wrapped both her arms around Elaine. “I’m so sorry. But this is the perfect time to mend fences, don’t you think?”

It was all the permission Elaine needed and she burst into tears, burying her face in Mom’s shoulder. My own eyes were glittering with tears since I was a sympathetic crier.

After a moment of quiet weeping, Elaine lifted her head and sniffed a few times. “Oh dear.” She took a quick step back, opened her navy Coach purse, and found a tissue, then used it to dab her eyes and blow her nose. “That’s not the first time that’s happened since I got the news.”

Mom squeezed her arm lightly. “We all need to let our feelings out once in a while.”

“I suppose, but . . .” She sucked in a heavy breath, then took a step back from my mother, clearly flustered by her emotional display. “We don’t do that.”

We don’t do what? I wondered. Show emotion? And who was we? Did she mean the Royal We? Is that what came from spending too many years living in a drafty English castle?

Mom chose to ignore Elaine’s statement. “Gosh, Elaine. It must be at least fifteen years since we’ve talked.” Mom’s voice was cheerful in an obvious attempt to redirect the conversation and the mood. “You moved away around the time Wanda and Byron were married, didn’t you? I know you’ve been back and forth a few times, but we haven’t had a chance to spend any time together. What have you been up to all these years?”

“Yes, it’s been at least fifteen years.” Elaine sighed, then shook her hair back and straightened her shoulders, fighting to regain her composure. “Well, I traveled quite a bit. Then I married the Earl, of course, and we lived overseas. Then he was indicted and . . . Oh, dear. That’s a lot of water under the bridge at this point, isn’t it? Nobody wants to hear my tired old problems.”

Yes, we do! Yes, we do! I wanted to shout, but I didn’t, of course, because I’m actually capable of behaving myself once in a while. Happily, my discretion was rewarded when Mom spoke up.

“Of course we want to hear your problems,” she said, her tone confidential as she tucked her arm through Elaine’s. “Are you staying in town for a few days? Can we meet for lunch and talk?”

I smiled blandly when what I wanted to do was give my mom a high five. Mainly because I knew she’d invite me along to lunch so I could hear all the scoop on Wanda and her sisters. And the indicted Earl? No way was I going to miss that lunch.

Elaine sniffed again, overcome once more by my mother’s sweet invitation. “I would love that, Becky.”

They discussed schedules. Then Mom suggested they meet Wednesday at Umbria, an excellent Italian restaurant on the Lane in downtown Dharma. It was one of my favorites. Another high five for Mom!

Mom glanced around the room. “I guess we’d better get back to work.”

“Do you need help?” Elaine asked. It was a feeble offer and we all knew it.

Mom chuckled. “You’re dressed much too nicely to get yourself all sweaty and mucked up. Besides”—she leaned in close to Elaine—“it might stir up some memories that you’re not ready for.”

Elaine’s lips quivered again. “You’re probably right. I’d better go. But I’m looking forward to our lunch.”

“I can’t wait,” Mom said jovially. “It’ll be so nice to—”

Without warning, the front door flew open again and a tall, handsome older man walked into the house.

Elaine drew in a sudden breath. “Byron.”

He took one look at Elaine and visibly blanched. “Elaine.”

“Byron, please, I don’t—”

He thrust his hand out to stop her. “Don’t say another word.”

Mom and I exchanged anxious glances; then she stepped forward. “Byron, I really think it’s time to let go of the past and—”

“God, Elaine,” he whispered, ignoring my mother. Then he rushed over and grabbed his sister-in-law in a passionate embrace and kissed her fully on the lips.
  




Chapter Four
 

“Oo-kay,” Dad said at dinner that night after Mom and I had regaled him with the whole story. “Guess Byron was willing to let bygones be bygones.”

“No kidding,” Mom muttered. “I thought we’d have to turn the hose on those two.”

Dad swirled his pinot noir, then held the glass up to study the legs of the wine, and finally took a sip. After a moment, he nodded his approval, then winked at me. “Never a dull moment around these parts.”

“I’ll say. One thrilling adventure after another.” I rubbed my sore head in memory of all those falling books. “Byron showing up was the capper to the whole day.”

“I assume they stopped eventually. Kissing, I mean. Or did you have to sneak out of there? What happened?”

I made a face. “The grieving widower finally realized he had an audience and politely showed us to the door.”

“What about Elaine?”

“Whether he wanted her to stay or not, I think she realized what would happen if she did. So she scurried out after us, completely flustered and unsure what to say.”

He raised his eyebrows at Mom. “I’m sure you had plenty to say.”

Mom held up both hands. “I just smiled serenely.”

“Don’t believe her.” I laughed. “Mom told Elaine that Byron seemed happy to see her.”

“Subtle,” Dad said drily.

“Wasn’t it? Then she went on to say how nice it was that Byron hadn’t harbored any hard feelings toward her, after all.”

“And then I smiled serenely,” Mom insisted.

Dad and I exchanged amused looks and let it go at that.

I wondered briefly what Byron and Elaine had fought about all those years ago. Had he always been in love with her? Was that why Wanda committed suicide? I hated that possibility so much that a shiver ran across my shoulders. I took a quick sip of wine and brushed off those morbid thoughts. “We’re going back tomorrow to get some books and go through more of Wanda’s stuff.”

“You’re going back so soon?” Dad said.

Mom shrugged. “We have a lot left to do.”

“Becky,” Dad said, leaning forward in his chair. “I hope you’re not thinking of sniffing around in someone else’s business again.”

“Yeah, Mom.” I gestured at her with my wine glass. “That’s my job.”

Dad frowned at me, causing Mom to laugh. She reached over and touched his cheek. “Stop worrying, love bug. We’re just going to clean out some closets and box up some books. I promise. Nothing more.”

Dad didn’t respond, but I knew he didn’t believe that anymore than I did.

“Is Byron expecting you?” he asked finally.

“Yes. I told him we’d be there.”

He was pensive as he sliced off a bite of pork tenderloin and dredged it in Mom’s groovy gravy before popping it into his mouth. “I wonder if Byron knew Elaine would be there today. Why else would he come home in the middle of the afternoon?”

“That’s what I was wondering, too,” I said.

“He shouldn’t be going in to work at all,” Mom protested, helping herself to more homegrown green beans and adding an extra spoonful to my plate as well. “His wife just died a few days ago, so it’s perfectly natural that he’d take some time off.”

I speared a green bean. “Can’t someone cover for him at the winery?”

“Of course,” Dad said. After all, he was the boss at the commune winery. “His job is important, but not so critical that we can’t function without him for a few weeks.”

“He’s probably going to work to keep himself busy,” I said, reaching for the small end piece of pork tenderloin. “When’s the funeral?”

“No body, no funeral,” Dad said bluntly. “But Robson will have a memorial service Thursday night.”

I grimaced. “What happened to Wanda’s body?”

“She’s still with the medical examiner,” Mom said quietly. “Waiting for an autopsy.”

“Oh.” Sometimes I was a little slow on the uptake. “Right. Because it was a suicide.”

It was some kind of law that an autopsy was required when someone died from something other than natural causes. Suicide was not considered a natural cause.

“Yes,” Dad said. “And Byron can’t do anything to speed that process along.”

“No, I suppose not,” I said, cringing at the thought of having to wait for a loved one’s body to be autopsied.

“Poor Byron,” Mom said.

I nodded in agreement, then remembered his greeting to Elaine. “Although he seems to be holding up pretty well.”

Mom bit back a smile, no doubt recalling the same thing. “Eat your green beans.”

“I am. They’re delicious.” I forked a few more beans and shoved them into my mouth. After a minute, I said, “Has everyone else in the community rallied around Byron like you have, Mom? I can’t imagine he’d want to spend too much time alone right now.”

Dad reached for more garlic mashed potatoes. “Joe and Jeri Spaulding are handling all the details for Wanda’s burial and service.”

“They’re so good at stuff like that,” Mom added.

I smiled. Joe and Jeri were like our honorary aunt and uncle and I’d known them my entire life. They had been with the commune as long as Mom and Dad and before that, the four of them had all been best Deadhead friends.

“That was nice of them to take over,” I said.

“Byron needed the help,” Dad said. “He’s been walking around in a fog all week. I can’t blame him.”

“No,” Mom murmured.

“I would be in a fog, too.” I frowned at the thought of losing someone so close to me. It would be unbearable. I looked at Mom. “I’m glad you asked me to help you with Wanda’s stuff.”

“I’m happy you could do it,” Mom said. She smiled at me, but it faded quickly. “I’m just so confused about Byron and Elaine.”

“He wasn’t in any fog while he was kissing her.” I took a bite of meat and spent a few seconds enjoying the flavors of Mom’s special sauce she’d made for the pork tenderloin. Dad had once called it groovy gravy and the name had stuck. Garlic, soy sauce, Dijon mustard, a squeeze of fresh orange juice, rosemary, ginger, and a splash of red wine. While Dad had grilled the meat, Mom had cooked the ingredients down until the whole thing was exquisitely rich and yummy.

Finished with my meal, I relaxed in my chair. “We should work out a strategy for getting the lowdown from Elaine at lunch on Wednesday.”

Mom’s left eyebrow hitched up. Okay, maybe I hadn’t been formally invited, but still.

Dad glanced at me. “You’re having lunch with Elaine?”

“I assumed I was coming along.” I laughed and looked at Mom. “Am I?”

“Of course you are.” She dabbed her lips with her napkin. “Otherwise, you’d badger me relentlessly.”

“You know me so well,” I said with a smirk.

 

 

After dinner, I drove up the mountain to visit my best friend, Robin, who had been living with my brother, Austin, for the past few months. I had met Robin the first day my family moved to Dharma over twentysomething years ago. We’d been instant friends ever since.

Before moving back to Dharma, Robin lived in the Noe Valley district of San Francisco, not far from my loft in SOMA, and we saw each other all the time. But recently, during a murder investigation that hit too close to home for all of us, Austin realized how much he loved Robin. He’d asked her to move in with him and she had taken him up on it. So while I missed my best pal in the city, I was excited at the possibility of having her as a sister-in-law someday soon.

The winding road to my brother’s house finally ended in a cul-de-sac at the top of a hill overlooking the grapevines of Dharma. It was still light out and I took a moment to appreciate how beautiful the view was up here.

After the initial hugs and kisses, we sat around the bar that separated Austin’s kitchen from the large, open living room. Austin poured me a glass of wine and we all caught up on the latest news. Then my intelligent brother left the room so I could gossip and chat with my BFF for a while.

“So I guess you’re happy,” I said in a mock pouting tone.

Robin laughed. “You could say that. Austin’s more than halfway finished building my sculpting studio, and he just decided yesterday that we might as well add on two more bedrooms and a bathroom while he’s at it.”

“Oh, my God, your cheeks are bright pink,” I said, then lowered my voice. “Did he ask you to . . .”

Her smile was so radiant, it almost hurt to look at her. Within seconds, tears were spilling down my cheeks. I jumped up from the bar stool and looked around in a panic.

“Tissues are on the sink,” she said, laughing.

“Oh, my God.” I grabbed a handful and pressed them to my eyes, then blew my nose. Then I pulled her into a tight hug. “Oh, my God, I’m so happy for you.”

“I’m happy, too. I can’t believe it.” She laughed and cried along with me. “We’re keeping it quiet for now because I know your mom will go insane with the news. We just want to keep a low profile until everything’s worked out.”

“What’s to work out?” I asked.

Some of her smile diminished. “My mom.”

My smile faded, too. Robin had plenty of issues with her mother, who hadn’t exactly won any Mother of the Year awards while Robin was growing up. In fact, she was currently spending quality time talking to the federal authorities. But back in the day when her mother had been playing the world traveler, Robin had practically lived at my house. Not that I was complaining about it. We’d had a slumber party every night for years.

“Okay, say no more,” I said. “But when you’re ready to tell my parents, be prepared for the party of the century.”

“I know,” she said, her smile returning full force. “We’re both dying to tell them.”

“They’re going to be thrilled.” I gave her another hug and sat down again. I filled her in on the situation at Wanda’s house, then told her about my book-repair class at the town library.

“Is the class filled up yet?” she asked. “I want to go.”

“Call them tomorrow. I’m sure there’s plenty of room. It’s just a book-repair class.”

“Not if you’re teaching it. You’re legendary around here. Didn’t you know that?”

“Oh, shut up.”

“I’m not kidding. Ever since you solved Abraham’s murder, people have been talking about you. In a good way, I mean.”

“You’re very funny.”

She shrugged. “I try to tell them what a bizarre chick you are, but they don’t want to hear it. You’re their local hero.”

I laughed. “I’ve missed you so much.”

“I’ve missed you, too.”

I glanced at my watch and reluctantly stood again. “I’d better get going. I don’t want Mom and Dad to worry about me driving at night.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow night at the library.”

“Really? You’ll come?”

“Of course. And I promise not to make fun of you.”

“Thank you. I like to maintain a false air of competence in front of my students.”

As I grabbed my purse, Austin magically reappeared. I tugged him into a hug and he laughed.

“You told her, didn’t you?”

“Of course I told her,” Robin said, hugging us both. “She’s my best buddy.”

More tears threatened to fall, so I rushed through the good-byes. Once I was in my car, I allowed them to fall freely, which made the ride home a little treacherous. But I didn’t care. I was so happy for my best friend and my brother.

Once I was parked in front of my parents’ house, I wiped my face and dried my eyes completely. After all, if my mother got the slightest whiff of what an emotional wreck I was, she would grill me mercilessly. And since it was well-established that I was the world’s worst liar, she would guess Robin and Austin’s secret in a heartbeat.

 

 

After breakfast the next morning, Mom and I drove back to Wanda’s house. Luckily, she and my father had gone to bed by the time I got home last night, so Robin’s happy secret was still safe.

We parked the car in front of the Frawley home just as Byron stepped out from behind the front gate. He was dressed in sweatpants and a fitted T-shirt and he looked good for an older guy, although the skin around his eyes was a little saggy. It made me wonder if he was getting any sleep at all. Had seeing Elaine yesterday kept him awake all night?

“Thanks again for your help, Becky,” he said, and gave Mom a kiss on the cheek. Then he turned and looked back at the house. “I’m not sure I could face it all by myself.”

“You shouldn’t have to,” Mom said, clearly forgiving him for his strange behavior yesterday. “That’s what friends are for.”

He shook his head, apparently humbled by her words. “I swear there’s a special place in heaven for friends like you.”

“You’re a sweetie pie,” she said, smiling up at him.

A muscle tightened on his neck and he gritted his teeth. “Look, about yesterday, I should explain that—”

“There’s no need to say anything,” Mom said, holding up both hands to stop him.

“But I don’t want you to think—”

“I’m just happy you’re no longer fighting with anyone in Wanda’s family.”

“I’m happy, too,” he admitted, and a sheen of moisture appeared in his eyes. “Thank you.”

“You’re a good man,” she said fiercely as she gripped his arm.

His cheeks puffed out as he exhaled heavily. “I don’t know about that. I feel a little ridiculous going to the gym while you’re here doing all this work.”

Mom smiled. “The workout will do you good.”

He grinned and patted his stomach. “In more ways than one, is that what you’re saying?”

We all laughed and Mom swatted his arm lightly. “You get out of here and enjoy your workout.”

“I will.”

“Will you be back soon?” I asked.

“A couple of hours, I guess.” He heaved the gym bag strap onto his shoulder. “See you later.”

“You have a good day,” I said, and Mom waved.

As Byron got into his car and drove off, we pushed through the gate and walked into the garden. Mom opened the front door, then pulled a fat stick of white sage from her pocket. “Today I’ve come prepared. After you pack up some more books, we’re going to have a cleansing ritual.”

“Okay,” I said, and rubbed my hands together. “And then we’ll explore the house.”

 

 

“That was some wild fun,” I said an hour later, as Mom finished what she called her Happy House Purification Chant.

“I think it worked.” She continued waving the smoldering sage in the air. Mom had decided that, even though Wanda’s house was kept spotlessly tidy, there had to be some psychic pockets of unhappiness and grief throughout. Why else would Wanda have committed suicide?

“I’ve really improved on this chant,” she said. “I think I’ll bring a drum next time so we can dance along.”

“Can’t wait for that, and I’m sure Wanda would appreciate it.” I glanced around, then pointed toward the hall. “I think it’s time to check out more of her world.”

“It couldn’t hurt to cleanse some sorrow from the rest of the rooms,” she said, and led the way, still waving the sage stick around as she moved forward.

The first room down the hall appeared to be a guest bedroom, but it was furnished as ornately as Napoleon’s suite in the Louvre museum. Golden tapestries hung from the walls and sparkling raw silk streamers flounced from the bedposts up to a gleaming gold chandelier hanging over the bed.

“Nice touch,” I said, staring up at what should have been a gaudy train wreck. But once again, thanks to Wanda’s clever artistry, the entire room had an old world sophistication about it.

Mom strolled around the small yet lavishly appointed space, waving her sage back and forth. Then we walked out and shut the door behind us.

The next door opened to reveal a spotlessly clean, nice-sized bathroom with a tub and shower combination. The towels were a masculine brown and the bathrobe hanging on the door hook was a man’s. It was warm still, and I could see steam condensed on the windows. Was this Byron’s bathroom?

I pushed open the last door at the end of the hall and walked into a large room that had been set up as a home office. The walls were paneled in a warm, rich wood and the lighting fixtures were elegant brushed copper. A mahogany desk and executive chair filled one side of the room. Next to the desk was a matching table that held an efficient-looking printer and fax machine.

The other side of the wide room was taken up by a comfortable, dark leather couch with a coffee table that held a small, tasteful stack of art books. Against the far wall was an entertainment unit with stereo equipment and a television. I was surprised to see a small refrigerator and microwave oven on a lower shelf, as well.

There were bookshelves, and unlike in the front room, the books here were neatly shelved in alphabetical order. Beneath the scent of the sage that Mom still carried were the lingering aromas of leather and wood and a hint of lemon polish.

Beyond the desk, a wide bay window looked out onto a patch of lush green lawn and a manicured herb garden. A sundial on a pedestal sat in the middle, surrounded by bushes of rosemary and sage. Three birch trees had been planted outside the window and the late morning sun cast a dappled shadow through the leaves and into the room. Against the far wall were more colorful flowers surrounding a neatly manicured and thriving vegetable garden.

More of Wanda’s horticultural artistry.

“This is so nice,” Mom said, gazing around.

“This is where Byron lives,” I murmured, and pointed to a side door leading outside. “I wonder if he usually comes and goes through that door so he doesn’t have to deal with the fussiness of the living room.”

“Or his wife?” Mom asked, sounding forlorn.

“I don’t know.”

Mom sighed. “That is so depressing. I hope they didn’t lead completely separate lives.”

“I hope not, but it sort of looks that way,” I said quietly, knowing my empathetic mother was hurting for her friends. I quickly nudged her out of the room. “Are you ready to go upstairs?”

She frowned, then nodded decisively. “Let’s do it.”

I saluted her. “Right there with you, Mambo.”

A few minutes later, we stood at the first doorway off the stairs. It was another office, but this one was much more cluttered. Despite the clutter, there seemed to be some organization to the room. Two computers on opposite sides of the desk were surrounded by lots of files and stacks of paper and more books. But, praise Buddha, these books were all neatly arranged on bookshelves.

I stepped into the room and walked over to look. With a grin, I turned to Mom. “These are all books by her sisters.”

“Oh, that’s sweet,” Mom said, and joined me in front of the bookshelves. “I didn’t realize they’d written so many.”

“A lot of them are the same books translated into different languages.” I pulled a hardcover from the shelf. “This is a large print edition of one of Marjorie’s memoirs.”

We didn’t spend much time in that room because it seemed to be filled with healthy vibes. Still, Mom waved her sage around, just for good measure.

We walked down the hall to the open double doors that led into the master bedroom. It was a large, comfortable space. There was no overcrowding of furniture here, no overly fussy antiques. Instead, a California king-sized bed dominated the space with a modern blond wood headboard that matched two large dressers and a wide mirror. A comfy looking upholstered loveseat and chair filled a cheery corner space beneath two picture windows. The entire room was sedately decorated in pale blues, whites and browns.

We walked around the room in silence as Mom waved more sage, its mellow scent wafting into the air.

“I don’t get it,” I finally said. “It’s so normal in here.”

“I refused to sleep with Louis the Sixteenth,” Byron said from the doorway.

Mom shrieked and I admit I might have leapt a few feet in the air, but who could blame us?

“Honestly, Byron!” Mom cried. “You scared the bejeezus out of me.”

“Where the hell did you come from?” I asked, my voice squeaking from the shock. I caught my breath and added, “Sorry. We were a little preoccupied. We didn’t hear you coming upstairs.”

“Carpet on the stairs blocks the sound,” he explained.

“You could’ve called out or something.”

He shrugged. “Sorry. I wasn’t expecting to see you up here.”

“We were just . . .” Mom feebly waved the clump of incense.

“That’s fine. I appreciate it.” He leaned his shoulder against the doorjamb. “Wanda had plenty of her family’s rococo crap that could’ve been used to decorate this room, but I drew the line and luckily, she agreed with me.”

“You also drew the line at the office downstairs,” I said, then realized it made us sound like we were snooping. Oh, well, it was too late to try to pretend we weren’t.

He chuckled. “Now, that was Wanda’s idea. She thought I should have one room that was all mine. She used to stock my refrigerator with snacks and beers so I could watch my football games in peace. But most of the time, she ended up watching the games with me.”

“That’s nice,” Mom murmured.

Byron nodded. “Yeah, she always pretended to come in there to check out the view of the backyard, but I think she came to get away from the memories. And the obsessions.”

“Why did she . . . never mind.” Mom shook her head. “It’s none of my business.”

“Why did she wall herself off from the rest of the world?” he finished. “Or why did she kill herself?”

“Really, Byron,” Mom said in a rush. “We had no right to wander through your house. And now we’re bringing up bad memories for you. I think we’d better go now.”

“Anytime I think of Wanda,” Byron said in a hushed voice, “the memories are never bad.”

I sniffled back the tears I felt brewing, but he didn’t seem to notice.

“You know she dressed up every day?” he said. “Even when she was working in the garden. She was so beautiful. You remember, don’t you, Becky?”

“She was lovely,” Mom said.

“She greeted me every morning with one of those soft smiles,” he continued, his eyes warming at the memory. “Every afternoon when I came home from work, cocktails were poured, dinner was made. Despite what everyone thought, she was never depressed.” He chuckled. “She didn’t take drugs. Well, not until that last day.”

“Oh, Byron.” Mom walked right into his arms and they held on to each other for a long moment. Finally she stepped back. “Do you have someplace you can stay for a while? I hate to leave you alone here.”

“This is my favorite place in the world,” Byron said, his eyes clear again. “Please, Becky, don’t worry about me. I might give Marjorie a call. Maybe she and Elaine will go to dinner with me. It’s about time we all got together and made our peace once and for all.”

As he walked with us downstairs, Mom kept talking. “Did Marjorie visit Wanda very often?”

“Oh, sure,” Byron said. “She came by every few weeks, usually dropped off some books or brought some pastries or some kind of gift or goodie for Wanda.”

“That was nice of her,” I said as we reached the bottom of the stairs. But I couldn’t help wondering why Wanda allowed her sister into her home when she wouldn’t allow my mother to visit.

“Marjorie’s a nice gal,” he said. “She’s the one who found Wanda. She came over that last afternoon and saw her lying on her favorite chaise in the garden. She couldn’t wake her up. Tried to give her CPR, but it didn’t work. She went screaming out of the yard and down the street.”

“Poor Marjorie,” Mom said.

Byron sighed. “When she finally calmed down enough to talk to me, she kept saying, Why? Why?”

From the way he was staring at the walls and rambling on, it seemed that Byron was still mystified as to why Wanda had killed herself. “Marjorie said she’d called Wanda that morning to let her know she was coming by. Told her she was bringing her some new shoes. She did that sometimes. Wanda appreciated it.”

“Shoes?”

“Yeah. They were nice ones, too. All the Bradford girls have great taste in shoes.”

Byron continued talking but I was lost in my own thoughts. I felt so awful for him, knowing his wife must have suffered so much. But in another part of my mind (an admittedly shallow part of my mind), I knew that I never could have killed myself before checking out that cute new pair of shoes.
  




Chapter Five
 

That evening, I arrived at the library an hour early to set up the room for my book-repair class. It was good to see that the library was a quiet but busy hubbub of activity at this time of day. At the front desk, the assistant librarian handed me a copy of the sign-up sheet, then led the way upstairs to the meeting room. Not that I needed a guide; I knew my way around the Dharma Library probably better than the librarian who was giving me the “guest” spiel as we climbed the stairs.

In the nondescript community room, four long utility tables had been set up in a chevron pattern, all facing one long table at the front of the room. There were enough chairs for twenty attendees and I checked the list again.

“This is more chairs than we’ll need,” I said.

“Oh no, five more people signed up today,” the assistant said, grinning. “This is turning out to be one of our most popular events this month.”

“That’s great.” The more book lovers, the better, I thought. “Good thing I brought some extra supplies and tools.”

“Do you need help setting up?”

I checked my wristwatch. “No, thanks. I’ve got plenty of time to arrange things.”

She left the room and I pulled my small dolly over to the front table. I lifted the two boxes of Wanda’s books onto the table, then laid out and organized my tools and supplies in the particular order I liked them to be.

The busy work kept my mind from playing Byron’s words over and over in my mind. It was pretty obvious to me that Byron had still been deeply in love with his wife. Wanda must have known how he felt. So Marjorie had called her that morning to tell her she was coming over with a brand new pair of shoes. Had Wanda chosen that day to kill herself so that Marjorie would find her instead of Byron? Maybe she didn’t want Byron to be the one to find her because it would hurt him too much.

Any way you looked at it, Wanda’s death was heartbreaking. And it left me with more questions than answers.

I shook my head to get rid of all those sad thoughts. I’d completed setting up my own work area, so I moved to the attendees’ tables. At each place, I laid down a thick place mat that could double as a cutting board. On it, I placed a bundle of supplies and tools each person would use to complete the assignments I planned to give them.

It might sound odd, but this quiet time prior to the students arriving for class was one of my favorite parts of teaching. I preferred everything to be ordered and methodical and I think my attendees appreciated the attention to detail. I had tried in the past to give everyone free access to tools and supplies, but that had proven to be too chaotic, so I’d gone back to setting things up in my own orderly style. It’s not that I was a control freak. Not really. Oh, fine, I was a control freak, but it worked for me.

Once I finished laying everything out, I sat down at my table and studied the list of attendees. I found Robin’s name at the end of the list and was happy to know I would have a friend in the room.

One of the library assistants had typed up the list and next to each attendee’s name, they’d added either an occupation or the person’s reason for taking the class. Eight of them were library employees who were looking for ways to make their inventory last longer. The rest were simply book lovers. That makes sense, I thought with a smile. I qualified as one of those, too.

Two women strolled into the room and I stood up to greet them. “Hi, I’m Brooklyn Wainwright. Are you here for the book-repair class?”

“Yes,” the taller woman said. “I’m Celeste and this is Trudy.”

“Hi,” I said, popping open the packing boxes. “Come on over and pick out a book.”

“Cool,” Celeste said, and peeked into the box. “Some of these are beautiful.”

Trudy looked at me with an apologetic frown. “What did you say your name was? I didn’t catch it.”

“Call me Brooklyn,” I said, and added, “Thanks for reminding me.” She laughed, then nodded in approval as I pulled a sheet of name tag labels from my box of supplies, along with two markers. I quickly wrote my own name on one, peeled it off, and slapped it on my jacket. “We’re doing name tags.”

“Good idea,” Celeste said, and filled out tags for both of them. Then they perused the box of books for a few minutes while I checked my watch and wondered where everyone was.

“These look ratty enough,” Trudy said, grinning as she held up two faded classics. She looked around the room, then said, “Can we sit anywhere?”

I smiled. “Sure.”

Within twenty minutes, every student who’d signed up had arrived, including Robin, and my worries about having an empty classroom were over. There was the usual chattering while each chose a damaged book from the box and filled out a name tag.

Once everyone found seats, got comfortable, and introduced themselves to their neighbors, I moved out from behind the front table and waited as they grew quiet and attentive. I caught Robin’s gaze and smiled—and was abruptly hit with a wave of nervousness. I had to take a few quick breaths to calm down.

I’d never been nervous in front of a class before, so I blamed it on Robin’s presence. I decided I’d better avoid eye contact with her; otherwise I’d flub up everything and sound like a knucklehead.

“Let’s get started,” I said, then reintroduced myself and gave them an abbreviated version of my background in bookbinding. “Now, I know everybody hates this part of any class, but let’s take ten minutes and go around the room so each of you can tell us your name and briefly share what you hope to get out of the class.”

“That’s thirty seconds for each person,” an intense young fellow named James said, flashing a warning glance at his fellow attendees.

There were some mutterings and eye rolls aimed at James, but the introductions went smoothly and quickly. The eight librarians knew one another and all worked for the county. I asked if any of them worked in archives or preservation and thankfully, none of them did. Those archival people were an intimidating bunch who often thought they knew a lot more about book restoration than I did.

The last two attendees to introduce themselves were a retired couple named Sam and Rita. They had been holding hands during the other intros and now that it was their turn to talk, they laughed and giggled and patted each other’s hands as they finished each other’s sentences.

“We’re taking the class because we’re fledgling book collectors,” Rita said.

“Yeah,” Sam piped up. “We want to keep our books in good condition so we’re hoping to get some ideas here.”

“I promise you’ll get lots of great tips,” I assured them, then asked the question everyone else was probably wondering, too. “Are you two newlyweds?”

Sam grinned. “I guess it’s obvious, huh?”

“I guess.” Rita blushed as she nudged Sam with her elbow. “We were recently married after meeting up at our fiftieth high school reunion.”

“Ooh, how romantic!” Trudy cried, as everyone in the room applauded and congratulated them.

The cheers died down and I moved on to the first exciting topic of the evening: a brief primer on glue.

Holding up a small, familiar looking white plastic bottle, I said, “PVA glue, or polyvinyl acetate, is a book lover’s best friend. It’s sold almost everywhere. But beware, all white glue is not created equal. Be sure to look for the words ‘acid free’ on the label. That means it’s a certified pH-neutral adhesive.”

“Say what?” Sam said.

I smiled. “That’s a fancy way of saying that it won’t damage the paper in a book or cause it to turn yellow.”

Rather than try to describe the damage the wrong glue could cause, I passed around a book ravaged by a well-known adhesive that came in a tape dispenser. Wherever the tape had been used to repair tears, the paper underneath was stained a dirty, dark yellow. “That’s what happens if your adhesive isn’t pH neutral.”

“Gross,” said James, who’d announced earlier that he was a graduate student in engineering.

Next, I explained a few of the items I’d laid out at each of their places. “Along with PVA, these are the miracle tools of quick and dirty book repair. Most of them can probably be found in your kitchen.”

“Cool,” Trudy whispered.

I held up each one as I mentioned it. “Wax paper. You’ll need a few sheets to do most repairs. Next, a couple of thin bamboo skewers, the kind used for grilling veggies or kabobs. You can buy them at the supermarket in packets of forty or fifty.”

“We love kabobs,” Rita said brightly. “We go through those sticks like crazy.”

“Great,” I said. “And finally, you’ll need something to use as a weight. You can use a brick. Or a cast-iron frying pan. Something flat and heavy. And with these household items, you, too, can tighten a loose hinge on almost any book.”

There were some actual gasps and I laughed. “I know. It’s thrilling. Okay, here’s our first victim.” I used both hands to hold up an old cloth-covered book by its boards, causing the text block to hang down limply.

I walked along the rows of tables so everyone could get a good look at the damage.

“Are you avoiding me?” Robin whispered when I got close.

I leaned over and whispered, “Yes, you make me nervous.”

She grinned. “I feel the power.”

I rolled my eyes and kept walking.

“That’s just sad,” Ruby said, staring up at the droopy old book.

“Isn’t it?” I returned to the front of the room and glanced around, meeting all their riveted gazes—except for Robin’s, but I could hear her snickering. “Now I’m sure our librarians recognize this problem. Loose hinges. So many library books are checked out over and over again, then carelessly tossed into the return bins. Eventually, the hinges come loose, leaving the text block in danger of being torn away from the cover. So here’s how we fix it.”

I slid one of the bamboo skewers through the small opening in the glue bottle and pulled it out. “See how the glue is evenly distributed around the stick? Doing it this way allows for a perfect amount of glue, every time.”

Standing the book up in an open position, I inserted the glue-covered skewer inside the inner hinge of the front cover. I twirled the skewer a few times so that the glue was completely affixed to the inner paper, then pulled out the stick. I repeated the dipping, inserting and twirling action with the back hinge.

“Be careful not to get any glue on the spine itself,” I said, pointing to the space between the spine and text block. “Otherwise, the book won’t open and close properly.”

Then I grabbed two sheets of wax paper. “Slip one sheet inside the front cover and one inside the back. This will prevent any glue from sticking to the outside of the endpapers while the book is weighted down. Now close the book and take your bone folder . . .”

As I picked up the next tool, I paused and waited for the titters and giggles to subside.

“It’s made of bone,” I explained, holding it up for everyone to see. “It’s a great tool for smoothing cloth and pressing down paper folds. That’s why we call it a . . . bone . . . folder. See how much sense that makes? After you’ve said it a few times out loud, it won’t sound as funny. I hope.”

“Nope, still sounds funny,” Sam said, and everyone laughed.

I held up a popsicle stick and a tongue depressor. “If you don’t have a bone folder around the house, you could use one of these items.”

“Oh, that’s smart,” Celeste said.

“Or you can always use your finger,” I said, smiling.

“I have one of those,” Sam said.

We all laughed again. There was a comedian in every class.

I showed them how to run the edge of the bone folder in the hinges of our newly glued library book so that the hinge wouldn’t lose its crease as the glue dried. Finally, I laid another skewer into the creased hinge of both front and back covers so each would retain its groove, then weighted the book down. “In ten minutes, this book will be as good as new.”

The class applauded and I smiled. Book lovers are my favorite people.

“Okay, let’s move on.” I grabbed a random book from Wanda’s collection and held it up. “We’ll be repairing torn pages and ripped spines next. If you’ll look at the book you picked out from the box, you’ll find something about it that needs repairing. Whatever you find, I’ll show you how to do a quick fix.”

“But you gave me a perfect book,” Robin said, then frowned. “Oh wait. This page is ripped almost in half. Darn, I was hoping a perfect book would make me teacher’s pet.”

Some people nearby chuckled. I pinned her with a look as I walked over to see her book. “Oh, that’s a nasty tear.”

“The nastier the better, I guess.”

“Definitely.” I glanced around at the class. “I tried to pick out books that had something wrong with them. So some of you will have torn pages, some ripped spines, a couple with loose hinges. Go through them carefully and then we’ll do some quickie fixes on the spot.”

There was general chatter as everyone began to thumb through their books.

A guy named Rob sounded horrified. “This page is completely falling out.”

“Excellent,” I said.

“I’ve got a bad thingie-ma-jig,” Celeste said, holding her book out for me to see.

Trudy chuckled. “That’s gotta hurt.”

There were a few more laughs as I took the book and examined it. “Oh, you’re right, that’s really bad. You’ve got a flapping spine.”

Celeste gave Trudy a pointed look. “See? I told you there was something wrong.”

Trudy snorted. “You’ve got something wrong, all right.”

“This is easily fixed,” I said, overlooking their friendly banter as I walked up and down the rows of tables showing everyone Celeste’s flapping spine, flicking the loose material back and forth so they could all see the problem. “Now remember, we’re talking quick and dirty repairs here. If this were a rare antiquarian book, I would cut off my arm before I’d use any of these tips. Is everyone clear on that?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Sam said.

I grinned. “Good. Now you all can practice sliding your skewers into the bottle of glue. You can see how uniformly the glue is applied.”

“Excuse me, Brooklyn,” someone at the next table said. “There’s something inside this book. It looks personal.”

I turned. A woman named Meredith held a folded square of paper in her hand. I took it from her, unfolded it, and found an old letter on a piece of lined school notebook paper. Every line of both sides of the paper was covered in writing.

My darling Byron, it began. I frowned and almost folded it closed. This was none of my business.

“Oh, hell,” I muttered. Who was I kidding? I continued reading. The handwriting was curvy and loopy and feminine. Wanda must have written this love letter to her husband-to-be many years ago.

It was so sweet. Of course, now that Wanda was gone, this would be a bittersweet memento for Byron. Still, I knew he would want to keep it. I could give it to him at the memorial service Thursday night, unless I saw him sooner.

The letter started out flowery with lots of gushing promises of a timeless love that she knew would last forever.

Before continuing on, I glanced around the room and found Robin staring at me with a suspicious gleam in her eye. I gave her a brief nod as if to convey the message that I would share this information with her later. She nodded back. Message received.

Everyone else was practicing with their skewers and bottles of glue, so I kept reading.

With the next paragraph, Wanda abruptly changed the subject. She had to leave town and she knew he would be upset about it. It was a last minute decision, but it was important to her, some sort of religious mission she had signed up for and pledged to carry out several years before she’d met him.

I’ll only be gone for one short year and I wouldn’t be going if it wasn’t so vitally important to so many people. But I’ll think of you every day, my darling, and when I return, I’ll be ready to marry you immediately—if you’ll still have me. Oh my sweet love, I can’t wait until we are husband and wife!




 

I should have felt guilty, reading her private words to her lover. It was almost like I was eavesdropping on the two of them. On the other hand, I’ve never had a problem with eavesdropping, so I continued reading.

There was a short paragraph extolling the virtues of performing good works and dreaming of the wonderful things she would teach the village children. Then she veered off again, explaining how her church group would be installing a new irrigation system for the poor community that would allow their crops and animals to flourish.

She followed that up with more flowery words of love. I had to assume that everything worked out for the two of them and Byron forgave her for going away, because they got married, right?

I turned the page over and read more of her meandering words of devotion. The letter ended with, I pray you will always love me as much as I love you.

All my love,

 


 
Elaine.





I blinked and read it again.

Elaine?

Yes, it was written by Elaine. To Byron. Who was married to Wanda. Who was dead.

I turned it over and checked the date on the top. The letter had been written almost sixteen years ago. By Elaine!

My hand trembled as I folded the pages and slipped the letter into my pocket. I glanced around and noticed everyone staring at me with concern. “Sorry. This belongs to an old friend of mine. I’d better return it to her.”

I asked Meredith for the book in which she’d found the letter. It was Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, nicely bound in dark green leather. I wondered how that book had ended up in the box of damaged books, but figured my mother must have added it. I gave Meredith another book from the box, then had to struggle to focus on the class.

“Okay, grab your skewers and let’s get back on track,” I said lightly. “Who has a torn page we can fix?”

I managed to make it through the rest of the hour despite being completely distracted by the unsettling letter and its unexpected author.

After class, Robin and I walked to our cars together. I told her all about Elaine’s letter and how suspicious it was that we’d found it inside a book belonging to Wanda.

“You might be making too much out of this,” Robin said, then grinned. “Of course, after all the craziness with me and the wild Ukrainians, I can’t blame you for suspecting foul play wherever you go.”

She was referring to an unpleasant time when she’d been involved in the murder of an international spy.

“You have to admit it’s a little odd,” I said.

“I guess it is.” She pulled her keys out of her purse. “Are you going to give the letter to Byron?”

“I don’t know. Maybe I should give it back to Elaine.”

“Ask your mom,” Robin said, grabbing me in a quick hug good-bye. “She’ll know what to do.”

On the drive home, I took Robin’s advice and called my mother to check to make sure she and Dad would still be awake when I got there.

“We just put our pajamas on, but we’ll wait up for you,” she said. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong, Mom.”

“Of course there’s something wrong. I can hear it in your voice.”

I rolled my eyes. Would I ever get a damn thing past her? “Fine. Something’s very wrong and you’re going to want to see it.”
  




Chapter Six
 

The following day was glorious. It was summer in wine country, and the air was clear and mild with just a touch of a breeze, so Mom, Elaine, and I decided to sit outside for lunch. The back terrace of Ristorante Umbria offered a lovely view of the grapevine-dotted hills that rose up from the gully nearby. At the bottom of the gully flowed a bubbly, fast-moving stream that coursed down from nearby Red Mountain and meandered through Dharma. I wasn’t sure of its real name, but we locals liked to call it Moon River because our rugged, hilly region of Sonoma County was known as the Valley of the Moon.

Olive trees in large wooden crates were strategically arranged on the terrace to give the illusion of intimate dining spaces. We relaxed under a colorful umbrella and gave the waiter our orders: Hanger steak and frites for Mom, seared scallops in butter and garlic with a side of bowtie pasta for me, and a Margherita pizza for Elaine. Evidently, we were all hungry.

A server placed chunky slices of sour dough bread and whipped butter on the table, then walked away. I stared at the bread, wondering how many more calories I could force-feed myself before I cried uncle.

“Isn’t this beautiful?” Mom said, looking out at the rows of grapevines thriving in the sun.

Elaine spread her napkin over her lap. “I’m so glad you suggested it.”

“This is one of my favorite places in Dharma,” I said.

Elaine glanced around. “It’s beautiful.”

Mom took a sip of water, then gazed at Elaine with a thoughtful frown. “After I saw you with Byron the other day, I got to thinking. It was you who was Byron’s sweetheart back in the day. Not Wanda. Am I remembering that right?”

I tried to keep a straight face. Only my mother could get away with that kind of opening line. I would have fumbled and bumbled my way through it. I was a terrible prevaricator, sad to say, so it was a big surprise to discover that my mother was rather brilliant at it. Not that she was lying, exactly. She just wasn’t revealing that she already knew the answers.

Elaine released a heavy sigh. “Yes, your memory is perfectly sound.”

“Whatever happened between you two?”

“It was a silly misunderstanding.” But silly didn’t seem to fit with the fact that her fingers trembled as she gripped the stem of her water glass. “I had to leave town for a short time,” Elaine said, reminiscing. “I was on a mission with my church group, living in a small village in Senegal in West Africa. We rarely got mail because we were so far from civilization. But one day a letter came through from my sister Marjorie. I was thrilled to hear from someone back home—until I read it. She wrote to tell me that Byron had married Wanda. My own sister! I felt so betrayed, so heartsick, I wanted to die.”

Now that I could understand. I had sisters, too, and if one of them were to sneak off with Derek. . . . Yeah, I could appreciate that kind of pain. Not that my sisters would ever do that. Or Derek, either. Still, I could totally sympathize with Elaine’s distress.

Last night when I arrived home from my book-repair class, I’d shown Mom and Dad the letter my student found in the Jane Austen book. Dad had said we should give it to Byron immediately, but Mom thought we should talk to Elaine first. I’d wondered aloud if Byron had ever seen the letter, or if he’d blown off Elaine simply because she’d left him alone too long. And how had Wanda gotten hold of the letter? What was it doing inside her copy of Pride and Prejudice? Had she slyly intercepted it before Byron saw it? Who was at fault here?

My parents and I had too many questions, so we’d decided we wouldn’t yet mention to Elaine that we’d seen the letter. Maybe it was unfair to her, but Mom and I wanted to hear her side of the story first. Depending on what she said, we would decide whether to hand the letter back to her, or give it to Byron. Or we could just let sleeping dogs lie and do neither of the above.

“So you came home and confronted Byron, I hope,” I said, too intrigued to care whether I was snooping or not.

“Of course I did,” she said stoutly. “I confronted all of them. Wanda, Marjorie, Byron—they all knew what they’d done to me. But they wouldn’t say anything. They wouldn’t explain and they wouldn’t defend themselves. It drove me crazy. It wasn’t fair. It was as if the three of them had deliberately conspired against me. So I left in a huff and went off on another of my missions. This time it was a refugee camp in Sarajevo, and that’s where I met Radisson.”

“The Earl,” I whispered.

Mom leaned forward. “And you married him.”

“Yes.” She smiled. “And I moved to his home in England, in Somerset. He was a good man, but after a few short years, I grew to miss my family terribly. So one Christmas, Radisson invited them all to the castle. It was a tremendous surprise to me and I wasn’t sure whether to be angry or not. I decided to be happy.” She lifted a shoulder in a shrug. “I missed my family. I missed Byron. The estrangement never sat well with me.”

Mom squeezed her hand. “It’s good that you all made amends.”

“Yes, it was.” She sipped her water, then frowned as she remembered more. “Wanda didn’t come with them. I felt sad at the time, but Byron told me that she had insisted that he come to England without her. She wanted our rift to end, even if she couldn’t travel. So we all chose to enjoy the holiday in spite of her absence.”

“Did you see her again after that?”

“Yes, we spoke on the phone that Christmas and I finally came out to California to see her. It was a good reunion. I yelled at her and she cried. Then I cried. Then we hugged and dried our tears, got over it and moved on.”

But had she really moved on? I paused, unsure whether to ask the question, but my curiosity won out. “You mentioned that the last time you saw Byron, the two of you had a fight.”

“Yes.” She closed her eyes and shook her head in apparent disgust. “One night after a few glasses of wine, I was feeling glib and made the mistake of saying that marrying Wanda was the best thing he ever did for me.”

Oh, boy. “How did he react to that?”

She shrugged, but I could see that it cost her to say it. “He was angrier than I’d ever seen him.”

Ouch. I tried to keep my expression neutral. “What did he say?”

“I could tell he was seething, but he asked me to elaborate. I finally told him that because of him and Wanda, I had lived a full, happy life with many adventures. And Wanda, well, she’d been stuck behind those dreary walls all these years. The minute I said the words, I wanted to take them back. Byron told me to leave and never return. I was so upset and felt so stupid. Marjorie tried to intervene, but Byron was too angry. That was well over five years ago.”

“And yesterday was the first time you’d seen Byron in all that time?” I asked.

“Yes.” She nodded dazedly. “I still can’t believe what he did, can you? I hope it means he’s not still angry with me, but we’ll have to see. But he’s still so . . . so handsome, and . . . and, oh God, I’m still an idiot.”

Her eyes filled with tears. I felt so sorry for her. First she’d been cheated on and betrayed so long ago, and yet, she’d managed to let go of that treachery. Then with a thoughtless slip of the tongue she was banished from the family circle again. It didn’t seem fair that Byron had held a grudge all these years over what she’d said. At the time, he must have been overly sensitive about Wanda’s agoraphobia.

But poor Elaine. What a bumpy road she’d traveled. I squeezed her hand. “I think you were very brave to come back here and face him.”

Surprised, she smiled at me, but it faded quickly. I wondered if she was thinking about that kiss. How could she not be? I certainly was. It was a humdinger, as my father would say.

“Maybe I shouldn’t have come back, though. I should have listened to Marjorie. She told me not to, said it would be too much for me to face Byron. But I didn’t come back because of him. I came for Wanda. She was my sister and I loved her. She and I had become close friends again, behind Byron’s back. It breaks my heart to know she took her own life. I keep wondering why she . . . Oh, dear.” She covered her face with her hands and sobbed quietly.

The waiter delivered our plates and I ordered a glass of their excellent Pinot Gris.

“I’ll have one, too,” Mom said, sounding a trifle desperate. “And bring one for her, as well.”

Elaine looked up, her eyes red and damp with tears. “Wine’s probably a bad idea.”

“One of us will finish it if you don’t,” Mom assured her.

We ate in silence for a few minutes. My seared scallops were drenched in rich garlicky butter and practically melted in my mouth. Of course, that didn’t keep me from snagging some of Mom’s skinny French fries. Birds twittered in the trees and sunlight glistened off the rocks in the stream. I watched a squirrel tiptoe along the gnarled branch of an oak tree that grew in the shallow canyon.

“I wrote him a letter back then,” Elaine said softly, as she broke off a piece of her fragrant, thin-crusted pizza.

My back tensed up and I exchanged a swift glance with Mom, whose eyes narrowed in speculation.

“When was this, dear?” Mom said.

“It was the night before I left for Senegal. Byron had been out of town on a lengthy business trip to Japan. The church had a sudden cancellation and told me I was the next name on the list of people to go on this mission. I was instructed to be ready to fly out the following afternoon.”

“Couldn’t you have waited a week or so?”

“No, I couldn’t refuse the request. That was unacceptable. This group wasn’t like your Fellowship, Becky. They were very strict. Wanda kept telling me to leave them and join Robson’s group, but I felt I’d found the true church. The true church for martyrs and masochists, as it turned out.” She shook her head in disgust. “We were all so stupid back then.”

Mom cut into her steak. “Yes. Well, some of us were smarter than others.”

Elaine laughed for the first time. “True.”

“So you wrote Byron a letter,” I prompted, wanting to get back on topic.

“Oh, yes,” she said, taking another dainty bite of pizza before continuing. “I gave the letter to Marjorie to give to him when he returned the following week. She swore she gave it to him.”

“Did Marjorie actually see him read it?” I asked.

Puzzled, Elaine peered at me. “I don’t know. I didn’t ask her. When I returned from Africa and confronted them, Marjorie insisted she’d given the letter to him. And Byron was just as adamant that he’d never seen it.”

I looked at my mother again. Somebody in that family was lying.

Mom changed the subject. “Regardless, he must have known you loved him.”

Elaine’s lips were trembling now and I was worried she’d burst into tears again, but she held herself together. “I’d never actually told him I loved him before I left. But he must have known I did because he asked me to marry him two days before he left for Japan.”

Mom nodded. “Then he must have known.”

“But I hadn’t given him my answer yet. That’s why I wrote the letter. To tell him how much I loved him and that I would marry him when I returned. But if he never read the letter . . .”

She gasped and her eyes filled with fresh tears, just as our waiter hurried over with three glasses of white wine.

“Nick of time,” I said, grabbing my glass and taking a healthy sip before having to blot my own tears with my napkin.

Mom frowned and reached for her glass. “Right there with you, Sparky.”

 

 

That evening, I drove to the library to teach the second part of my book-repair class. I almost hated to go because Mom and Dad were taking Byron out to dinner and I was dying to hear what he had to say for himself. But Mom promised to tell me everything, so I had to settle for that.

Robin arrived a few minutes early so we could chat before class. I asked her to go shopping in the city with me the following weekend and she voiced an emphatic yes. Because Derek’s lifestyle demanded a higher end wardrobe than I currently owned, I was in desperate need of a few dressy outfits and some classy shoes. Robin and I both knew I was useless in a department store, so as my very own fashionista extraordinaire, she was looking forward to whipping me into shape.

As we talked, I realized all over again how much I missed having her live near me in the city. Since Derek would still be out of town, she agreed to stay overnight at my place. We negotiated which pizza we would order.

I felt a wave of something wash over me as Robin laughed. Call it nostalgia or sadness or longing, but I missed the good old days when we would get together every weekend to laugh and party and explore San Francisco. Not that I would trade my new life with Derek for anything, don’t get me wrong. And I was totally thrilled that Robin and my brother were so happy together. Still, I missed her.

“Now, what’s happening with the secret letter?” she asked, her eyes twinkling with laughter. She definitely knew me too well.

“We’re still trying to figure it out,” I said.

“Which means you’re engulfed in another mysterious investigation,” she said, and rolled her eyes in mock disapproval. “Just don’t come crying to me when you stumble over yet another dead body.”

“Oh, please, no more dead bodies, I beg of you.” I chuckled, but that couldn’t prevent a chilly shudder from skittering down my back.

The room had filled up and the class was excited to get started. It wasn’t long before I became absorbed in showing them more fun techniques for repairing different types of damage to the books. To review, I had them practice twirling their skewers to dispense the proper amount of glue to fix a torn page or a loose hinge.

I’d brought some archival tape along to show them an alternative to gluing. Before demonstrating how to use the tape, I made all the librarians raise their hands.

“Please repeat after me,” I said, raising my own hand in the air. “I hereby pledge . . .”

“I hereby pledge . . .” they echoed, as the rest of the class chuckled and grinned.

“Never to use book-repair tape on any books designated for permanent retention or assigned to a special collection.”

The women repeated the pledge, although a few got a bit tongue-tied and their words dissolved into laughter.

“And that goes double for this item,” I said, reaching into my bag and pulling out my handy roll of blue duct tape.

“Duct tape?” Celeste said.

One of the librarians screamed in mock horror.

“I know,” I said, laughing. “It’s a terrible solution and should only be used as a last ditch effort when your single remaining alternative is to throw the book away.”

That earned me some more laughs, which I was grateful for. It seems that book people think anything to do with duct tape is hilariously funny.

My people. I smiled fondly at them.

“Okay, we’ll put the duct tape away and concentrate on archival tape.” I held up the box of tape. “I prefer this brand, but there are several others to choose from. It comes in a roll. Duh.” I pulled the roll of tape out of the box and showed them how to use it.

I cut off a short piece of tape. “Then I like to cut that piece in half lengthwise because it’s thinner and easier to work with. It’s also more economical. See? Twice the amount of tape for your money.”

A couple of the librarians applauded.

“We’re all about saving money around here,” one of them said.

“Good point,” I said. “But also, the less tape you use to muck up a book, the better. Just my humble opinion.”

“Oh, hey,” Ruby said. “Here’s another book with something stuck inside it.”

I glanced over and saw her wiggling a dark green book in her hand. It was another Jane Austen that matched the one that had caused problems yesterday. This one was slightly more faded, yet still had its lovely leather binding, so I wasn’t sure how it had ended up in the box of damaged books. Once again, I suspected Mom was the culprit.

Ruby jumped up and handed me the book and an envelope.

I smiled tightly. “Thanks, Ruby.”

“I didn’t open it,” she said.

“I wasn’t worried about that.” I stared at the envelope, almost afraid to open it myself. So I didn’t. It might be important or it might be nothing. But whatever was inside that envelope had been hidden away this long; it wouldn’t hurt to let it sit for another few hours.

I tucked the envelope back inside the copy of Mansfield Park and slipped the book into my bag. Then I concentrated my energies on repairing my students’ flapping spines and loose hinges.

 

 

“A birth certificate?” I said in amazement. “Whose is it?”

Earlier, I’d thought it would be nice to wait and let Mom do the honors and open the envelope. But I’d just about changed my mind after pacing anxiously around the house for the past forty-five minutes, waiting for my parents to get home from their dinner with Byron. Then I heard their car drive up.

The first thing Mom and Dad did when they entered the house was share with me everything Byron had said about Elaine. Sadly, that amounted to almost nothing. Since then, Dad had gone off to bed and I’d been pacing the room while Mom sat in her favorite chair by the fireplace and examined the aged document.

“Mom, what does it say?” I asked.

“This is so bizarre,” she muttered, holding it up to the light. “I shouldn’t judge, but I have to wonder what is up with that crazy family.”

Frustrated, I stuck out my hand. “For God’s sake, Mother. Either speak to me in clear sentences or hand the thing over so I can read it for myself.”

I guess I was feeling a little anxious.

“Sorry, sweetie. It’s just that I’m flummoxed.”

“Why? Whose birth certificate is it?” I asked with as much patience as I could muster. “Does it belong to one of the sisters?”

She shook her head as she peered up at me. “I don’t recognize the name of the child, so it’s not anyone we know.”

“Then who’s the mom and dad?”

She glanced down to double-check the information, then looked up. “According to this form, the father is Byron Frawley.”

“Byron?” I frowned. “I thought he and Wanda didn’t have any kids.”

She shook her head numbly. “They didn’t.”

“Okay.” I was getting a bad feeling about this. “So whose kid is it?”

Wearing a look of pure dismay, she said, “It’s Marjorie’s.”
  




Chapter Seven
 

“That’s impossible,” I said, shaking my head in complete befuddlement. “Marjorie and Byron had a child together?”

“That’s what this document says.” Mom waved the paper in her hand, then rose from the chair and walked into the kitchen. “I think we need a little nightcap.”

“Oh, I’d say so.” I followed right behind her. Like mother, like daughter, I guess. Not that there was anything wrong with that. Mom was the best role model ever. Well, except for the occasional purges and those wild chanting drum circle trances she had a tendency to fall into. I couldn’t go there with her.

She brought the bottle of Baileys’ Irish Cream down from the cupboard, filled two small glasses with ice, and poured the liqueur. We sat at the kitchen table and sipped our yummy drinks in silence for a moment.

“I want to know when all of this could have taken place.” I tried to calculate. “First Byron and Elaine were in love. A year later, Byron and Wanda were married. So where in that time frame did Byron and Marjorie hook up?”

Byron had been a busy guy, that much was clear.

“See for yourself,” Mom said, and passed the thin, aged certificate over to me.

It was a smudged and faded carbon copy of a document titled Certificate of Live Birth. All the boxes were filled in except for the name of the baby. The box for “female” was checked, so it was safe to say that Marjorie had given birth to a little girl.

It was strange to be studying this unknown child’s birth certificate. What was even more surreal was that the child’s date of birth was only a few months after Elaine wrote her letter to Byron and left for Africa.

“Whoa.” I stared at Mom. “So Marjorie was involved with Byron while he was dating Elaine.”

“That’s what it looks like,” she said, frowning as she chewed on an ice cube.

“But somewhere in the middle of all that, he married Wanda.” I handed the document back to her. “You’re right. That’s one bizarre family. And Elaine didn’t say a word about it. Do you think she knows about the baby?”

With a slow shake of her head, Mom admitted, “I haven’t got a clue.”

My eyes widened as something else occurred to me. “Do you think Wanda knew?”

Mom gripped my hand. “The real question is, does Byron know?”

 

 

The next morning, in an abundance of caution, Mom and I went back to Byron’s house to examine every volume in Wanda’s massive wall of stacked books. We lucked out and arrived while Byron was away, so there was no need to fabricate a story about why we were looking through all those books again.

I was good at a lot of things, but I wouldn’t have been able to bring a poker face to a confrontation with Byron Frawley. Come to think of it, I wasn’t even sure I owned a poker face.

While Mom tackled the books in the shorter stacks, I went straight for the Jane Austens. It only took a few minutes to gather up the four remaining volumes, and the documents we found tucked inside them were doozies.

“Mom, look at this,” I said after scanning the document I’d found inside Persuasion.

Mom stared in amazement at the faded paper. It was a Certificate of Adoption from the State of Texas dated within weeks of the birth certificate we’d found the day before. So now we knew the child’s name. Elizabeth.

And inside the copy of Emma was a faded photograph of a little girl wearing a frilly white dress. We both assumed this was Elizabeth. In the photo, she looked about four or five years old, but by now she was probably in college.

There were other photographs as well, each slipped inside one or another of the dark green leather bound books that made up the six-volume set of Jane Austen classics. If only I had taken more care to bundle up the entire set in the first place, we might have had some answers sooner.

“Let’s get out of here,” Mom muttered.

“Good idea.” As I drove back to her house, I happened to glance down and saw that I was filthy. I longed to take another bath, but first, Mom and I had some logistics to work out and a few decisions to make.

“What should we do?” Mom asked, twisting her hands together “Who shall we call? Wait. Maybe we should just leave it alone. We could shut these items away in our safe deposit box and never say a word about them again. Or should we confront the people involved? Which ones? This is so upsetting. I just don’t know what to do.”

“Don’t worry, Mom. We’ll think of something.”

She shifted in her seat to look at me. “You’ve had to deal with stranger situations than this, Brooklyn. What do you think we should do?”

True, lately I’d had plenty of experience with murderers and their victims and suspects, but Mom was usually so much better at dealing with people than I was. The fact that she was turning to me for advice made it clear how completely distressed she was by what we’d found today.

There was only one person I could think of who could make sense of all this intrigue and could deal with the various family members in a nonjudgmental way. “We need Guru Bob.”

 

 

That night, Mom, Dad, and I arrived at Robson’s elegant home an hour and a half before Wanda’s memorial service was scheduled to begin at the town hall.

Guru Bob ushered us into his stylish sitting room and asked us to amuse ourselves until the other guests arrived. Five minutes later he walked in with Elaine, the two chatting like they were old friends. “It has been too long since we last saw you in Dharma,” Guru Bob told Elaine.

“Thank you, Robson,” she said, nervously smoothing the hem of her subdued but pretty sage jacket. “It’s lovely of you to invite me here.”

“The others will arrive shortly,” Guru Bob told her, then indicated an array of wines and finger foods laid out on the sideboard. “Jim will pour you a glass of wine or a soft drink if you wish one.”

Dad had already poured half glasses of wine for Mom and me. Strangely enough, I wasn’t in the mood for anything strong tonight, but the glass gave me something to hold.

I truly didn’t want Elaine to be hurt, but I was still excited to have a front row seat for the unraveling of an almost-twenty-year-old mystery, along with any accompanying fireworks that might take place.

Marjorie breezed in a minute later, looking very chic and blond in a red wrap dress with black patent leather heels. A double gold rope chain hung around her neck and braided gold hoops dangled from her ears. She was all dressed up for a fancy cocktail party rather than for a memorial for her dead sister.

I remembered meeting Marjorie once or twice when I was much younger. Back then, Mom had called her the vivacious Bradford sister, and she still held that title.

I was currently having a hard time feeling much sympathy for Marjorie. She’d slept with the guy that one sister had loved and the other had married. And what kind of woman showed up in a red dress for her sister’s memorial service? I mean, come on!

I tried to tamp down on my initial reaction to Marjorie by reminding myself that she and Elaine had recently suffered a great loss. Who knew what went through someone’s mind when a beloved sister died? I only prayed I wouldn’t have to suffer that fate for many, many years.

Marjorie cast a wary glance at Elaine, who was standing by herself across the room. She hesitated, but then seemed to draw on some internal strength and strolled directly over to her, clutched her by the arms and said, “We’re sisters and we always will be. Wanda would want us to make amends. Despite our differences, I’ve always loved you and . . . I need you, Elaine. Byron needs you. He needs us both right now.”

Well. That was unexpected. Seconds ago, the lady in red hadn’t looked like she needed anyone—unless it was to fetch her a cocktail.

I didn’t have to look at Elaine to know that tears were forming in her eyes. The woman was a natural crier. It was no wonder I liked her so much.

Despite the tears, Marjorie and Elaine’s reunion looked happy. Were we about to throw cold water on their warm feelings?

A moment later, Marjorie looked around and seemed to remember her role as a world-famous author and international jetsetter. She had people to schmooze. Giving Elaine’s arm another quick squeeze, she headed straight for Mom and Dad and greeted them effusively with hugs and air kisses. “Becky, it’s been so long since I’ve seen you. Hello, Jim. You’re a sight for sore eyes.”

Whatever that meant.

Elaine managed to ignore her sister’s flirty behavior as she serenely studied the artwork on the walls. At moments like these, it was easy to see what had attracted the wealthy Earl of Radisson’s eye. And that reminded me: Elaine was a member of the British nobility, however minor. She looked polished and dignified, especially when compared to her flamboyant, famous-author sister.

But Elaine had also written a number of books, so she certainly was no slouch in the creativity department. Okay, her children’s books were all about llamas, but still, her world famous older sister had nothing on her. Tonight, however, Elaine seemed perfectly happy to allow Marjorie the spotlight.

My thoughts drifted to poor Wanda, who had been tucked away in her ivory tower all those years while these two had roamed the world, living adventurous lives, quelling revolutions (and perhaps starting one or two), and collecting a lifetime’s worth of stories that the rest of the world clamored to read. Had Wanda been jealous of her more worldly sisters? Had those feelings eaten her up inside?

Then I pictured her beautiful gardens and all the charming and dramatic furnishings she’d surrounded herself with. Perhaps her own world hadn’t been all that drab, after all.

Ten minutes had passed and Byron still wasn’t here. I was in danger of hurling if I had to hear one more of Marjorie’s gushing comments to my father.

Mom didn’t seem at all concerned with Marjorie’s flirtations, but she noticed my agitation and slipped her arm through mine. “That’s a pretty blouse, Brooklyn. Is it new? I don’t think I’ve seen you wear it before.”

“Thank you, Mom.” We smiled at each other and shared a silent moment of familial camaraderie. “I just bought it last week.”

“Great color on you.”

“Thanks.” I didn’t mention that Derek had picked out the blouse for me. It was bad enough that I was a fashion faux pas waiting to happen without advertising that even my boyfriend had better taste in clothing than I did.

And speaking of Derek, he had called the night before to let me know he would be heading home after a brief stopover in London. I was relieved and happy and a little thrilled that he now considered our place his home, no matter how temporary. I told him a bit about the mystery we were dealing with in Dharma and admitted that I could have used his help. Derek laughed and said it sounded as though Mom and I had figured things out quite nicely. He was right, of course, but it would have been a lot more interesting if he could have been here with me tonight.

There was a sudden hush and I turned to watch Byron walk into the room with Robson. They spoke quietly for a few seconds; then Byron glanced around. His eyes widened when he noticed Elaine standing against the opposite wall. “You stayed in town, Lainey?”

I could see her hands shaking but she held her shoulders high. “Of course.”

“I’m . . . glad.”

Before Byron could say another word, Marjorie rushed to her sister’s side and threw her arm around Elaine’s shoulders. “I’m glad, too. We should be a family again. Wanda would have wanted it that way.”

I felt rather than saw my mother’s eyebrows shoot up at that comment. If Wanda had seen those documents hidden away in those books—and how could she not have seen them?—I doubt she’d be dancing a jig at this family love fest.

Byron set his wine glass on the nearest table and walked deliberately toward his sisters-in-law, his gaze glued to theirs. Time seemed to slow down with each step he took. It was riveting.

Mom and I looked at each other and I knew we were thinking the same thing: Would we have a replay of the passionate smooch from the other day? Would Byron dare to kiss Elaine in front of Marjorie? Or would he kiss them both? But how? Would he grab one sister, then the other? Who would he grab first? Or would it be a two-sister double smooch?

Okay, Mom wasn’t thinking any of those things. That was my imagination running wild. Still, my money was on a two-sister double smooch-a-rama.

We should have had a betting pool going, I thought as Byron grabbed them both in a double-hug-cheek-to-cheek kiss, followed by a more ardent kiss on the lips for each of them. Wow.

The embraces were interrupted by a sharp gasp as Marjorie pointed at the stack of books resting on the ornate antique console against the far wall. “Where did those books come from?”

“I brought them here.” I moved casually toward the books, keeping an eye on the sisters as I walked. “We found them in Wanda’s living room. They’re a pretty set, aren’t they? Or they will be when I finish restoring them.”

Marjorie’s eyes bugged out in shock and her lips trembled. “But they’re mine. I’ve looked all over for them.”

“We found them easily,” Mom said brightly, not bothering to mention that we’d found most of them when they bounced off my head.

Marjorie flipped her hair back as she approached me. “I should be grateful to Wanda for keeping every little thing our family’s ever owned. But the books belong to me so I’ll take them off your hands now.”

“I don’t think so,” I said, obstructing her access to them. “Why did you give them to Wanda?”

“I didn’t give them to her,” she explained patiently. “I merely asked her to store my things for me when I went on an expedition a few years ago. I never got around to asking for them back.” But she swallowed nervously as she fiddled with her earring, so I figured she was lying.

Before I could accuse her of anything else, she threw her hands up in the air. “Fine! I gave them to her. I gave her a lot of stuff. She liked to read. What else did she have to do, stuck in that house of hers all day long?”

“Ah, but you gave her more than books to read, didn’t you, Marjorie?” Byron said, smiling at Elaine as he spoke.

Marjorie pierced him with a look. “What if I did? Like I said, she didn’t have anything better to do with her time.”

Elaine frowned as she took a step forward. “What else did you give her, Marjorie?”

“Nothing,” Marjorie said, her eyes widening and eyelashes batting in a futile attempt to look innocent. Sadly, that ship had sailed years ago.

Apparently, Byron was no longer in the mood to let her get away with it. Turning to Elaine, he spelled it out for her. “It’s time you learned the truth. Wanda wrote Marjorie’s travel memoirs for her.”

Marjorie groaned. “I was going to tell her.”

Whoa. I was not expecting that. I glanced at Mom, who looked equally surprised.

“But . . . how . . . but . . .” Elaine sputtered as she stared back and forth between Byron and her sister. “How did she have time to write your books when she was writing my books!”

Okay, not expecting that, either.

Blindsided, Marjorie’s mouth gaped open. “Your books? Why would she bother writing your books? You write kids’ books! My God, you write about llamas!”

“And your point is?”

“My point is, why didn’t you just write them yourself? It’s not like there’s any challenge to writing a stupid llama story.”

“How dare you!”

“You’re kidding, right?” Marjorie whipped around and glanced at each of us as though she expected to find some common sentiment there. Then she glared back at Elaine. “Why would you bother Wanda with something so trivial when she could have been spending more time on my work?”

“I beg your pardon?” Outraged, Elaine slapped her hands onto her hips as her chin jutted pugnaciously. “My Lucy the Lonely Llama was short-listed for the Caldecott Medal. I happen to explore the dark corners of the human condition, you moron. My prose is richly layered, often punchy and bordering on magnificent. Damn it, read my reviews once in a while!”

Marjorie leaned closer until they were nose to nose. “Why would I waste my time? You write books for six-year-olds!”

“I write books for people with passion, regardless of their age.” Elaine took a deep breath, then sneered at her sister. “You should talk about wasting Wanda’s time. Don’t pretend you’ve ever written anything more significant than a few travel articles.”

Marjorie gasped. “I have a Pulitzer Prize!”

“Well, whoop-dee-fricking-doo. You sure as hell didn’t earn it. Wanda did!”

“You’re wrong! I gave her all my notes, everything she needed to put those books together. They were my words. Wanda did nothing more than a highly paid typist would do.”

“Now, hold on there,” Byron said, stepping into the middle. “Don’t act as if Wanda only typed for you two. She had a lyrical quality of her own that neither of you could ever match. That’s why you both begged her to write your books for you.”

Elaine wasn’t mollified. Shaking her finger at her sister, she said, “You used her and abused her. I’m no longer surprised that she took her own life, knowing she had to deal constantly with your overblown ego.”

“That was a low blow, Elaine,” Mom warned, acting as referee. She should have been wearing a whistle.

Marjorie snorted. “You’re the one who abused her. If I’d been forced to write another book about a freaking llama, I’d probably have ended it all, too.”

Mom made a tsking sound. “Marjorie, that’s not a charitable thing to say.”

Marjorie huffed, then whirled around and paced halfway across the room and back. “I can’t help it. She makes me so mad sometimes.”

“Sisters can do that,” I said with a sympathetic nod. Anyone with a sister could relate.

“Come on now, girls, stop fighting,” Byron said as he struggled to wrap his arms around both women, finally forcing them to face each other. “You’re both way off base. Wanda loved you two more than anything else in the world. She wouldn’t want you fighting with each other because of her. The only reason she committed suicide was because she was dying anyway.”

Silence fell on the room like a heavy cloak. I looked over at Mom, whose forehead was furrowed in distress. After a long pause, she touched Byron’s arm and said, “Was that true? Was Wanda ill?”

Byron gazed at Mom and his eyes grew misty. He only seemed to realize in that moment that he’d divulged a major revelation. “Yes. I’m sorry, but she was dying. Ovarian cancer.”

Hearing those universally hated words, I squeezed my eyes shut. It wasn’t fair, damn it.

“I’m so sorry,” Mom whispered, her eyes brimming with tears. Dad laid his hand on Byron’s shoulder in sympathy. Robson placed both of his hands on Byron’s back as if to prop him up.

Byron tried to smile but it was a wobbly attempt. “She was determined to keep her sense of humor through it all. She said she didn’t want me to see her skin turn gray as she shriveled up to nothing, so she took things into her own hands. She looked so beautiful in the garden after Marjorie called me. It was her favorite place.”

“She was dying?” Marjorie whispered. “She never said a word.”

“I wasn’t sure if she told you,” he murmured. “But I never felt it was my place to betray her confidence.”

“She didn’t say a thing.”

“It’s because she didn’t want your pity,” Byron said quietly. “People had been pitying her for years and she was sick of it. So she decided to take matters into her own hands. It was important to her that she finish both of your books, so she did that. She tidied up her own personal affairs and then did what she needed to do.”

“Oh, poor Wanda,” Elaine said. She sucked in a great sob and began to cry in earnest. Marjorie’s eyes filled with tears, too. Byron pressed his lips in a thin line to keep from sniffling, but the pressure was too great. He pulled both sisters into another group hug and they all wept for Wanda. And maybe for themselves.

It was painful to watch, especially with my tendency to tear up at the first sign of a whimper. I blew my nose, then glanced at Mom, wondering if maybe we should leave them alone to grieve. But she was watching them avidly, despite the tears dripping down her cheeks.

I was right there with her, just as teary and captivated by these three as she was. There was no way I could walk out of here now. And that insight brought on another wave of weepiness, not only because of the pain I imagined Wanda had to have suffered, but because this was another one of those tender, like mother, like daughter moments you read about in books.

“Well,” Marjorie said, straightening her dress and sniffling as she stepped back from the group clench. “I guess my big plan to convince you to write my books for me is dead in the water. You’ll pardon the expression.”

“What?” Elaine said, then shook her head as if she hadn’t heard correctly. “Are you kidding? You thought I would want to write for you?”

Marjorie sniffled some more as she examined her fingernails. With a shrug, she said, “My mistake.”

Byron cleared his throat. “Actually, Lainey, we both were sort of hoping you might agree to step in for Wanda. Marjorie’s Traveling Anarchist franchise is too lucrative to quit it now.”

“Don’t talk to me about lucrative,” Elaine snapped. “My last contract was for seven figures. My books have been translated into fourteen languages. The royalties alone have kept that God-forsaken castle in Somerset from crumbling around us for the last ten years, no thanks to Radisson’s latest indictment.”

“Seven figures, huh?” Byron considered her words. “Sounds like you might have owed Wanda a raise.”

Elaine gasped and slapped both hands over her mouth.

Marjorie laughed. “Oh, this is rich, no pun intended. Not only were you using your own sister as a ghostwriter, but you weren’t even paying her a fair wage.”

Elaine winced, then groaned as her shoulders sagged. “Oh, my God, I’m despicable.”

Laughing even harder, Marjorie threw her arms around her sister. “The fact that you can admit it is just one reason why I still love you.”

Byron wasn’t going to be left out of this group grope. He wrapped his big arms around both of them and gripped them tightly. “I love you girls. I’m sure we can all help each other, going forward.”

And just like that, they were back to being the Bizarro Family. I caught a glimpse of Mom and Dad, whose expressions indicated they were thinking the same thing.

“Let’s have a quick glass of wine together before we go to the service,” Byron suggested with a cheerful glint in his eye. “We can toast the restoration of our loving family and the beginning of a beautiful new business relationship.”

If he couldn’t draw them in with that love of family line, Byron probably wasn’t beneath stooping to a little blackmail. Perhaps Elaine and Marjorie realized the same thing, because a tentative smile passed between the sisters, then grew to a broad grin. I suppose they had to admire Byron’s panache.

I checked my watch. Since they seemed to have patched up their differences, I figured it was well past time Mom and I got some answers to our questions. I opened up each of the Jane Austen books and pulled out the documents we’d discovered over the past few days. I’d already decided to keep my tone light rather than accuse anyone of anything. I didn’t want to rock the fragile Bradford-Frawley family boat any more than it was already rocking.

I got their attention by clearing my throat. Then with a bright smile, I said, “I was going through this set of books and found some important documents you all might want to keep in a safer place.”

Approaching Marjorie, I handed her the first batch. “I believe this birth certificate and these adoption papers are yours.”

Before she could say a word, I turned to Elaine and handed her the letter. “This is yours, unless you’d like me to give it to Byron.”

They both frowned at me, then stared at the envelopes I’d given them. Finally I held up the faded photographs we’d found. “And there are some old snapshots of a pretty little girl named Elizabeth. Who might they belong to?”

There was a startled intake of breath; then Byron stepped forward. He took the picture and gazed at it, smiling fondly. “Look, honey. It’s Lizzie on her First Communion.”

Marjorie took a step closer and peered at the photo. “I wondered where I put those.”

Elaine moved to Byron’s other side and studied the snapshot. With an impish grin, she glanced at the other two and said, “What a little angel she was back then.”

Byron put his arms around both women. “Just like all you girls were at that age.”

“Oh, stop.” Marjorie gave his chest a playful slap. “We were all little devils, don’t you dare deny it.”

He laughed and squeezed them tighter. “I wouldn’t have had it any other way.”

 

 

Three hours later, Mom, Dad and I sat around the kitchen table, shaking our heads in befuddlement.

“So they all knew about little Lizzie,” I said, still baffled by the reactions we’d received from revealing the incriminating documents and photo. “I guess the only real secret one of them had been hiding was Wanda’s illness.”

“And the fact that she was the true creative force in that family,” Mom added.

Dad mulled that over for a few long seconds. “So the person who was forced to exist behind those high, stone walls ended up living the richest, fullest life of them all.”

“There’s a lesson to be learned,” Mom murmured.

Guru Bob had made certain that everyone in attendance learned that lesson during Wanda’s memorial service. His words were beautiful and meaningful, and judging by the number of sniffles heard and tissues scrunched, most people had gotten the message. I know I had. I could only hope that Wanda’s husband and sisters had received it, too. It was hard to tell. The last we saw of them, they were sitting in a corner of the town hall drinking champagne, toasting to the glory of Wanda, and plotting their next bestseller.

Earlier, before we left Guru Bob’s house, we’d managed to cajole them into piecing together the rest of the story. Byron had been fooling around with Marjorie while dating Elaine. When Marjorie ended up pregnant, she’d gone to Texas to have the baby, then gave it up for adoption. It wasn’t that she’d hidden her pregnancy from the rest of her family; she just didn’t want to deal with the gossipy reactions of the local citizenry. She had also wanted to protect her sisters from suffering through the same gossip. After all, if people knew Marjorie had given birth to Byron’s child, what would they think of Elaine, who had been dating Byron, or Wanda, who eventually married him?

Once Elaine left for Africa and Marjorie left for Texas, Byron naturally took up with Wanda. It seemed he had been in love with all the sisters at various times while growing up next door to them. Once the other two were away, he decided that Wanda was the prettiest of them all, so he married her. Then Marjorie came back to town and he was conflicted again. Then Elaine returned. Poor Byron couldn’t seem to stay away from any of them. And vice versa.

Nobody outside the sisters’ family had ever understood the love the sisters all felt for Byron. Evidently, it had taken root during their childhood when they all lived next door to one another. The girls’ parents had had a tempestuous relationship and Byron had been their refuge while growing up.

When Elaine returned from Africa and confronted Wanda and Byron, they also confessed to her that Marjorie had had a baby. Elaine was overwhelmed by this brand new betrayal, but as soon as she saw the baby, she fell in love and forgave them all their foibles, as long as she was given permission to visit little Elizabeth whenever she wanted to. Since Marjorie had insisted on an open adoption, this was never a problem.

It was Elizabeth who originally had provided the inspiration for Elaine’s Happy Llama stories. And even though Elaine didn’t have the talent to write them herself, she often came up with clever story lines she thought little Lizzie would enjoy. She considered Lizzie her muse. When she related some of the stories to Wanda, her sister wrote them down for her. That’s when the two of them first realized her talent. But Wanda wasn’t about to go out into the world as an author, so Elaine put her name on the books. She insisted the stories were hers anyway, so it worked out just fine for her.

Marjorie had been dictating her ideas to Wanda for years, too. And she’d worked out a similar arrangement to her sister Elaine’s. They had simply never bothered to inform one another of their little deceits.

The three sisters and Byron had been close friends until the day Elaine uttered her famous damning words to Byron and another estrangement began. But now that she was back home where she belonged and everything had been talked out, he couldn’t be happier.

Luckily for Elaine, Wanda had never taken offense from Elaine’s words as Byron had. Wanda had agreed to continue writing the Happy Llama books for Elaine, proving once again that Wanda was the most honorable person in the family.

“I think we need a little mood changer,” Mom said suddenly. She popped up from the table and riffled through one of the kitchen drawers.

Dad and I exchanged a wary glance and he took hold of the wine bottle. “You might need a bit more of this.”

I smiled and held out my glass as he poured.

And minutes later, my mother, accompanying herself on the sacred Marrakeshi bongo drums, proceeded to perform the wildest, most excellent cleansing and purification ritual ever.
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Hello, my name is Brooklyn Wainwright, and I am a book addict.

It was Friday morning and I was on my way to the Covington Library to sniff out my personal version of crack cocaine: Books. Old, rare, and beautiful.

I didn’t need a twelve-step program; I just needed more bookbinding work to keep me off the streets. That was why I’d driven over to Pacific Heights to see my good friend Ian McCullough, head curator of the Covington Library in San Francisco. He’d called earlier to let me know he had a job for me.

I found a lucky parking spot less than half a block away. Lucky was the perfect way to describe how I was feeling that day. As I walked up the broad concrete steps of the imposing Italianate mansion, I took a moment to appreciate this beautiful building, its setting here at the highest point of my favorite city, and this glorious, early fall day.

A few months ago, after coming within striking distance of yet another callous criminal bent on killing me and a few close friends, I had made a vow to be grateful for every wonderful thing in my life. My family, my friends, my gorgeous, exciting lover, the career I enjoyed so much, my books, pizza; I was grateful for them all. Life was good.

So now I stopped to breathe the crisp clear air, smile at the colorful sight of newly planted pansies lining the sidewalks, and savor the stunning view of San Francisco Bay in the distance.

The moment passed and I strolled up the last few steps. Pushing open the heavy iron doors, I walked through the elegant foyer of the Covington with its broad checkerboard marble floor, coffered ceiling, and sweeping staircases. Those stairs led to the second and third floors, where dozens of rooms held priceless artwork and countless collections of the greatest books ever written throughout history. In almost every alcove and nook, a visitor would find a comfortable chair with a good light for reading. It was the most welcoming place for a book lover I’d ever known and I loved it as much now as I did the first time I came here when I was eight years old.

I bypassed the main exhibit hall and headed straight for Ian’s office down the wide corridor that led to the inner sanctum. I was anxious to get hold of the book he was so excited about and envisioned myself rushing home, tearing it apart, and putting it back together again. With utmost love and care, of course.

Yes, life was good indeed.

That thought was snuffed out as a sudden, cold sense of dread permeated the very air around me. I shuddered in dismay. In any perfect apple, a worm might be found.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing here?”

Shudders rippled through me at the shrill voice of Minka LaBoeuf, my arch-enemy.

My stomach bubbled and roiled in revulsion and I instantly regretted the Spanish omelet I’d eaten for breakfast. I turned to face her and was sorry I had. Chartreuse-and-fuchsia-striped leggings appeared to have been sprayed onto Minka’s ample lower body. As God is my witness, the leggings were topped by a matching tube top—a tube top!—and pixie band—a pixie band!—in her hair. She looked like a demented barber pole.

I couldn’t make this stuff up.

“I was invited to come here today,” I said, shielding my eyes from the glare. “I know you can’t say the same, so you should leave. Be sure to let the door hit your ass on the way out.”

Baring her teeth, she snarled and said, “You’re such a bitch!”

I smiled with concern. “Really? Is that the best you’ve got? Pitiful.”

She moved in close, so close I could smell her new perfume—Eau de Goat—and hissed at me. “If you don’t stop trying to take away my jobs, I’ll make sure you’ll never work in this town again.”

You’ll never work in this town again? Had she really said that? Of course she had. Minka was the queen of the tattered cliché.

“Threats, Minka?” I backed away from her, knowing she had an unruly left hook. “Ian won’t like hearing that you threatened me.”

She sniffed imperiously. “Ian is a jerk.”

“I’ll be sure to tell him you said so.”

“You’re a jerk, too.”

Feeling disappointed, I shook my head. “Have you been sick or something? Your comebacks are so lame, it’s pathetic.” I didn’t stick around to hear her answer, but turned and hurried off. I didn’t look back either—possibly a tactical error where Minka was concerned since she was the master of the sneak attack. But honestly, I couldn’t take another violent shock to my nervous system.

“You’ll be sorry!” she shrieked.

I rubbed my arms against the chill but kept moving. Minka had the kind of aura that stirred up all the frigid, stagnant Chi that existed in any space. Once I turned the corner and was out of her eyesight, I breathed easier. It was warmer now. The spell was broken.

I knew that sounded a little insane, but I’d been stalked and harassed and yes, punched in the face by Minka LaBoeuf. I wasn’t about to question the possibility that she could cast spells with those evil eyes of hers.

Strolling briskly down the wide hall, I entered the suite of business offices and greeted Wylie, Ian’s current assistant.

“He’s waiting for you, Ms. Wainwright. Go right in.”

“Thanks, Wylie.”

I knocked, then opened Ian’s door.

“Hey, you,” Ian said, jumping up from his chair and rushing to greet me with a hug. “I’m glad you’re here. I’ve been itching to get your opinion on what to do about this book.”

Shaking off the last of my Minka-induced negativity, I smiled and hugged him back. “I can’t wait to see it.”

“I’ll warn you beforehand that the outside of the book is less than impressive. Well, actually, it’s in horrible shape, but I know you can make it shine. The inside is exquisite.” He led the way across the room to his lovingly restored Chippendale conference table. We sat and I watched him slowly unwrap several layers of white tissue paper to reveal a rather nondescript book.

The book was big, probably twelve inches tall by nine inches wide, but it was less than one inch thick. The leather cover was green, or it had been at one time; now it was faded to a dull gray. The front cover was badly frayed along the inner edges and outer hinge, where it would probably break apart at the least jarring movement.

And it was disturbingly familiar. I frowned and chewed my lip as I reached for it.

“I know it’s ugly,” Ian reiterated, misreading my reaction. “But the paper is still in excellent condition, and just wait until you see the illustrations.”

“Okay.” I picked it up cautiously, not only because it was old and falling apart, but because I was afraid of what I would find when I opened it. I stared at the spine. Beauty and the Beast, it read, though the letters had lost most of their gilding.

I opened the book, bypassed the flyleaf, and turned to the front illustration across from the title page. It was colorful and sweet and classically Victorian. A tea party for two. Beauty wore a regal red cape and her golden blond hair flowed in waves down her back. She sat at a table pouring tea for the Beast, who was depicted as a huge brown bear. His appearance was hairy and scary, yet he seemed dignified and well-mannered. The tea set was blue. I could’ve described it blindfolded.

I paged back to the inside flyleaf and stared at the inscription written there. My throat tightened and the pressure building in my chest began to ache.

“It’s very rare,” Ian said in a rush. “First edition. Look at the interior pages. They’re fantastic. I just need you to fashion a new cover and do some clean up, and we’ll have a masterpiece to display in the children’s gallery.”

I ran my fingers over the dried ink and reread the sentimental inscription. The scrawled penmanship had a beauty all its own.

“Earth to Brooklyn,” he snapped. “What’s going on? Can you do the work or not?”

I shook myself out of my melancholy and glanced up at Ian. “I’m not sure I can.”

“What do you mean, you’re not sure? You could do this restoration in your sleep.”

“Oh yeah, I can do the work.” I turned the book over to see if the damage extended to the back joint, but it was still smooth and unfrayed. “But . . . I don’t think I can do the work.”

He scowled, shoved his chair back from the table and stood over me. “You’re speaking in riddles. What’s wrong with the damn book?”

“Nothing’s wrong with the book,” I said, and met his gaze directly. “Except that it was stolen.”

“No, it wasn’t.” He stared at my expression, then shook his head vigorously. “No way. What the hell are you talking about? I bought it from Joseph Taylor, the most reputable bookseller in the city. It was a clean deal.”

“I believe you.” Joe Taylor was an old acquaintance of mine. My mentor Abraham had known him forever, and over the years we’d done a lot of bookbinding work for him.

I touched the crisp, deckled edges of the paper and fought to stay calm. “But I’d like to find out who sold it to Joe because I know they weren’t the rightful owner.”

Frustrated, Ian scratched his head, causing his hair to spike wildly. “What aren’t you telling me, Brooklyn? How do you know this book was stolen? Who did it belong to?”

Awash in memories, I didn’t realize until too late that I had tears in my eyes. I brushed them away with a fierce swipe of my hand and faced him. “Me, Ian. Once upon a time, this book belonged to me.”
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