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DEAD BY DESIGN

Behind the Dumpster, a woman was lying on her side. She wasn’t moving. Her blond hair was damp and oozing big clots of something that looked black. Oil? Who would smear oil in her hair? As I got closer, I saw her hair was thick with blood. Her nose and cheekbone were strangely flattened. Blond hair and black blood were smeared across her eyes. A gold button winked in a puddle near her shoulder, and dirty gold braid trailed from one bloody wrist.

I didn’t recognize the face—not in its current condition—but I’d know that outfit anywhere. It was Sydney, very dead in her designer leather. . . .
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“So, do you think the boots are too much?”

Lyle, the man I semi live in sin with, looked at the black Italian suede boots that went almost to my thighs. Where they stopped, a pair of skintight black leather pants took over. Im six feet tall, so I was covered by a lot of cow. The outfit was finished off by a silver chain belt and a black blouse. Lyle’s expression was somewhere between lust and disgust.

“Is that a joke?” the professorial Lyle asked.

We certainly didn’t go together. In fact, that was the problem tonight. We weren’t going together. He was wearing a wheat-colored lamb’s wool sweater, khaki pants, and some fancy German walking shoes, although he wasn’t walking. His feet were propped on a leather hassock in front of the gray slate fireplace in his West End town house. A pale shot of single-malt scotch in a crystal rocks glass complemented the ensemble. On his lap was the latest New Yorker. He had settled in for the evening, and he was going to spend it without me. I thought I’d zing him a little.

“Where I’m going,” I said, subtly reminding him I’d be parading around in this outrageous outfit alone, while he sat home, “this is as conservative as a white satin formal and twelve-button gloves.”

I was heading for the Leather and Lace Bikers’ Society Ball, the most exclusive social event in St. Louis—if you’re a biker. I’d finagled a ticket, and it wasn’t easy, even for a columnist at the St. Louis City Gazette. Tickets are restricted to keep out sightseers and RUBs—rich urban bikers—and keep the dance for the real Harley riders. I’ve always had a thing about Harleys, but then again, I like anything fast. That’s why I drive a blue Jaguar X-JS. It shocks the heck out of my colleagues at the City Gazette. They think female newspaper reporters should dress like rumpled nuns, male reporters should drink like Mike Royko, and both sexes should drone on in news stories like they’re writing a doctoral thesis. Oops. I didn’t mean to knock all professors. Just one. I was peeved at Lyle, and I guess it showed. I wanted him to go with me to the biker ball, and he refused.

“It’s not really my scene, Francesca,” he said. “Never play another man’s game.”

Lately Lyle didn’t seem to be playing any games at all. I didn’t want to go to the ball alone. This outfit should have raised the dead, but it couldn’t even get Lyle up off his chair. Well, I was too proud to beg. But I’d been going to too many events by myself recently because Lyle didn’t want to bestir himself. I’d begun to wonder if maybe I’d be better off alone, without Lyle.

“I’m leaving,” I said. “Good night.”

“Have a good time,” he said absently, already deep in his magazine.

“I’ll make sure,” I promised, and slammed the door. The damp rainy night stuck cold fingers down my collar the minute I stepped out the door. I shivered as I unlocked Ralph, my blue Jag, and waited for his engine to purr. The sleek car was named for my favorite old-time sitcom character, Ralph Kramden, of The Honeymooners. Neither Ralph seemed to mind. Lyle’s neighborhood, the Central West End, was supposed to be the most beautiful part of St. Louis. Maybe it had the grandest houses. But I was headed for South St. Louis, where I felt most at home. There, the air smelled of city smog and beer, and the houses had more recliners than a Sears showroom. It looked especially romantic on a rainy November Saturday night. I passed rows of redbrick flats, silvered by the streetlights and glistening in the rain. The windows were warm with light. Evidently, even my section of the city agreed with Lyle—it was a good night to stay in.

Until I got to Iowa Street. That’s when I saw the traffic for the biker ball: a line of shiny pickups, sedans, and stretch limos letting off passengers in front of the Casa Loma Ballroom. There were even a couple dozen bikes at this biker ball. It wasn’t a good night to ride, especially if you planned to drink and party. As the bikers hurried inside, wrapped in coats and rain gear, I caught interesting glimpses of black leather, chains, stretch lace, and skin. By the time I pulled into the Casa Loma parking lot, I’d quit brooding on my lagging love life. There was too much happening here.

The Casa Loma was a city success story. The seventy-year-old ballroom used to host the best of the big bands. Artie Shaw, Glenn Miller, and Benny Goodman played there. A young and skinny Frank Sinatra sang there, and so did Bill Haley and the Comets. You’d never guess that by looking at the outside. It was one more slightly dingy brick building. What made it spectacular was the ballroom on the second floor. The dance floor was five thousand square feet of mellow, polished wood cushioned by rubber. A floor like that turned every couple into a light-footed Fred and Ginger. The balconied ballroom, with its clean, sweeping lines, looked like an ocean liner in an old movie. The Casa Loma had been slated for destruction in 1990. But it was saved by those who loved it. Two ballroom dancers, Pat and Roseann Brannon, took it over. Now the Brannons had ballroom dancing on Friday nights. Some Casa Loma couples had had the same table for forty years. They brought their dance shoes in bags, for real ballroom dancers’ shoes never touched a sidewalk. Saturday night dances were usually devoted to rock, Latin, or Mexican music. St. Louis has a large, loyal Hispanic population, and whole families, from grandparents to little kids, would go to the Casa Loma in their best dancing clothes. Other nights there were proms or private parties. And one night a year there was the Leather and Lace Ball.

As I walked in the door, I was hit with a blast of sound from the band, the King of Hearts. It was a solid wall of rock. I saw four guys in leather wrestling a seven-hundred-pound black-and-chrome Harley up the ballroom steps. “Easy, now, easy. Almost there,” said a Harley wrestler in a leather biker cap with a chain headband, leather vest, and barrel chest. That was Sonny, head honcho of the South Side HOGs. HOG is short for Harley Owners Group. I waved and headed up to see him. Sonny got me into the ball, and I owed him a thank you. The Harley was now resting at the top of the stairs. So was Sonny. He was drinking Busch from the bottle. “Nice outfit,” he said, taking a swig from his beer.

“Nice Harley,” I returned politely.

“It’s the centerpiece for the ball,” he said.

“Sure beats flowers and balloons for decorations, ” I said.

I’d seen plenty of those. In fact, I’d been to so-called charity balls where most of the money was spent on decorations. The bikers raised more money at their events than some charity balls that got kid-glove treatment in the paper. I’d had to cover my share of society events as a young CG reporter, and I hated them. The two worst, at least for me, were the Veiled Prophet and the Fleur de Lis balls, where St. Louis society made their debuts. The Fleur de Lis was the Catholic coming-out ball, and when I covered it fifteen years ago, rumor had it that the rich doctors and car dealers paid twenty thousand bucks for their daughters to bow before the cardinal. I was raised Catholic, but I lost what few shreds of religion I had when I heard the old gray cardinal tell the ballroom, “You are the backbone of the church.” I thought of my grandmother and her friends, working the St. Philomena’s bake sales until their feet hurt, to make two hundred dollars for the church. The cardinal had just wiped out their hard labor in favor of some guys who uncapped a pen. The cardinal must have forgotten that part in the Gospel about the widow’s mite.

The Veiled Prophet Ball was even weirder. This was supposed to be for the richest and most powerful families in the city. The Veiled Prophet was always an old white corporate guy who wore robes and covered his noggin with a funny-looking crowned veil. But nobody laughed at this getup. Young society women in white dresses actually had to bow down before him. Not just bow—prostrate themselves on the floor. Would you let your daughter do that? You didn’t have to be Sigmund Freud to see the symbolism. Especially when the sons didn’t bow. To me, it looked like the rich families were saying they were willing to sacrifice their daughters to money and power. I thought being rich meant you didn’t bow down to anyone, but Lyle, who had family money, said I missed the point. He didn’t go to either ball, by the way.

The Veiled Prophet was weird from a news standpoint too. The Gazette never printed the name of the Veiled Prophet. Anyone who was anyone claimed to know who the veiled bigwig was, and Babe, our gossip columnist, always came back from the ball and told his friends. The VP’s name was supposed to be a secret from us little people. To know his name was a sign you belonged to the city’s ruling class. At a features meeting, I told our then managing editor, Hadley Harris III, we should print the Veiled Prophet’s name. He was as shocked as if I’d wanted to run nude photos of the Prophet’s Queen of Love and Beauty.

“We have a city tradition to maintain,” Hadley said firmly, “and we will uphold it.”

I thought it wasn’t a tradition. It was a promise in writing that the Gazette wouldn’t name the Veiled Prophet—and would extend the same courtesy to the area’s white ruling class. The old boys could make their backroom deals without accountability. The paper’s first loyalty was to the city establishment. The top editors all went to the Veiled Prophet Ball. Even the publisher, who lived most of the time in Boston, flew in to attend the silly thing.

The only ball I wanted to go to was the biker’s society ball, and it was much harder to get in to. In biker circles, it didn’t matter how important your dead relatives were. Money wouldn’t help either. In fact, it might hurt. This society was based on skill. If you could handle a bike, you were admired. Tickets to the Leather and Lace Ball were twelve dollars. But you could buy them only at a HOG chapter meeting or a Harley dealer, and you had to act quickly. The thousand tickets were gone in two days. After that, Sonny had been offered a hundred dollars for a ticket to the ball. He always said no.

A big hot Harley was not just the perfect centerpiece for this ball, it was the only centerpiece. The only other thing on the tables were bottles of beer. Anything else would have been a distraction. At the Leather and Lace Ball, the dancers were the decoration. Each new arrival was more incredible. Behind Sonny, I could see a tall blonde with long straight hair, wearing a lace body stocking and a fringed miniskirt loosely laced up the sides. Her guy wore the biker’s formal wear: a black Harley T-shirt, black jeans, and a panther tattoo. His black beard was braided, biker style, to keep it from blowing in his face while he rode. I had an almost overpowering urge to yank it. Most guys wore some variation on this costume. But there were notable exceptions. A big tawny-haired man in fringed buckskin looked like he’d stepped off the set of a Western. A broad-shouldered man dressed like a riverboat gambler in a black frock coat and ruffled shirt looked like he was still on the set. Verrrry nice. He was talking to a tiny brunette wearing a black lace blouse over a white lace bra, a scrap of skirt, and thigh-high boots with white bows up the back. Her friend had hair the color of cold beer, a black body stocking, red bra, and jeans with heart cutouts down the legs. I bet there wasn’t an unbought body stocking in a fifty-mile radius.

I loved it. This was the only society ball where there wasn’t a tummy tuck or a face-lift in the whole room. Real biker women weren’t afraid of a few sags, lines, or saddlebag thighs. I saw a red-haired woman with her love handles boldly outlined by black lace. Her man, who sported a matching gut, couldn’t keep his hands off her overhangs. It gave me hope for when I turned forty, only three years from now. I was thirty-seven and holding, but my grip wasn’t as good as his.

“Looks like your anti-RUB measures succeeded,” I told Sonny. “This isn’t the Malcolm Forbes crowd.” He smiled his crooked smile. “We tried to discourage the yups,” he said proudly. “Most of these bikers aren’t your ZIP-code riders.”

He saw the puzzled look on my face.

“Those are guys living in your desirable ZIP codes, rich guys who buy Harleys for status and take them out three weekends a year. The people here are mostly your big-mileage riders. They’ll put ten, twenty, thirty thousand miles a year on their bikes. They’re not afraid to get a few bugs in their teeth.”

As Sonny bragged, in walked the biggest, gaudiest RUB I’d ever seen. She entered the same way a roach strolls across your kitchen floor when you’re trying to convince a stuffy relative that you keep a clean house. This particular bug was an exotic breed. Her blond hair had been artfully tossed for about eighty bucks, and she wore at least three thousand dollars of designer leather. I recognized the outfit. I’d seen it in Vogue. It was by Escada, or Versace, or one of those designers who use lots of gold buttons and gold braid. She was wearing leather to the Leather and Lace Ball, but it was the wrong kind. Her outfit was soft designer leather. Real biker leather is hard because it acts as armor when you fall off the bike. Her outfit would have been stunning in her circles. But here she looked ridiculous, the way Marie Antoinette dressed as a shepherdess must have looked to a real sheepherder.

As she walked closer, I recognized not just her outfit but her face. Holy cowhide! This was Sydney Van-der Venter. She really was a socialite, a former maid of honor in the Veiled Prophet court, and cochair of a half-dozen major galas and parties. Her picture was always in Babe’s column, but I bet she wasn’t too pleased with his last mention. Babe ran an item about her upcoming ugly divorce. Babe called Sydney “the bitter half” and said she was the estranged wife of local venture capitalist Hudson Vander Venter. Sydney and Hudson lived in Ladue, the richest suburb of St. Louis—at least they had when Babe announced the breakup. She had the underfed look favored by fashionable types. Sydney was fortyish, face-lifted, dyed, and dieted almost to starvation. What was this woman doing at a biker ball in low-rent South St. Louis?

“How’d she get in?” I asked Sonny.

“She doesn’t count.” He shrugged.

“She does if you read Babe,” I said.

“Gimme a break,” said Sonny. “Do I look like I read Babe? She goes out with a guy in our HOG chapter—Jack.”

This was more incredible. Jack lived in my neighborhood. He wasn’t quite what Sonny called a one-percenter, but he was somewhere between an angel and a Hell’s Angel. Bikers have a dirty little secret: Even the hardest riding, toughest-looking were mostly family men and women who held responsible jobs, had nice kids, and went to church. They just liked to ride hard and look bad. The one-percenters—the rare ones involved in drugs, prostitution, mayhem, and murder—around on the edges added some glamour. Personally, if I was going to take up with a bad biker, I could find one handsomer—and less hairy—than Jack.

“I can’t believe Sydney Vander Venter hangs around a guy who wears a helmet that says ‘Helmet Laws Suck,’” I told Sonny.

He took a thoughtful sip of beer and said, “Hey, she spent most of her life with prissy guys in suits. Now she wants to experience real life. Jack wants to experience real money. You can’t blame either one. If she . . .”

I didn’t hear the rest. My attention went elsewhere. A couple strolled by in a jaw-dropping getup. She was wearing nothing but black leather boots and a black lace body stocking. It was obvious—in that outfit—that she was a natural blonde. It was also obvious she had serious muscles.

“Who’s that?” I said, awed by the raw display.

“That’s Stephanie, Ms. Gypsy Tour,” he said. “She’s the woman who handled her bike best at the trials. She comes by her skills naturally. She’s an over-the-road trucker.”

“That’s quite a pair,” I said.

“She is built like a brick shithouse,” Sonny said, and his crooked grin slipped into a leer.

“I meant Stephanie and her escort make quite a pair,” I said.

“Oh, him. That’s her boyfriend, Crazy Jerry,” he said, and shrugged. Crazy Jerry was nobody I’d shrug away. He had almost as many muscles as she did, plus a flawless tan. I could tell because he was wearing only a black vest, black leather chaps, and a black Harley G-string. I looked, then quickly looked away. Almost every woman in the room did the same thing. It wouldn’t be good for our health to stare too much at Jerry’s stuffed G-string. Stephanie looked like she’d decked more than one man and wouldn’t hesitate to hit a defenseless woman.

I noticed Sydney couldn’t keep her eyes off the guy’s crotch, and she was pretty obvious. If she didn’t stop staring, Stephanie would boot her designer derriere all the way back to Ladue. Sydney had a flush on her face that didn’t come from her Chanel blusher. Judging by the drink in her hand, Sydney was chugging a biker favorite—Jack and Coke—a lethal combination if you’re not used to it. The sweet, strong Jack Daniel’s sipping whisky is hidden in the sweeter Coke. It tastes harmless going down. Then you try to stand up and realize you’re blitzed. Sydney must have been really drunk to stare at another woman’s man that way.

Fortunately, Stephanie was distracted by her duties. She was raising money for the night’s charity, the Troubled Children’s Foundation, by letting bikers stuff bills in her already bulging cleavage. I counted several hundred dollars sticking out of the gaps in the lace when she strolled by, and Sonny tucked another ten in there. “I like a gal who’s up front about her money,” he said, and this time he was definitely leering. Stephanie leered back. But when she turned to the dance floor, she tensed. What she saw wiped the smiles off everyone’s face.

Sydney the society lady had asked Jerry to dance, and Jerry had lived up to his name by being crazy enough to say yes. They were slow-dancing to some tune with a lot of sax. You’d need a crowbar to pry their pelvises apart. Sydney had her arms around Jerry’s waist, and she was grasping his cheeks—and I don’t mean on his face. Sydney must have a death wish.

Stephanie stalked over, grabbed Sydney by her artfully tossed hair, and pulled it back so hard I saw the dye line on her roots. It must have been a sobering experience. Sydney looked terrified.

“Get your hands off him, bitch,” Stephanie said in a low hiss, like a deadly snake. “Or I’ll kill you.”

I thought she meant it. So did Sydney. She was too scared to say a word. She didn’t even straighten out her hair, which stuck out at a stupid angle when Stephanie let go. Sydney looked around to see if anyone would help her, but we all pretended to be interested in the dancing or the drinks. Her date, Jack, was nowhere in sight, and nobody went looking for him. Sydney got herself into this, and she could get herself out. She worked her way toward the edge of the dance floor and then slunk up the steps toward the ladies’ room. Good. Let her hide out there for a while until she sobered up and Stephanie cooled off. Jerry had a sheepish grin on his face and looked rather pleased with himself, but I didn’t see him dance with anyone else. Stephanie went back to collecting money, and the bills the guys stuffed down her front were bigger than ever. I guess they were afraid not to contribute. I lost sight of Stephanie, Jerry, and Sydney, while I danced with two different guys. One worked at a furniture factory and the other wore the most gorgeous turquoise jewelry. He designed it himself. He was fun to talk to, but I wished Lyle, had been there, and I was mad at myself for missing him. This was one night when I didn’t have to work. I was there as a guest, not a columnist. I wouldn’t have to stay up late to write afterward. We could have had fun.

Then Sonny tapped me on the shoulder for a dance, and I didn’t waste any more time thinking about Lyle. When I looked at my watch next it was almost midnight. I was dancing with a skinny biker named Mitch. He’d had enough beer to loosen up into a first-rate dancer. Sonny was dancing nearby with his cute blond wife, Debbie. When the music stopped suddenly, I heard Sonny tell her, “Oh, shit. Sydney’s started another commotion. Stay here while I see what it is.”

I couldn’t see or hear anything wrong, but I followed Sonny as he pushed through the crowd. Near the bar, I saw Gilly, a big ugly biker with a beer gut. He had his arms wrapped around Sydney in a bear hug. He was crushing her up against his chest and saying loudly “I thought you was looking for a big man, honey. I’m bigger than that Crazy Jerry and I can prove it.”

Sydney was struggling to get free, but she couldn’t. Gilly weighed three hundred pounds, and there was a lot of muscle embedded in that beer fat. Sonny walked up to Gilly. He was at least a hundred pounds lighter and a foot shorter, but he stared at the giant and tapped him on the arm. That’s all. Just tapped him. Gilly let go of Sydney like she might scald him. I wish I had that kind of power.

It looked like this encounter was going to end quietly. But then Jack, Sydney’s biker boyfriend, walked up out of nowhere and punched Gilly in the mouth, which hurt Jack’s hand pretty bad. Sonny and two of the other Harley wrestlers pulled them apart. It wasn’t much of a fight. Jack wasn’t really mad at Gilly. He just felt he had to do it. He saved his harsh words for Sydney. “You slut!” he screamed, while she cowered against the bar. “I’m not enough for you, huh? Huh? You gotta go after two guys in one night? Rich bitch gotta have everything and everyone. Oh, bring your bike, Jack,’” he said, doing a simpering imitation of a woman. “‘I want to wrap myself around you and ride home with you in the rain.’ You’re so good at gettin’ guys, you can get another one to take you home.” Jack left her there and stormed down the stairs. Gilly seemed to be gone too, although I don’t know when he took off. Probably sometime during Jack’s speech.

We stared at Sydney. Her lip trembled and she started to cry silently. Dark streaks of eyeliner ran down her face. Some braid trim had pulled loose on her sleeve and a button was missing. She stumbled a little on her high heels, picked the gold button off the floor, and looked around for her little gold purse. Holding the handrail, she started unsteadily down the stairs. Everyone looked relieved.

“Shouldn’t someone go with her?” I asked. “She looks drunk.”

“She can call a cab from the lower lobby,” said Sonny. “There are guards out front. Let her alone. She’s caused enough trouble tonight.”

She wasn’t through causing trouble. But we didn’t know that.

“This is why we don’t want RUBs at the ball,” Sonny said. “They don’t know how to act.”

The bikers watching nodded, and I could feel the mood turning sour. Then the band broke into the official bikers’ anthem, “Born to Be Wild.” The King of Hearts wailed this song of freedom almost as well as Steppenwolf. Sonny revved up his black Harley and rode the centerpiece around the outside of the dance floor. It rumbled over the music and vibrated the floor. I danced with Panhead, lost in the wild, roaring sound. After the song, I heard the band paging Crazy Jerry. They must have paged him on and off for half an hour. Finally Sonny came up to me, looking worried. “Francesca, we need you to be a judge for the Leather and Lace contests,” he said. “We can’t find Jerry, and he’s one of our judges. I don’t want to stir up any more trouble looking for him.”

You never know when a woman is going to have to represent her sex. I knew I shouldn’t have said yes. But it was after midnight, he was cute, and I was weak. So I agreed to be the only female judge at the Leather and Lace Ball. There were three other judges. Parker had gray hair, a broad, calm face, and a vest with the Viet Nam Veterans colors. Will was a lean guy in a black T-shirt. Streak was named for the speed he rode and the iron-gray streak in his black hair. I also heard he got his name for riding bare-assed through the downtown police lot on a dare. Streak just grinned when you asked where he got his name. He smoked incessantly.

Sonny explained our duties. “You gotta judge the Best in Leather—Female, the Best in Leather—Male, and the Best in Lace. Ladies’ leather competition first.”

“What are the criteria?” I asked.

“Just pick the best,” Sonny said, and shrugged. I could tell this wasn’t going to be the Pillsbury Bake-Off.

Eight women lined up in front of the bandstand. The first Best in Leather wore a lace body stocking and leather chaps. The second entry wore almost the same outfit, but dropped her leather chaps and wiggled her butt. The men in the crowd cheered.

“Yeah!” cried three of the four judges.

The third contestant looked like a leather cheerleader. She wore a white leather skirt that was short and flippy, lace-trimmed white leather boots that were short and frilly, and a look of innocence that charmed the men and didn’t fool the women. The next woman had a leather vest and the cheeks cut out of her jeans. She wiggled her rear, to the delight of every judge but me. After that, bottoms started jiggling like Jell-O in an earthquake. “We need to look again,” cried Will, so the contestants wiggled some more, but the sight didn’t inspire me.

“Who are you picking?” asked Streak, wrapped in a cloud of cigarette smoke.

“I’m not voting this round,” I said.

“Hey, yes, you are,” Parker said gravely. “We need a woman’s view.”

I thought there were plenty of women’s views, but I peeked at the other scorecards. The judges had given the leather cheerleader high marks. I could go along with that. “Number Three,” I said.

“Good choice,” Streak said, letting out an approving puff of smoke. I was one of the guys.

Sonny presented the winner with the brass plaque to huge applause. I wondered where you hung an award like that.

“Best in Leather, Men’s Division,” Sonny announced, and a string of leather-clad guys stumbled to the front.

All three male judges said simultaneously, “I’m not judging men.”

“Yes, you are,” I said. “If I had to judge the women, you have to judge the men.”

“Fair is fair,” said Streak, and the other judges nodded and went to work.

Contestant Number One was just Busched enough that he switched his rear saucily when he paraded in his black leather chaps. “Hey!” a woman in the audience cried. “We saw the women’s butts, now what about the men’s?”

He ignored this request. So did Number Two. But contestant Number Three unbuckled his chaps, dropped his trou, and showed a really nice set of buns. They were fat free and tanned to a golden brown. There were no unsightly dimples or pimples. The women in the audience cheered his courageous move. The Catholic schoolgirl buried inside of me came out and disapproved. She knew I was going to hell for watching bikers drop their pants. The rest of me thought it was pretty funny.

Contestant Number Four was an impressive sight. He had a strong jaw, stronger shoulders, narrow hips, and sexy sun wrinkles around his blue eyes. He wore a brilliant blue jacket made of zillions of leather scales, blue jeans, and blue lizard boots. “That’s a really bad-ass jacket,” Parker said respectfully. Streak and Will agreed. In a fairer world, Number Four would have the plaque. But sex wins every time.

The women in the audience were screaming “Number Three! Number Three!” I explained the facts of life to the judges. “If you don’t vote for Number Three, you’re dead meat.” They looked out at the beer-bottle waving audience. The people had spoken, and they were pretty drunk. Number Three won.

“Now it’s time for our Ladies in Lace!” said Sonny. This was clearly the climax of the contest. Contestant Number One was a repeat from Ladies’ Leather, the bottom-waver in chaps and a lace body stocking. The judges waved her on. Next was a woman with rippling blond hair and a ruffly sheer red gown cut to reveal red lace panties. “Yeah!” three of the judges said. They barely had time to wipe off the drool before an even more astonishing outfit paraded by—a Spandex suit cut into a spiderweb of strange and wonderful holes. She waggled her rear and the men did everything but sit up and beg.

The Spandex Wonder was followed by a woman wearing only a black-lace body suit, cut high on the thigh. It was an awesome display of smooth skin from hip to heel. “That’s the best wax job I’ve ever seen,” I said. “That woman deserves to win for the pain endurance alone. I’d need a full anesthetic to be that hairless.” The guys didn’t get it, but the women sitting near me applauded her.

Another contestant wore an animal-print outfit that was two strips of cloth over her bosom and one on the bottom. The three male judges looked dizzy, but Judge Will brought them back to duty. “Impressive,” he said, “but this is not the Leopard and Lace Ball.” They admired the view and crossed her off the winner’s list.

The next woman belonged on a New York fashion runway. She was tall, bone thin, and bore up an intricate arrangement of leather and lace strips that moved every time she did. I couldn’t figure out how she kept the strategic parts covered. I had more leather on my keychain.

The final contestant wore a body stocking made of black Harley lace. Her body was covered with lacy Harley cycles. She had the generous womanly proportions that painters in another age loved.

The male judges were having a tough time deciding on a winner, and I wasn’t any help. “Let’s see them again,” they said. All the women paraded past and some waggled their rear ends, which thrilled three of the judges.

And, then to my delight, the male judges chose the handsome and generously proportioned woman. She was rejected by fashion, but these male bikers saw lightning in those thunder thighs.

“Gentlemen, I’m proud to confirm your decision,” I said.

The loser in the lace and leather chaps was not. She snarled, “You are all on my shit list.”

“I’m dead anyway,” Parker said, with resignation. “You eliminated the woman I’m sleeping with.”

“Correction. Used to sleep with,” Streak said. Everyone laughed but Parker.

Speaking of sleeping, it was almost two A.M. I was tired. I told Sonny and his wife Debbie good night, waved good-bye to the judges, found my purse and walked down the staircase. The night was still cold, but now, after the heat and cigarette smoke at the ball, it felt good. There was a light drizzle, and mist rose up from the rain-slicked streets.

Just outside the Casa Loma, I saw a buxom young woman, with pale hair like a spring dandelion. I watched Dandelion slug a young man right in the jaw with surprising strength. Young women certainly have improved their upper body strength since I was growing up. The young man rubbed his jaw and shouted, “I said I was sorry. What else am I supposed to do?”

Dandelion didn’t answer. Head high, she walked past him to the end of the building and turned down the alley. The off-duty cop guarding the Casa Loma door shrugged but didn’t follow her. The wide alley was lit so we could see her progress. Dandelion walked past an old garage with gray wooden doors and an abandoned plaid couch. Why are couches in alleys always plaid? The young man went to the alley and stood there. “I said,” he shouted at Dandelion, “what else do you want from me?”

Silence. Dandelion had almost reached a big Dumpster, tall as an upended van.

“Answer me,” he pleaded.

She screamed. It wasn’t a scream of rage. This was sheer fright mixed with horror, as if she’d seen some hellish sight. She backed away from the Dumpster, still shrieking, ran straight to the young man, stumbled and buried her pale face in his chest. She began rocking back and forth and crying “No! No! No!” He looked bewildered. The off-duty cop knew what her behavior meant: She had seen something so horrible, she didn’t want to believe it. The cop ran down the alley toward the Dumpster, and I ran after him.

Behind the Dumpster, a woman was lying on her side. She wasn’t moving. Her blond hair was damp and oozing big clots of something that looked black. Oil? Who would smear oil in her hair? As I got closer, I saw her hair was thick with blood, not oil. It covered her face like some exotic native mask. Her nose and cheekbone were strangely flattened. Blond hair and black blood were smeared across her eyes. Her lips looked mashed. A gold button winked in a puddle near her shoulder, and dirty gold braid trailed from one bloody wrist.

I didn’t recognize the face—not in its current condition—but I’d know that outfit anywhere. It was Sydney, very dead in her designer leather.
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Red police lights pulsed on the Casa Loma’s walls and mist rose from the alley potholes, turning the murder scene into a hell’s parody of the biker ball. For music, we had the shriek and wail of sirens. Yellow police-line tape festooned everything like some failed festive decoration. The T-shaped alley behind the Casa Loma was blocked at all three entrances, by what seemed to be every police car, marked and unmarked, in St. Louis. There was even a hook and ladder truck. The Evidence Technician Unit arrived, and police searched the alley carefully with flashlights to make sure they didn’t miss anything before they brought in the bulky vehicle. The ETU pulled up near the murder scene. Harsh lights on the roof illuminated the alley. An evidence technician snapped Sydney’s photo from every angle, and they were all bad. Sydney had been beaten until the fragile bones in her face cracked and collapsed. I could see some of the brutal damage even through the thick blood. I saw her small, blood-smeared hands, still trying to protect her face. Two nails were broken, but her hands were still beautiful, well tended, and useless. Like Sydney.

She’d been beaten with what looked like a motorcycle drive chain. It was artlessly draped near the shoulder of her leather jacket, as if the designer put it there for a prop. I’d just about convinced myself that the gobs of dark stuff on the chain were grease. Then I saw the clump of pretty silky blond hair, the size of a skein of embroidery thread, clinging to the drive chain. One end had a saucy curl. The other had a bloody bit of scalp.

I made it to the back of the old garage before I was sick. I managed to miss my suede boots, which were already sodden from the pothole puddles. I squatted by the garage for a bit, woozy and shaking. Actually, it was a good spot to observe things without being in the way. I could hear the crackle of police radios, see uniformed officers interviewing people in the alley, watch the brass standing around looking important and posing for the TV crews. Four unlucky cops were taking the Dumpster apart. Others had a dangerous assignment inside the Casa Loma. They had to close the bar in a roomful of one thousand bikers and then start interviewing people.

In the alley, several officers seemed awfully interested in a scrawny biker I’d danced with earlier. I thought his name was Mitch. I caught snippets of questions aimed at him: “Can you describe the person? How tall was the person?” I wanted to hear more, but then I was sick again.

When I stood up, sour-mouthed and shivering, a man handed me his white silk handkerchief. Terrific. Homicide Detective Mark Mayhew had been watching me barf my guts out.

“Francesca, are you okay?” he asked, and he sounded like he meant it.

“I’m fine,” I lied.

“Do you want to go inside and sit down? Can I get you a drink? Have someone drive you home?”

I answered no to all his well-meant suggestions. Every time I met him, I had to remind myself that he was married. Mark was the nicest fashion plate I’d ever met. Even at 2:00 A.M. the man was beautifully dressed. He took off his trench coat and put it around my shaking shoulders. It felt warm and smelled faintly of some spicy, manly scent. He was wearing a blue-striped silk shirt like the Perry Ellis I gave Lyle for his birthday and a gray suit so well cut it almost hid his shoulder holster.

“Nice outfit for hanging around alleys,” I said.

“So is yours,” he said. Suddenly I was very aware of my long black boots, leather pants, and dark hair, wild in the damp night. This wasn’t the way I usually dressed when I saw Mark. This was a nice outfit for an alley. It was an even better outfit for the nearby Cherokee Street Stroll, where the prostitutes paraded. He didn’t ask why I was dressed like a hooker, but I gave him an explanation anyway.

“I was at the biker ball,” I said. “As a guest. For once I didn’t have to do a column.” But now I did. I was within throwing-up distance of a major story. I should be covering it for the Gazette. I slipped into my reporter role. I wore it like armor. If I worked hard enough, I wouldn’t think about the other murder I saw, years ago. I still had nightmares about the dripping blood. I knew this would be one of the bad nights with bad dreams. But I could fight them off for a while if I played reporter.

“Sydney was beaten with a bike chain, wasn’t she?” I said. I wanted Mark to confirm it. He wouldn’t.

“The autopsy will tell us for sure,” he said, a noncommittal answer.

I tried again. “Why were the uniformed officers asking Mitch to describe someone? He seemed pretty drunk. Is he a suspect?”

This time Mayhew laughed. “Mitch a suspect? No, he was upstairs in the men’s room—he pointed overhead at a square, lit window that looked out on the alley—”about twelve-ten or so, which is about ten or fifteen minutes after Sydney left the building. He says he stuck his head out for some fresh air and saw a little old lady—his words—hurrying down the alley toward Utah Street.”

“That information must be a big help,” I said sarcastically. Older women were as common as dandelions in this aging neighborhood.

“Did he get a description?”

“Yeah,” Mark said. “Mitch told us that she was ‘not too fat’ and wore what he calls ‘an old lady coat.’ He says it was maybe dark blue or black. The woman had a dark hat pulled over her hair, which was maybe gray. Or maybe white. She also carried a ‘big black old lady purse.’”

“That only describes every third older woman in South St. Louis,” I said.

“I know. But we’ll look for her anyway. Maybe the woman—if she exists—saw something in the alley and got spooked. But I’m not sure how reliable his description is. The condition Mitch is in, I’m surprised he didn’t see two old ladies walking a pink elephant.”

“If he saw any alcohol-induced animal, it would be a Clydesdale. Mitch was doing his best tonight to keep the Busch family in the style to which they’re accustomed.” The massive Clydesdale horses pulled the beer wagons in parades and commercials for the nearby Anheuser-Busch brewery.

Mark took a formal statement from me. He started with the questions he already knew the answer to: where I worked and what my address and phone number were. Then he asked what was my business in the alley.

“I wasn’t doing any business in the alley,” I said. “I just look like I was.”

“This is serious, Francesca. I need to know why you were in the alley.” So I told him about Dandelion and the fight with her boyfriend, and how she found Sydney in the alley.

“What was Sydney doing in the alley, anyway?” I asked Mayhew. “She had a fight with her boyfriend, Jack, and he refused to take her home on his bike. We figured she’d call a cab from the lobby. But the cab would have stopped by the front door.”

“She was probably going to drive herself home,” Mayhew said. “That’s her Jeep there.”

He pointed to a black Grand Cherokee parked nearby on a muddy lot at the top of the alley’s T. There was room for about eight cars, but only Sydney was naive enough to use that lot and walk alone to the building. Sydney died about fifteen feet from the vehicle, and I didn’t have to ask if it was hers. Few bikers send their sons to prep school, and the Grand Cherokee had a John Burroughs sticker on the back window.

I felt my stomach lurch again. Maybe if one of us—no, I was standing right there—maybe if I’d insisted she call a cab, Sydney would be alive now. She certainly wouldn’t have walked into a deserted alley. But I didn’t know she drove to the ball.

“I was right there, Mark. I heard Jack say she asked him to bring his bike in the rain so she could ride home with him. Why did she drive to the ball?”

“That’s one of the questions we’d like to ask Jack,” he said. “But right now we can’t seem to locate him. We can’t find her husband or her son, either. No one was home at the Vander Venter house in Ladue at two in the morning.

“We heard Sydney was a busy lady tonight at the Leather and Lace Ball, making a big impression wherever she went: She had one death threat, one attempted rape, one fistfight, and one irate boyfriend in one short evening. We also heard she gave new meaning to ‘dancing cheek to cheek.’ And Crazy Jerry was missing for more than half an hour during the time she was probably murdered.”

“I have no idea where Jerry was,” I told Mark, “but from what I saw, all he’d do is love her to death.”

“I’ve seen that, too,” said Mark. “You got one drunk guy who can’t get it up and one drunk woman who says the wrong thing, and the next thing you know, he beats her to death for laughing at him.”

Sydney’s bloody, broken face flashed in front of me again. Whoever killed her had wiped her smile off, along with most of her face. The killer could have been anyone at the ball tonight. A hundred people saw her leave. She was plainly drunk. So drunk she staggered down the steps. So drunk she walked alone into a dark alley.

“Why didn’t the off-duty officer escort her to her car?”

“He says he didn’t see Sydney leave. He was walking a couple of women to their cars in the far lot about that time.”

I wanted to get away from there. The cold, clammy air felt like it came from an open grave. The flashing lights and the mindless noise made it hard to concentrate. I handed Mark back his coat. “Thanks for your help,” I said. “I need to call the Gazette and then go.”

“You can use my cell phone,” he said, and handed it to me. Just briefly our hands touched, and there was a little electric shock that I don’t think came from the phone. We smiled stupidly at each other, like we’d been hit on the head with beer bottles. Then I heard the voice of the last person I wanted to witness this thrilling little scene. “Babe, you can use my cell phone, too.”

Damnation. It was Babe, the City Gazette gossip columnist. Mayhew took one look at Babe and simply dematerialized. Babe earned his nickname because he called everyone, male and female, Babe. Babe had a face like a cod and an unhealthy body. He was thin and pale and looked like he left his coffin at sundown. He even wore a tux, like a B-movie vampire. He really did come alive after dark. Babe loved to cover society parties, and he would go to five or six a night. He worshiped the rich and powerful. “We’re having a wonderful time” was a bon mot for Babe when it came from blue-blooded lips. His excessive enthusiasm could be quite funny. Babe once wrote this gushy lead to a Veiled Prophet story: “There are balls and there are balls, but there are no balls like the Veiled Prophet’s balls.”

Babe had another valuable function besides his entertainment value. He was a company spy. He was uncanny at sensing power shifts at the paper, and he immediately became the rising stars’ new best friend, feeding them choice tidbits of gossip and shameless servings of flattery. The Gazette had gone through some dreadful upheavals recently, but Babe had managed to sniff which way the winds blew and stay on top. God knows what tale he’d take back to the new Gazette managing editor. I saw him sizing up my leather outfit. He’d probably report that I was into bondage. I tried to head him off, without actually seeming to give him a reason why I was hanging around an alley in leather.

“Nice tux, Babe,” I said. “Armani?”

“Yes,” he said. “That idiot on the copy desk asked me why it was so baggy. He didn’t understand drape.”

“Probably thinks drape is something you hang in a window. I can tell you’ve been somewhere important.”

He preened. “What a night,” he said. “The art museum had an opening for the Monet show, and the publisher flew in for it. Then the symphony gala. And the charity cigar dinner at the Progress Club.”

“I’ve been to a charity ball, too,” I said brightly. “The Leather and Lace Ball. Are you covering it, too?”

He screwed up his face like I’d just offered him a cod liver oil cocktail. “No,” he said. “Those aren’t my sort of people. The Gazette beeped me because they heard the commotion on the scanner. The night city editor deduced that a prominent person had met with an accident and asked me to check it out. I didn’t know you’d be here.”

He seemed to feel I’d crashed his news event. The Gazettes promise of “24 Hours of News You Can Use” got a little thin in the wee hours. Our ads showed a bustling newsroom, but those pictures were taken during the hyperbusy late afternoon. Between about 1:00 and 6:00 A.M. the tight-fisted Gazette didn’t even have a skeleton staff. It had a single bone. Maybe that’s bonehead. The paper used one editor to cover the entire city, usually an exile who worked the graveyard shift because he or she had screwed up big time. The night city editor’s miserable—and impossible—task was to monitor the scanner for major police and fire calls and watch the news wires. If something big happened, the night city editor would call the staff at home and try to make us feel guilty enough to come into work. Most of us monitored our answering machines and wouldn’t pick up, no matter how much the editor groveled. Some staffers saved these pathetic phone pleas and cruelly played them for the newsroom.

But this night city editor seemed destined to see daylight soon. He’d figured out that a night owl like Babe would prowl until almost dawn, and if he used the magic words “prominent person” he could get Babe to cover the story without putting in for overtime.

“Who is the deceased?” Babe asked. For one instant, his eyes grew brighter and I swear he licked his lips.

“It’s Sydney Vander Venter,” I said.

“That bitch.” He spat. “Couldn’t happen to a nicer person. The way she treated her poor husband. She called me up after I mentioned her upcoming divorce and whined that Hudson had left her for another woman. She wanted me to print that! I told her that she drove him to it. I heard she was a dyke.”

“I’m sure the word you heard was bike,” I said. “Sydney was dating a biker, as in Harley, and they were both definitely straight.”

Babe was behind the times. He called everyone he didn’t like gay and thought that was an insult. St. Louis is a peculiar city. Its arts and education circles were surprisingly liberal. So were its middle classes. But the city was saddled with too many so-called civic leaders who were sexist, racist, and homophobic. Many men who were Babe’s age—fifty and up—still weren’t out of the closet because it could hurt them at their brokerage firm, law firm, or other old-line St. Louis institution. Most of these in-the-closet types were married with children. They played around on their wives with pretty boys.

I found this out the strangest way. Richard, a gay friend who worked at a society hair salon, came to me with a peculiar problem. He’d fallen in love with a beautiful male prostitute. At least, my friend Richard thought the boy was beautiful. To me, he looked like a pouty kid with a good body and a bad attitude. Anyway, the beautiful boy lived in my South Side neighborhood and used to hold Wednesday night parties. He invited his other working friends, their clients, and Richard. “I went to a few,” Richard said, “and I saw some of the biggest names in St. Louis cruising. Prominent men with prep school accents standing around this dingy South Side flat, eating Kas potato chips and drinking Busch beer. They were so well bred they always showed up at the door with a bottle of wine. Imagine bringing a hostess gift to an orgy. But what really bothered me was that several were the husbands of my clients. I’m sure these women hadn’t a clue their husbands were gay. After all, they had children. It made me angry. My innocent customers could get AIDS because their husbands were too cowardly to come out. So now I’m asking you: Should I tell my women customers their husbands see gay prostitutes?”

I didn’t know how to answer that, although my instincts were to keep quiet. I was glad this wasn’t my decision. Richard agonized for weeks and finally decided to say nothing. He figured his clients would rather die than have someone else know their husbands were cheating on them with other men. One Wednesday night I went by the pretty boy’s flat and noticed the black Lexuses and BMWs parked nearby. Just for the heck of it, I wrote down the license plate numbers and ran them on the state drivers license program on the paper’s computer. The list read like the Social Register.

Babe wasn’t through assassinating the good name of the Vander Venter family. “Well, if that bitch Sydney isn’t gay, her son is. I heard he was kicked out of college for drugs. Now he’s living with another boy. Kid’s a fagola. But what can you expect with a mother like that?”

“It takes two to make a child, Babe,” I reminded him. “Her husband contributed half.”

“Hudson contributed more than his share,” Babe said piously, and I knew who had the major money in that family. I wondered why I was defending Sydney. The only time I saw the woman was tonight, and she acted like a jerk. Of course, if jerky behavior got you the death penalty, we’d all be dead.

Enough of this. I grabbed Babe’s cell phone and called the special city desk number, the one not hooked up to the answering machine that protects us from bothersome readers. I told the night city editor where I was and what I’d seen. “Just tell Babe, Fran-cesca,” he said. “He knows these people. He can handle this story. You go home and rest.”

This was a bright boy indeed. Smart enough to know I was currently out of favor with the management at the Gazette. This night city editor definitely would see sunlight soon. So would I, for that matter. It was after 3:00 A.M. I was so cold and tired, I couldn’t stop shivering, even with the heat turned up full blast. I drove home, fuming at the idiocy of editors and the loss of my story. I’d find a way to write it yet.

When I got home, my thin suede boots were soaked through and probably ruined. I unzipped them and wiggled my toes to see if they still moved. My toes were dyed black from the wet boots. Lovely. I picked up a big stack of Gazettes from the floor and crumpled them to pack in my boots. I picked up one wet boot and began to stuff it. Stuff it. That’s how I felt about the Gazette tonight. And Lyle, too. So there.

[image: ]

Sunday I slept in late. It was a sad and restless sleep. The bloody face of Sydney alternated with that other death scene, then awful scenes I can’t remember. I woke up feeling like I’d slept on a park bench. The thick gray clouds looked like dirty cotton and there was a cold mist. No reason to go out in that. I was too tired to do anything but putter around my apartment in my bathrobe. For lunch I ate tuna out of the can and a mushy out-of-season peach over the kitchen sink. This is the kind of disgusting behavior I can indulge in only when there’s no man around. Then I cleaned my apartment. Some of the women at the Gazette laugh at me because I like to do housework. They think being a slob is a sign of female intelligence. I heard one assistant city editor brag that a visitor unearthed a stale jelly doughnut from under her couch cushion. People never wore black to her house because it would be covered in dust and dog hair. Since she and her executive husband pulled down a total of two hundred thou a year, I figured they could afford to hire a cleaning service.

Thanks to my grandmother, I found cleaning therapeutic. Grandma’s family motto was “We were never so poor we couldn’t afford soap.” To her, a clean house was a sign you were part of the social fabric. She really believed you could wash your troubles away—as well as dust, vacuum, polish, and scrub them out. She lived in South St. Louis when it was still the German section of town, and she was house proud. She starched and ironed her kitchen curtains weekly and scrubbed floors on her hands and knees. Compared to her, I’m a slacker.

Grandma and Grandpa ran a confectionery, which is what St. Louisans called an early type of convenience store. Neighborhood people would run in and buy cold cuts, cans of soup, Pampers, and milk. My grandparents made just enough to live on and send me to school. They worked six days a week, twelve hours a day. I admired their toughness. I miss them. I guess that’s why I still lived in my grandparents’ apartment and didn’t change a thing after they died twelve years ago. Well, I did rent their confectionery on the first floor to Mrs. Indelicato. But she ran it the same way they did. Upstairs, their apartment was a South Side classic, from the beige recliner and my grandfather’s bowling trophies, to the slipcovers on the sofa and the plastic runners on the wall-to-wall carpet. In the kitchen, the Sunbeam toaster sat under Aunt Jemima’s skirt. The bathroom had plaster fish blowing gold bubbles. The dining-room table had the same machine-lace tablecloth. The only change I made was to set up my computer on the table, but I put the pads down first, to protect the finish.

My apartment confused my friends. Some thought I was making a witty statement about kitsch. Some saw it as my own private South Side museum. Only Lyle understood that I kept it that way because I admired my grandparents’ good, ordinary lives. If your parents were as screwed up as mine, you’d value something ordinary, too. But that’s another story.

Anyway, my day at home alone was relaxing. I ended it by reading the New York Times—a paper I enjoy because I don’t know anyone who works there. I fell asleep in the recliner, wrapped in my grandmother’s yellow-and-brown afghan.
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Monday morning I felt ready to face the world. And most of the world I was interested in went to Uncle Bob’s Pancake House. It was the perfect hangout for a newspaper columnist. Readers knew I would be there most mornings and brought me story ideas. I overheard fascinating things, too. Uncle Bob’s was the sort of place where people felt comfortable, and they would forget the booths only gave the feeling of privacy. The police ate there as well as local crime families, church people, lawyers, families with kids, senior citizens, and salespeople. It was open twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. I used it as my office because I didn’t like to make readers endure the rudeness of the City Gazette. The Gazettes phone system was chaotic, and callers were transferred endlessly from one editor to another, and God help the callers if they were transferred to a reporter like Jasper, who rejoiced in his rudeness. I’d actually heard him snarl at a woman, “Listen, lady, you wouldn’t know a story if it bit you in the ass. Don’t bother me again.” The editors seemed to find Jasper’s loutish behavior amusing, the way some homeowners enjoy a nasty, barking dog. But I wasn’t going to subject my readers to that treatment.

At a place like Uncle Bob’s, you pick your usual with the same care you picked your spouse, because you would have it forever, for better or worse. A decade ago I declared that my usual breakfast was decaf coffee, one egg scrambled, and one piece of toast. Tom the cook grumbled. Marlene the waitress made fun of my meager meal, but it was my choice, and they honored it. Sometimes I got a little restless with my choice, the way any faithful person did, but I knew this was the only food for me. I no longer had to order it. By the time I parked my car and hung up my coat, it was waiting for me. I did, however, have to listen to Marlene do her usual riff on my boring breakfast. She was a generous woman that my grandparents would have called pleasingly plump. She considered my skimpy breakfast a personal insult to Uncle Bob’s bounty.

“Your usual,” she said, and plunked it down on the yellow placemat that also served as a menu. “Now, would you like to order some food?”

I was saved from trying to think of a snappy reply before eight o’clock. Detective Mark Mayhew came in the door and walked over to my table. I invited him to sit down. Marlene brought him his usual, which was a syrup-drenched Belgian waffle with a side of ham and hash browns, irrigated with gallons of black coffee. I wondered how long he would fit in that slim charcoal suit eating like that.

“Now, this is food,” she said with satisfaction, as she put his grease-soaked plates on the table. “Study it, Francesca. I know you’ve never had food before, but many people eat it three times a day. You might like to try it.”

“Nah, it would be a shock to my system,” I said. Marlene laughed, poured me more decaf coffee, and left us to talk about the murder.

“I see Babe wrote the Gazettes front-page story on the Vander Venter murder,” Mayhew said. “He got a little confused with his facts, but we don’t want too much information out now, anyway.”

“You won’t have to worry with Babe on the story,” I said. “He said Sydney was beaten with a bicycle chain.” As soon as I said it, I felt guilty. What a bitchy way to talk about a colleague.

“Yeah, he heard somebody at the scene say she was beaten with a bike drive chain, and he decided that it was a bicycle,” Mark said, polishing off a syrupy hunk of waffle piled with hash browns. “In the next paragraph he quoted an unnamed source who said the killer was definitely a motorcycle gang member, probably the Hell’s Angels or the Saddle Tramps, and those folks don’t usually ride Schwinns.”

“Do you think it was a biker gang killing?” I asked.

“Are you going to write about this?” he asked.

“The Gazette took the story away from me and gave it to Babe.” That wasn’t a completely honest answer, but it satisfied Mark.

“She might have been killed by a biker, but I don’t know,” he said. “At this point, we have too many suspects. Most are bikers, but they don’t belong to a gang. It was true that Mrs. Vander Venter was killed by a motorcycle drive chain, and the murderer left it near her body.”

“A lot of people were mad at her,” I said. “Did you ever find Jack?”

“Yeah. Located him about three in the morning. He says he left Mrs. Vander Venter at the ball and went driving around, but no one saw him from midnight till three A.M.”

“Don’t forget Stephanie,” I said. “She was mad enough and strong enough to kill Sydney.”

“Yeah, Stephanie is in the running. So is Gilly, the guy with the gut who fought with Jack. He’s got a little past history with us, and he’s got an hour or so when no one saw him.”

“What kind of past history?”

“Small-time stuff. Possession of stolen property. Receiving stolen property. Nickel-dime dope dealing. A weapons charge: known to carry without a license.

“I haven’t finished my list,” Mayhew said. “We can’t forget Crazy Jerry, Stephanie’s boyfriend.”

“You can’t forget the man,” I said. I couldn’t forget his fetching Harley G-string and lightly browned buns. “I keep telling you he’s a lover, not a fighter.”

“He was all too friendly with Mrs. Vander Venter,” said Mark. “But we found his handprints on the emergency exit door to the alley, a few feet from the crime scene. There were a million other prints on the door, but Jerry’s are flat on the upper panel, as if he leaned against the door. That’s not enough evidence to arrest him, but we’d like to know what he was doing back there and why he disappeared for half an hour.”

“What did he say?”

“Nothing. Says he didn’t hear the page,” Mark said.

“Find anything else interesting back there in the alley?” I asked.

Mark shrugged and pushed away his empty plate. “Nothing useful,” he said. “No one saw anyone, except Mitch and his vision of a little old lady. Besides a ball with a thousand bikers, we have the usual family suspects. We always look at the husband when a wife gets killed, and if any husband had a reason to be relieved that his wife was dead, it was Hudson Vander Venter. Now that Mrs. Vander Venter is gone, Hudson doesn’t have to worry about an expensive, embarrassing divorce. He is free to marry Brenda, the lawyer he’s been dating. Not that we’re hearing this from him. Hudson refused to talk to us without an attorney. When he and his lawyer did come down to the station, we learned almost nothing.”

“Did he tell you where he was late Saturday night?”

“Yeah. The cigar smokers’ dinner at the Progress Club, with two hundred other people who will vouch he was there until two A.M.”

“Babe told me their son is a gay drug user.”

Mayhew rolled his eyes. “I don’t think the kid’s gay. Hud Junior left home, the way kids do when they have a fight with their parents, and moved in with a friend who’s going to St. Louis U. The friend has an apartment in Richmond Heights. The place looks like your basic college kids’ pad: backpacks and Rollerblades in the hall, scrounged family furniture, bowls of old cereal, microwave popcorn bags, and pizza boxes all over, and absolutely the newest sound system. There were lots of attractive young women going in and out of there, and I don’t think Hud wore the lace panties I stepped over in his bedroom.”

“What about drugs?”

“I didn’t see anything visible when I showed up for a surprise visit, but he could keep it well stashed. He and his Ladue friends have a lot of money, and that can mean a lot of drugs. I do know the kid had a definite drug problem six months ago. He was using cocaine, and when his mom found out and put him in a rehab clinic, he dropped out of college, probably to spite her. His father cut off his allowance until he went back to school. Hud had no money except what he made as a waiter. Now hell get the income from a trust fund that his maternal grandfather set up for Mrs. Vander Venter. The income passes on to her only child at her death. Two thousand a month isn’t much in Ladue, especially if you’re doing coke. And I suspect Hud needed money.”

“So did he kill his mother for his trust fund?”

“I wouldn’t rule it out. But the husband benefits even more from her death.”

I agreed with Mayhew. That was new. The last time Mayhew and I talked about a murder, we had very different ideas about who did it. This time we agreed. We were agreeing about a lot of things lately. In a strictly business way.

“So are you going to lay off the bikers?” I asked.

“Nope. There’s always the possibility that the son or husband hired one to murder Mrs. Vander Venter. That’s why I keep talking with your biker friends. And their friends. And their bosses, wives, girlfriends, boyfriends, and drinking buddies. It’s going to cramp their style. I suspect they’ll be pretty pissed before this is over.”

Mayhew’s beeper went off and he left. It was time for me to go to work, too. The newsroom was quiet in the early morning. A few reporters were talking on the phone. A meeting of editorial department heads was just breaking up in the glass-windowed conference room. I saw Wendy the Whiner, our new Family section editor, shoving papers into a battered beige folder. I tried to slip by unnoticed but that’s hard to do when you’re as big as I am.

“Francesca, you’re finally here. I didn’t know where you were,” she said. It sounded like an accusation.

“What do you mean I’m finally here? It’s nine o’clock, and I’m in before most of the staff.” The woman could put me on the defensive like no one else.

“You don’t have to get angry at me,” she said, giving me her most pathetic look. Wendy was a sad creature, a corporate nun who dedicated her life to serving the Gazette. She had a permanently martyred air and no life outside the newsroom. She even dressed like a nun, in shapeless, sexless suits and low heels. Today she had on a bunchy beige blouse and a sacklike beige suit trimmed with cat hair. Her sensible beige shoes were scuffed, and a run had popped out at the knee on her beige pantyhose. Even her hair was beige.

“You didn’t tell me what your next column is about. I’m so busy and you just run around and do as you please,” she said resentfully. Wendy whined constantly about how overworked she was, but I’d never seen her do anything but attend meetings.

“I sent you a memo with my column ideas two days ago,” I said.

“I lost it,” she said. “I can’t keep track of everything. Send it again. And in the future, flag it so I know it’s important.”

Somehow she’d turned her mistake into mine. How did she do it? I sat down at my desk and rewrote the memo, seething as I hit every key. Then I wrote my column and turned it in. It was time to get out of here. As I was leaving, I ran into our new managing editor, Charlie. We didn’t get along, especially lately, and generally I tried to dodge him. But this time I was glad I didn’t. Charlie asked me to do a feature on Sydney Vander Venter. This was right up my alley, so to speak. Gave me an excuse to poke around in something I was curious about anyway.

That night, about nine o’clock, I got another excuse. Sonny, the barrel-chested head honcho of the South Side HOGs, called me at home.

“Francesca, we’re pissed,” he said. I could tell. The usually chipper Sonny sounded as sour as a flat beer. “Every time we turn around, there’s another cop asking questions. They follow us around at work, at home, at the store, at the bar. It’s harassment, I tell you. It’s got to stop. We want to talk to you.”

“I’ll be glad to talk. But I don’t know what I can do.”

“We’ll tell you when we see you.”

“Want me to meet you at a bar tonight?” I said.

Sonny sounded shocked. “Of course not. We got work in the morning. We’ll meet you for coffee at Uncle Bob’s at five-thirty.”

“In the morning?” I said, horrified. I hate getting up early.

“Yes. Only time we can all talk to you is on the way into work.”

I rolled out of bed at 5:00 A.M., threw on some clothes that might have matched, and pulled into Uncle Bob’s at 5:28. God, it was cold. No wonder I never got up at this hour. My early appearance stunned the staff and, for once, my egg wasn’t waiting for me. All the bikers but Gilly were already assembled at a big round table, drinking coffee. They looked less exotic than they did Saturday night. Crazy Jerry looked sane and sadly concealed in a well-pressed khaki uniform. Sonny wore navy coveralls. Stephanie had traded her lace body stocking for jeans and a blue flannel workshirt over a white T-shirt. Jack, the late Sydney’s boyfriend, wore the same outfit except his T-shirt was black. Probably in mourning.

Just as I sat down, Gilly with the gut walked in. He was the only one wearing anything that looked vaguely like a biker outfit. He had on black jeans, biker boots, and a faded T-shirt. He started to take the empty chair next to Stephanie, but she snarled, “You are not sitting near me in that T-shirt, asshole.”

I couldn’t understand why Stephanie was so upset. The shirt had some sweat stains, but they were hardly noticeable. Sonny looked puzzled, too. Then Gilly turned around so we could all read the other side. It said, “If you see the back of this shirt, the bitch fell off.” Crazy Jerry made a manful effort not to laugh. Sonny snickered. Gilly sat next to him.

Sonny was the group spokesperson. “We’re being harassed by the police,” he began. “We can’t go anywhere without them stopping us and asking questions. They’re coming to our jobs, and that doesn’t sit well with my boss. They’re talking with everyone who knows us, and that’s also embarrassing.”

“You bet,” said Gilly. “They talked to my wife and my girlfriend. This bullshit is cutting into my income. How am I gonna sell anything with cops around?”

“What do you sell?” I asked.

“Uh, small appliances and such.”

Right. I bet he specialized in TV sets and CD players that fell off a truck. He fell silent and stared at his coffee. I broke the silence by asking Jack “Why did Sydney take her Jeep to the ball? You said she wanted to ride home on your Harley.”

“She did,” Jack said. “The cops asked me that question too. She had to see her lawyer, so she met me at the ball. I was supposed to take her home.”

“What about her car?”

“She thought we could pick it up the next morning. Stupid woman thought it would be there too.”

Jack must have remembered at that moment that Sydney was dead and he was supposed to be sorry. “Where were you and Sydney living?” I persevered.

“She left Ladue and had an apartment on the South Side—Juniata near Spring. Nice big place, new rehab, cheap rent. Moved right after her husband dumped her. I moved in with her a few weeks ago.”

“Is that where you went after the ball?”

“I just rode around until three A.M., going no place in particular, because I was so honked off. I mean, I’m sorry the woman is dead, but damn, she made me look stupid. And she’s still making me look bad.”

“Jack took a lie detector test and flunked it,” Sonny explained. “That’s why the cops follow him like Mary’s little lamb.”

“I flunked it because I’m on methadone,” said Jack, saying each word slowly. He was angry and just barely keeping his temper under control. “I told them that when I took the test.”

Might as well spread the fun. “What about you, Jerry?” I said. “The police say there’s an important time span you can’t account for.”

Jerry looked uneasy. He shifted in his chair, stared at his hands, and mumbled, “I was around. I didn’t hear them paging me. Musta been in the John or something.”

He was lying. I knew it. So did Stephanie. She said, “Hmpf. Have to be deaf not to hear them calling you.” Exactly my thought. Stephanie gave Jerry a look that would burn the hair off an ordinary man.

“Where were you, Gilly?” I said. “Cops said you were missing for at least an hour.”

“I was in the car with my wife, getting a little nooky,” he said.

Sonny snorted. Jack giggled. Stephanie looked at him like he was a loathsome life-form. Which, come to think of it, he was.

“It’s the God’s honest truth,” Gilly said, sounding like a liar.

“The point is nobody has a decent alibi,” said Sonny. “Stephanie was at the ball all night, but she could have slipped out for ten minutes and killed Sydney.”

“I wanted to murder the bitch with my bare hands. But I didn’t,” Stephanie said.

Sonny jumped into the conversation pool again. “We’re innocent, Francesca, and we want you to prove it.”

“What!” I said, finally fully awake. “I can’t do that.”

“You’ve got to,” Sonny said, and the others looked at me like Oliver Twist’s tiny pals. “We were set up. The murder was made to look like a biker did it. If a biker really did beat Sydney with a drive chain, he—”

“Or she,” said Gilly, glaring back at Stephanie.

“Wouldn’t be able to ride the bike home,” Sonny said, “unless the killer brought an extra chain. There were no bikes left after the ball. And none of us had a reason to kill Sydney beforehand, so we wouldn’t bring an extra chain. She and Jack were real lovey-dovey. Stephanie, Jerry, and Gilly didn’t even know she existed.”

“Yeah, but the cops think if you didn’t kill Sydney because you hated her, you killed her because her husband hired you.”

“No biker would murder a Ladue lady at the Leather and Lace Ball,” Sonny said. “We don’t want that kind of notoriety.”

“We’d have offed her at her South Side flat and made it look like a burglary,” Gilly said. “Could have picked up a new TV and a CD player, too,” he added wistfully.

Sonny and Stephanie glared him into silence. “We know you can do this, Francesca, because you solved the drag queen murders,” Sonny said.

I didn’t want to think about that. “I didn’t solve those murders, I stumbled into the middle of them and made things worse.”

“The killer got caught, thanks to you. Now we need your help,” he said. “You asked us for a favor and we got you into the ball.”

Payback time. “Okay,” I said. “Our new managing editor wants me to do a Sunday feature about Sydney, anyway. But I’m not making any promises.”

“Thanks,” Sonny said. “I knew you’d do it.”

“Don’t thank me,” I said. “You don’t know how wrong I was last time.”

Dead wrong.
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“Go Away.”

I could read the words, but I couldn’t believe them. I looked again. They still said “Go Away.”

The Gazette actually wanted to call its new travel tabloid “Go Away.”

“So, what do you think of our prototype?” Charlie the managing editor asked me.

I thought it sucked. But I also thought I’d better not say that. I knew what I was supposed to think. Charlie, the little slimewad, was standing in his conference room beaming like a proud papa. The man almost looked human. He was wearing his best blue suit and most sincere tie. He did everything but hand me a cigar when I went to look at his newborn.

Six months of meetings and God knows how much money had produced this misbegotten thing on the long mahogany conference table. It was a mishmash of bold, clashing colors, busy layouts, and hard-to read headlines. It violated every principle of newspaper layout and design. The pages bristled with pointless lines, boxes, takeout quotes, and other graphics gewgaws. Stories were jumped two or three times. Photos were small and skewed at odd angles. Text was squeezed into skinny columns, then stretched across the page for no reason.

There wasn’t a staff-written story in the section, just empty words off the wires. One particularly embarrassing example began: “Hollywood has discovered the magic of Montana. You should, too.” The story named some movie stars with homes in Montana. It forgot to mention how much the natives hated Hollywood types. The illustrations were six postage stamp-size celebrity photos and one picture of the Montana mountains at night. “The other stars come out after dark in the magic of Montana,” the cutline gushed.

Advertisers would love it. Readers would do what the section advised: Go away. In droves. But they wouldn’t saddle up the family van for magic Montana. They’d cancel their subscriptions. Charlie was planning to turn the Monday paper, our lowest circulation day, into a tabloid with this special travel section as the lure to boost readership. It wouldn’t lure a canary to the bottom of a bird cage. The question was, why would Charlie, who’d tried a number of underhanded tricks to get me fired, want my opinion on his pet project?

I bought some time by staring thoughtfully at the prototype, but I had to say something soon. Charlie was still smiling expectantly.

“Is this a MacCreedy design?” I said.

“You can tell!” Charlie said, looking pleased.

I sure could. Only MacCreedy produced such empty, fussy work. He was a sour eggplant-shape man, who hated everyone who wasn’t as unhappy as he was. Fortunately for MacCreedy, the people working on his sections were absolutely miserable. He made sure of that. MacCreedy had already midwifed four sections. Two were dead, one was limping sadly, and one was gasping its last. We expected the plug to be pulled on the St. Louie Woman section any day. This was a new women’s section that looked remarkably like an old women’s section. It served up wire service stories on child care, fashion, and household hints. A “Look Inside” column had cute articles about how local celebrities decorated their houses, written by freelancers for thirty-five bucks. No wonder the section was dying. St. Louis women were too sophisticated to swallow rewarmed hash.

MacCreedy was never blamed for the sections’ failures. He was smart enough to get out after a new section was started. It was turned over to an eager but doomed editor. Then MacCreedy simply sat back and sniped at the poor sap with memos. “I want to call your attention to the following errors in today’s section,” his memos always began. “There should be a two-point rule under the masthead, not a one-point. The column should have a takeout quote, but it should not be boxed. The column on the facing page should be boxed without a takeout quote. In the story. . .”

Readers didn’t give a rat’s ear about the size of the rules. I doubt if they noticed. But the bosses did. They praised MacCreedy’s nitpicking memos for their attention to detail. The new section editors were so bogged down in pointless—or one-point—graphics details they didn’t have time to worry about the content. They also didn’t have any staff. Most of these ballyhooed new sections simply had an editor, a copy editor, and all the wires service readers could eat. No money was spent on reporters. The budget had already been used for ads to promote the section. But maybe this time the Gazette would do it right.

“So, how many reporters will this new section have?” I asked.

“We’ll have a copy editor and an editor,” Charlie said. “The local reporting will be done by freelancers.” For thirty-five bucks. So the Gazette didn’t have to pay the staff overtime.

“The travel stories will be wire service. We’ll also take freelance from Gazette staffers,” Charlie said, as if he was handing out bonuses.

“We get thirty-five bucks to write ‘How I Spent My Summer Vacation’?” I asked. Oops. That sounded a little sarcastic.

“No,” Charlie explained. “We’ll pay you twenty-five dollars. But we’ll give you the opportunity to write off a portion of your vacation on your taxes.” The Gazette and the IRS. They made a terrific team.

“But no new staff,” I said.

“Francesca,” Charlie replied, “we have one of the largest news staffs for a paper our size in the nation. I couldn’t justify more people.”

It was true. We had an enormous staff. But we also had one of the highest ratios of editors to reporters. We had more assistant city editors than we had news photographers. Photographers took pictures for the paper. Editors produced nothing but memos—and more confusion. But that was something else I couldn’t say. Charlie already hated me.

Instead I said, “The section name is unusual.” I thought that sounded remarkably subtle.

“We wanted to appeal to the young, hip reader,” Charlie said, patting his old, fat gut.

“I thought most travel was done by older readers who have money and leisure time. Are you concerned the Go Away name will offend them?”

Charlie shrugged. “We may lose a few old farts,” he said, obviously not including himself in that category. “But our focus groups indicate the name has high appeal in the eighteen-to-thirty age group. We need younger readers.”

So we offended our older ones. And didn’t get the young hip readers, either. They could get better info off the Internet. But that was something else I couldn’t say. Evidently Charlie thought I’d said enough, anyway.

“I don’t like your attitude, Francesca,” he said, but he sounded avuncular rather than angry, which should have warned me the sawed-off sleaze was about to pull something sneaky. “You have lots of theories about how a newspaper should be run. You have lots of criticisms. But you have no practical knowledge. That’s why I’m putting you on our Voyage Committee. Our publisher has hired one of the finest consultants in the business to help guide us into the next century. You’re always complaining that we have only white males on these committees. Well, Francesca, you’re our official female newsroom representative. The first meeting is this weekend.”

“What?” I felt like he’d punched me in the gut. Except a punch in the gut would have been quick. This was going to be slow and painful, like having my arm sawed off with a dull knife.

“Charlie, I’d be wasted on that committee,” I said, overcome with modesty for once. “Also, I have a four-day-a-week column to write. And you want a special story on the Vander Venter murder.”

Charlie handed me a thick envelope. “Stretch yourself,” he said, giving his creepy little smile. “Consider this a sign of my confidence in your ability.”

Consider this a trap so Charlie could get rid of me once and for all. I left his office fuming. At my desk, I pushed aside a pile of old Gazettes, mail and phone messages, and opened the envelope. There, on creamy stationery that must have cost my next raise, was a letter from our publisher.

“Dear Citizen of Gazetteville,” it began.

Dear citizen? The publisher didn’t know the name of his best-read female columnist?

“We are about to sail into the twenty-first century on a Voyage of Discovery that we hope will take us in new directions. You, as a member of our Voyage Committee, will be one of the people at the helm of the Good Ship Gazette. This committee is hand-picked from the paper’s newsroom and business people.”

Terrific. The two groups that are traditionally at each other’s throats will be locked in a conference room together. The business department felt they could get this newspaper going if they could just make the effete, arrogant snobs in the newsroom understand that there has to be some connection between ad content and news content. The newsroom believed the business department couldn’t sell the fine product we created. All they knew how to do was sell out. The ad reps were always trying to find sneaky ways to persuade writers to do nice stories about major advertisers, including questionable car dealers and siding contractors.

The letter blathered on. “We will take you all on a Voyage of Discovery to learn about yourself and your newspaper.

“Our objective is not to improve circulation, but to improve the internal dynamics so that the paper will naturally improve as the committee goes on a voyage of personal discovery. We must improve the product and the profits, while engendering the capabilities for enthusiasm, innovation and community involvement.”

I groaned. This looked like weeks of what I had a low tolerance for: bullshit meetings. For me, being on this voyage was more dangerous than sailing on the Titanic. I looked around for my life preserver. Thank God, there she was. I spotted my mentor, Georgia T. George, assistant managing editor for features, going into her office on Rotten Row. I called her number. “Georgia, you won’t believe what that little reptile Charlie has done now,” I began when she answered, but she quickly cut me off.

“Francesca, I know how you really feel about Charlie,” she said soothingly while I stared at the phone. Why was syrup pouring out of it? This didn’t sound like my funny, foul-mouthed mentor. Had she been taken over by the pod people? “Your blood sugar must be low,” she said, much too sweetly. “I want you to have a relaxing cup of tea at Miss Lucy’s Lunchroom. Promise me you’ll be there in ten minutes.”

She hung up before I could ask what the heck got into her. Tea? At Miss Lucy’s? Tea never sullied Georgia’s lips. She drank scotch, and like most of the newsroom staff, would rather mud-wrestle naked on live TV than go to a tearoom. A light finally dawned. That’s why she wanted me at Miss Lucy’s in ten minutes. So we could talk without running into anyone from the Gazette.

Miss Lucy’s was just around the corner from the Gazette but light-years away. It was staffed by sweet elderly women in ruffly pink uniforms who called you dear and seemed to mean it. I ordered oolong and cress sandwiches for two, because I’d read about them in English novels. The oolong tasted like ordinary tea and the cress sandwiches tasted like buttered grass.

“Your ass would have been grass if I hadn’t shut you up,” Georgia bellowed when she steamed through the tearoom’s candy-pink door a few minutes later. The tearoom was empty, but the sweet pink lady pouring the oolong looked so shocked, she slopped tea into my saucer. She apologized and fluttered back to the kitchen to get me another cup.

Georgia settled into a spindly pink chair, smoothing the wrinkles on one of her expensive, ugly suits. The woman had a genius for picking corporate clothes that looked all wrong on her. Her elfin face and slight figure were lost in boxy suits the color of fungus. Maybe she thought it was the only way to be taken seriously. Maybe she was right. She usually was.

“I couldn’t talk to you because the fucking phones are bugged,” she said, lowering her voice an octave. “The company is also monitoring the effing e-mail and reading the frigging files on computers. Charlie announced it at the morning meeting today. Said it’s the first step toward getting rid of the deadwood.”

“Sounds like a worthy goal to me,” I said.

“That’s exactly what management wants you to think,” she said sharply. “But your definition of dead-wood is different from theirs. With your smart mouth and high salary, you could be Charlie’s next target.”

“I should know you can’t count on management to make a sensible decision. The Gazette is notorious for promoting goofoffs and driving off talent. Charlie chased off a really fine black reporter by giving her dog assignments. Now she’s a war correspondent at the Washington Post. But Charlie told everyone she was awful and didn’t work hard while she was at the Gazette. Even I believed him. I didn’t realize it was because he gave her such awful stories.”

“Gazette management specializes in divide and conquer,” Georgia said. “If the staff is at one another’s throats, they won’t notice management is reaming their asses.” The sweet pink lady had returned while Georgia was making that speech. She was so startled she oolonged on my wrist.

“I’m so sorry,” the tea lady said, and pulled out an embroidered handkerchief to mop up the spots on my sleeve. She turned pinker than her uniform at Georgia’s language. Georgia was a news woman of the old school. When she started at the paper, women were automatically sidetracked into the society section. Georgia talked her way out of covering society stories and into a serious city hall beat. She used a two-pronged approach. First, she convinced management she was a good reporter by getting scoops. Second, she used language so foul her editors were afraid to let her near a so-called society lady.

When the pink lady went back for another fresh cup for me, Georgia said, “Now, what’s the problem?”

“Charlie put me on the Voyage Committee,” I said.

“That’s good,” she said.

“That’s bad and you know it,” I said.

“Only if you open your big mouth. I’ve warned you about that.”

“But I hate long meetings,” I said. Even to me, this sounded whiny. “They’re hot-air machines. I listen to the bullshit and get restless and the next thing you know I say the wrong thing.”

“Then let this be a test of your willpower, Fran-cesca,” she said sternly. “It’s about time you developed some. This committee can make your career. You’ll be very visible. The publisher will be there—it’s his personal project—and he can see how intelligent and charming you are.”

I snorted and nearly ruptured my sinuses.

“I mean this, Francesca. It could be your showcase. The paper is sinking half a million bucks into this Voyage of Discovery.”

I was outraged. “What! That’s obscene. They could spend that money on staffers and stories and have a really good paper.”

“That outburst is an example of exactly what I mean,” Georgia said, fixing me with a glare. “Learn control. We both know that Charlie expects you to lose your temper in front of the publisher and damage your career. There’s only one way you can hurt Charlie: Keep your mouth shut. Except when you have something positive to say. Besides, you won’t be alone. I’m on the committee, too. I’ll be with you.”

“But this committee is useless,” I said. “We just had an expensive survey taken last year. We had a focus group study two years before that. We had an in-depth telephone survey three years before that. The Voyage Committee will make the same recommendations the other surveys have made for the last thirty years. They’ll say the paper needs younger readers. It needs more women readers. It needs reader involvement. It should have lighter, brighter, shorter stories. It needs more local stories.

“The surveys all have the same conclusions. And management always reacts in the same dumb ways: We’ll have to do a silly series of ‘Tell Us What You Think’ features. Write a bunch of boring celebrity interviews. All stories will have to have a local angle, and we’ll go crazy trying to find one. Last time we went through this, Japan was hit with a major earthquake and the only way we could get that news into the paper was to interview two local families who had relatives living there. Reader response to all these changes will be underwhelming. In a few months, the paper will slip back to its old ways.”

Georgia clapped when I finished. “No shit, Sher lock. Tell me something I don’t know,” she said. I could feel her sarcasm etching into me like acid. “Francesca, idealism is embarrassing at your age. The Gazette is a mediocre paper because it’s run by mediocre people. And it will continue to be that way, unless one of them wises up and says ‘Damn I’m dumb, I think I’ll fire myself.’ Mediocre people only hire other mediocrities. I know this Voyage Committee will go nowhere. The answer is already predetermined by the consultants we hired. There are consultants who recommend you beef up your features and local stories and the ones who recommend you improve your hard news. The Gazette hired soft-news consultants, and they will make exactly the recommendations you said. The publisher knows that. He’s not buying an unknown quantity.”

“You’re not mediocre. Why do you work here?”

“I’m fifty-five years old. I have a fourteen-room penthouse overlooking Forest Park and a private office at the Gazette. I have a nice salary, good bennies, and an impressive title. I like my life in St. Louis. I couldn’t work out of our Boston headquarters and live this well on my salary. Does that answer it for you? Now, can I go back to work?”

“One other question. What’s corporate casual? We’re supposed to wear that the first Voyage Committee meeting.”

“Something preppie. Khaki slacks and a Polo shirt will do fine. No black leather or thigh-high boots.”

“Oh. You heard about those?”

“Babe made you sound like you moonlighted as a dominatrix.”

“At least I’m not boring in his reports to management. I don’t know why they want to bug our phones and monitor our e-mail when they have Babe spying on everyone.”

“They’re gathering solid evidence of insubordination” she said. “So remember that when you e-mail your pals or talk to anyone on the phone.”

I had one last question and I had to know the answer. I didn’t care if she laughed at me. “Georgia, is there really no hope for the Gazette? Will the paper ever be a major national newspaper again, the way it was fifty years ago?”

She looked at me with pity and patted my hand, a rare gesture for a tough woman like Georgia. “The Gazettes glory days are dead and gone. The paper’s old and tired. It’s had a monopoly for too long. It forgot how to fight, except with its own employees. Now all the consultants in the world can’t turn it around. You know what our former mayor said about the Gazette?”

Probably something unprintable. The ex-mayor was as foul-mouthed as Georgia. The two were old cronies, who liked to sip scotch and swap city hall stories in his law offices.

“Hizzoner said ‘That newspaper couldn’t sell whores on a troop ship.’”

There was a resounding crash as the pink lady dropped my teacup on the floor.
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They looked like a golf foursome ready to tee off, which I guess was the perfect illustration of corporate casual. The big four at the City Gazette were sipping coffee and waiting to embark on their Voyage of Discovery in Conference Room ? at the Chesterfield Executive Center.

The publisher was surrounded by his three courtiers: Simpson Tolbart the chief operating officer, Charlie the managing editor, and Roberto the city editor. I could tell that the publisher was the biggest bigwig in this group. He was wearing the kind of gaudy golf clothes only really rich guys can wear without anyone laughing out loud. And loud was the operative word. His pants were bright green and his golf shirt was canary yellow. Simpson, the Gazettes number-two man, looked only slightly less ridiculous in yellow-and-green plaid pants and a pale-yellow golf shirt. Charlie wore a red Polo shirt that matched his nose and red plaid pants. Roberto, the lowest man on this big chiefs’ totem pole, was wearing the most normal clothes: a powder-blue golf shirt, khaki pants, and penny loafers. His face was fixed in an obsequious smile. As the publisher and Simpson talked and Charlie nodded sagely, Roberto’s head bobbed up and down in agreement like one of those toy dogs in a car window.

Georgia, looking ten years younger in a sea green Lacoste outfit, waved me over to her group. A breakfast buffet had been set out for us. There were mounds of strawberries and melon slices, miniature bagels on silver trays, iced bowls of whipped butter, cream cheese, and strawberry cream cheese, and huge urns of coffee, decaf, and hot water for tea. I poured myself a cup of decaf and sugared it heavily to ward off all that healthy food. It was the ungodly hour of seven-thirty on a Saturday morning, and I felt awkward in my pink golf shirt and khaki pants. Normally I’m a Donna Karan creature. Wearing this preppie stuff made me feel like I was forced to talk slowly in a language I didn’t understand well.

“You’ve met Tucker Gravois,” Georgia said, indicating a mild-looking gray-haired type with not one but two old St. Louis names. The man sounded like a street intersection. He also sounded like old money, which you would want for a vice president of business operations in St. Louis, where connections counted. Tucker was a pretty decent guy for a business type, and we always had congenial conversations when we met in the Gazette elevators.

Next to him was our very own Steel Magnolia, Yvonne “Just Call Me Vonnie” Cutte, our multimedia director. We exchanged curt nods. Vonnie saved the honeyed Carolina accent for the men. I’d tangled with her when she did a promotional ad for my column. She complained to the Gazette photographer that the picture he took of me was “too sexy.” I found out later from my friend Tina that Vonnie had the same complaint about her promo photo. Tina looked good and photographed even better. Imagine Whitney Houston with a computer. Tina had star quality. Vonnie scuttled Tina’s ad, saying the budget was blown. Tina didn’t care. She didn’t need the limelight. But we both wondered if little old Vonnie had her own private campaign to make the Gazette women writers look like schoolmarms.

Those were the principal members of the Voyage Committee, along with four eager young yups from the business side, who were named Brittany, Courtney, Scott, and Jeremy. I couldn’t tell them apart, because they all had short blond hair and said yes a lot. They stood in a little covey near the coffee urn.

Promptly at 8:00 A.M. a ponytailed guy in work boots, blue jeans, and a chambray shirt arrived. “Good morning,” he said with irritating chipperness. “I am your Voyage Captain Jason.”

“I’m getting that sinking feeling already,” I whispered to Georgia. She shut my mouth with a laser glare.

“Before we begin,” chirped Jason, “I have a little gift that symbolizes our Voyage of Discovery.” He pulled out a big cardboard box from under a skirted buffet table. Then he presented each of us, starting with the publisher, with a nylon navy backpack with the Voyage of Discovery ship logo on it. He handed them out reverently, as if they were platinum-plated.

“We don’t want you carrying old baggage on this journey,” Jason said, smiling earnestly. “We want you to make fresh, new discoveries about yourselves and your colleagues. That’s what our backpack with the special ship logo represents.”

“I thought it represents the fact that the paper is totally at sea,” I whispered to Georgia. She kicked me. Hard.

We were sitting around a big dark walnut conference table. The room was done in soothing mauve and gray. Jason spurned the walnut podium. He stood at the head of the table, hands in his jeans pockets. He looked at ease yet in command. The publisher was hanging on to his words as if they were solid gold. Considering what this was costing the Gazette, I guess they were.

“As your captain on this voyage, I must warn you. You’re in for some heavy weather. We’ve done some preliminary research, and the Good Ship Gazette is lost in stormy waters. It’s leaking circulation faster than ever before in its history, particularly in the West County suburban corridor, which is the most desirable area for the advertisers. We’re losing women readers and we aren’t bringing in young readers. Our analysis, plus the results of several years of surveys and focus groups, shows that readers feel the paper is lacking in structure and identity and that it is elitist, arrogant, and out of touch with the community.”

Hmm. Maybe Voyage Captain Jason wasn’t all wet after all. So far, I’d agreed with everything he’d said.

“Our internal surveys of the staff were even more disturbing. We found a staff that is distrustful of management and one another. Section heads refuse to assist each other. Staff members are encouraged to dislike their colleagues. This is not a good working atmosphere, people. This is not a sharing and caring environment where creativity can be nurtured. These kinds of conflicts can sink a corporation.”

Way to go, Captain. Everything you said would float my boat.

“It’s going to take a lot of work to get the Good Ship Gazette back on course,” he said. “It’s going to take the cooperation of you.” He pointed dramatically at our publisher.

“And you and you,” he said, pointing at the two money men, Tucker and Simpson.

“And you and you and you and . . .” He made sure we all got the point.

“We need the high Cs here—Cooperation and Creativity. And to help develop these two vital life-enhancing and business-building qualities, we are going to have our first exercise in teamwork. Francesca, what do you think would be a good, fun learning game for Gazette people to play? Choose a popular game, now.”

Game? I didn’t play games. Wait a minute, what was that game I used to play with my suburban cousins? It was about buying and selling. Was it Scrabble? No, it was . . .

“Monopoly!” I said brightly. There was an awkward silence. Shit. Bad choice. Some said the Gazette already played Monopoly. The city’s two other daily newspapers were dead.

Georgia came to my rescue. “Poker is a good learning game,” she said. “I learned it when I covered city hall, and it taught me everything I needed to know about people.”

It was just the right thing to say. “I heard the mayor lost his shirt playing with you,” Tucker said, smiling.

“Not true, it wasn’t strip poker,” said Georgia, and everyone laughed. I hoped my Monopoly remark was forgotten.

“Those are good games,” said Jason, sounding like he was talking to a gifted kindergarten class. “But I was thinking of something a little more basic. A way of going back to our beginnings, when we first learned to play.” He reached again under the table skirt and pulled out a giant box of . . . Tinkertoys.

“I’m going to divide you into teams of four. Each team will build something that represents their concept of the Gazette. You’ll have twenty minutes. Sit on the floor now. We need to start building from the ground up. I realize some of you must be thinking ‘What does that silly man have in mind? These are kids’ toys!’”

I was thinking something similar, only not so clean.

“I promise you. This only looks like a childish exercise. It is actually a childlike activity. That is an important difference. This is the best way I know to teach you teamwork,” Jason said.
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“I swear to God, Lyle, we actually sat on a conference room floor and played with Tinkertoys for two hours yesterday. What was that idiot thinking?”

“Which idiot?” asked Lyle.

“Good question. I meant Voyage Captain Jason, but the publisher sat there and lapped up that foolishness. That’s one emperor who doesn’t realize he’s running around naked.”

Naked. Yes. I was distracted by the hunky young man who ran past us in Tower Grove Park, with teeny shorts and tons of muscles. I’d always loved St. Louis’s fall days, and this one was particularly beautiful, even without the nearly naked jogger. Most of the trees still had their leaves, and this year they were a blaze of fiery red and gold. Tower Grove was a nineteenth-century Victorian walking park, a perfect place for lovers to stroll and talk on a warm Sunday afternoon. We passed the lily ponds, paused to watch a giggling bride and groom pose for pictures near the fake Roman ruins, and then walked up to a little gazebo with a roof like a Chinese pagoda.

And all the while we sampled this sun-drenched beauty, I griped about the Voyage Committee. It was one reason I’d agreed to see Lyle when he called. I missed talking to him after I flounced out of his place last Saturday. He was so smart, and he listened.

“I can see why you’re discouraged,” he said. “It doesn’t sound like this group is going to solve the Gazettes problems. And the paper does have problems. Do you know my students call it News Lite, because they don’t think it has anything worth read-mg?

“No, I didn’t. I suspect the paper will be even emptier when this committee gets through with it. This is going to be a long voyage,” I said with a sigh. “And besides these Voyage Committee meetings, I still have to write my column and do that special feature on Sydney Vander Venter. And if I write about Sydney, I have to go to one of my least favorite areas in St. Louis—Ladue.”

“Ladue is an attractive older suburb,” Lyle replied. He wasn’t from St. Louis, so he didn’t have my built-in attitude. “All those big trees and big houses.”

“And small-minded people,” I said.

“Oh, come on. Not everyone in Ladue is a snob. Don’t you have some friends who live there?”

“Yeah, I like them. But I still can’t stand the place.”

“Why?”

“I hate the rich.”

“You do not. I’m rich. You don’t hate me.” No. But right now, I didn’t exactly like him, either. When he stood there and smiled like that, I wanted to slap him. I was in a foul mood after spending yesterday on that Voyage Committee.

“Come on, tell me why you hate the place,” Lyle said, and punctuated his taunt by kissing me on the nose. I swatted him away, like a pesky fly.

“It’s insular. It’s stupid. It’s smug. There’s a whole Ladue attitude. They think they can run the city and do whatever they want and they don’t have to follow the rules like the rest of us.”

“Those are prejudices,” Lyle said.

“Based on fact. Remember when I did that story on the county health department’s vector control service—we call it Rat Control in the city? Well, a woman called up and asked what she could do about the night squirrels. Vector control said they didn’t know what night squirrels were.

“ ‘My gardener told me about them,’ the Ladue woman said. ‘They only come out at night. They look like squirrels with long skinny tails.’

“ ‘Those are rats, ma’am,’ said vector control.

“ ‘Oh, no,’ she said. ‘We don’t have rats. We live in Ladue.’”

“A funny story, I admit,” Lyle said. “But still not enough evidence. Why don’t you start with some research on Ladue?”

“Okay,” I said. “I’ll go to the downtown library tomorrow and find the facts to back me up.”

“At least you’ll know why you hate the place.”
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Some barflies get thirsty at the whiff of an old-time bar. There’s something about the smell of stale beer and Pine-Sol, and I do feel at home in a saloon. But I lust for libraries. They were my home away from home. My parents argued a lot. I would sneak off to the library and hide out there in the silence with my peaceful books. I liked the suburban library with the blond bookcases, the big glass windows, and that peculiar greenish aquarium light. The librarians wouldn’t let anyone talk to me or hurt me. I’d sit there, feeling safe and protected, hoping my parents would quit fighting by the time I got home. If the bedroom door was locked and I heard their bed-springs squeaking, I knew they were making up and everything would be fine in the morning. If they were still arguing, I would sneak upstairs to my room, shut the door, and read my books on my bed until I finally fell asleep. I’m surprised my ribs didn’t cave in, sleeping on some of those fat tomes.

After my parents died and I moved in with my grandparents in the city, I hung out at the library near my grandparents’ city store. The Carpenter Branch Library smelled dark, old, and mellow. It was different, but I liked it. My favorite, though, was the main library downtown. It was built in 1912, when St. Louis was still a mighty river city and wanted a book palace for its people. Cass Gilbert, the same guy who designed the U.S. Supreme Court, designed an opulent library. Every time I went in the place, I took my own tour. The main room was oval and done in a warm, soft pinkish gray marble. It had molded plaster ceilings, a huge oak counter, and carved church pews to sit in while you waited for your books to be brought from the stacks.

Today I wanted History and Genealogy, another grand room with a ceiling modeled after an Italian palace. It had helpful librarians. I called and told them what I was looking for, and they assembled everything they had on Ladue. I took the pile of books and files and sat at a long oak table, next to a husband and wife who were researching their family tree.

The librarians dug up good stuff. I couldn’t wait to tell Lyle what I found. He wanted facts on why I didn’t like Ladue, I’d give him facts. Hah. Old and new, Ladue was one strange place. It had no public pool, no tennis courts, or recreational facilities. If you wanted those, you had to join a country club. Ladue had the highest concentration of private clubs in the area, places that excelled at keeping more people out than they let in. They included the St. Louis Country Club, the Log Cabin Club, the Bogey Golf Club, the Deer Creek Club, Old Warson Country Club, and the Racquet Club Ladue.

Ladue believes we’re just jealous, which we are. They also say Ladue isn’t as rich as everyone thinks. Huntleigh Village, a tiny St. Louis suburb of 392 people, has a median family income of more than $135,000 a year. Ladue families, on the average, scrape by with around $121,000. Ladue has 108 people living below the poverty level. Huntleigh has none. Not one person. So why don’t we pick on Huntleigh? Why aren’t we calling it elitist and snobbish?

Because Ladue has this attitude, see. It has more to do with Ladue minds than Ladue money. Ladue likes to sue the socks off people—for reasons that would have the rest of us shrugging and turning away.

Only Ladue would sue a respectable cohabiting couple, because the city had a rule that more than one family couldn’t live in the same house. Ladue won that lawsuit, too. Took it all the way to the Supreme Court. My hairdresser friend told me the suit had a curious outcome: a gay couple living in Ladue were worried they were next. So the older one adopted the younger. They now commit incest, with the blessing of the city.

Then Ladue turned around and sued Margaret Gilleo, a woman who was worried about war. She put up a yard sign that said, SAY NO TO WAR IN THE PERSIAN GULF, CALL CONGRESS NOW. The sign was the size of a FOR SALE sign, but Ladue carried on like she was advertising X-rated videos. Gilleo thought she was guaranteed free speech. She challenged Ladue’s sign ordinance in federal court—and the ordinance was struck down as unconstitutional. Ladue then adopted a new sign ordinance, which wasn’t much different from the first. And Margaret taped a sign the size of a piece of typing paper in a window that Said, FOR PEACE IN THE GULF.

For that modest wish, Ladue sued her all the way to the Supreme Court. Ladue lost that one. Some Ladueites complained to the press that the sign was tacky. Evidently, it was not tacky to have Americans die in the desert. But it was tacky to mention the problem in a Ladue yard.

That was Ladue for you—so self-absorbed in petty city politics, it forgot there was a world out there, where people died. My Ladue friends keep telling me “We’re not all like that. Some of us are normal,” and I believe them. Because otherwise, Margaret Gilleo wouldn’t have fought the good fight for free speech. She would have put her sign away and shut up.

Some people say this rash of lawsuits is a recent thing. But it’s not. Ladue has been getting itself in stupid public scrapes for years. My favorite example was back in the 1940s when Ladue had a ghost library. St. Louis County wanted to set up a county library district and tax everybody ten cents per hundred dollars of assessed valuation. But some municipalities in the county already had thriving libraries, so they were exempt. Ladue did not have a library—until it looked like it would have to pay that ten-cent tax. Then people quickly donated a bunch of old books, and Ladue got a subscription to Life magazine. These intellectual treasures were kept at a fire station. Ladue said it had a library and voted to tax themselves one cent to maintain it, and save nine whole pennies. Except the courts didn’t let Ladue get by with it. This cheap trick was labeled “a new low in political subterfuge” in the newspapers back then. Ten years later, Ladue donated its ghost library to the prisoners at the county jail.

There was a lot more like this, including a nostalgic interview with an old Ladue resident who bragged he drank the best bourbon at a Ladue eatery all during Prohibition. He said a disgruntled employee tipped a prohibition officer that the place had 250 cases of booze stashed in an old cistern. The restaurant owner put three hundred dollars down on the bar and the agent forgot about the stash. This charming tale of bribery was repeated in an adoring newspaper article.

I’d been hearing Ladue stories like these all my life. But Lyle wasn’t from St. Louis, so he didn’t absorb these attitudes with the beer-perfumed air. Now I had more than an attitude. I had facts about why I did not like Ladue. So what did this information tell me about Sydney or the Vander Venter family?

Nothing. But I knew someone who could tell me: Endora. She was the Gazettes Ladue specialist. Endora had been at the Gazette so long she didn’t quite rate an office, but she had a three-walled windowless lair where the Family section petered out into the no-man’s land between Sports and Food. The economically correct pastel pods we sat in never came back this far. Neither did anyone who was on the fast track for promotion. In this cramped, airless space that nobody wanted, Endora had accumulated two battered gray desks piled with yellowing newspapers and old books, a three-legged bookcase (she used a brick to prop up the fourth side), an assortment of straggling plants, a phone, and an old, slow computer.

Endora sat on a straight-back wooden chair that would have crippled an ordinary person. She was handsome in a horse-faced, WASPy, don’t-give-a-damn way. She let her hair turn gray and she pulled it straight back in a ponytail. Her strong body had softened and thickened and her face had more lines than one of her daddy’s railroad maps. But on her it looked good.

Endora was the last survivor of a robber baron who made his money in nineteenth-century railroads. Like the Vanderbilts and the Rockefellers, he kept his fabulous fortune one step ahead of the law and became a pillar of society. He built a huge stone-and-marble mansion on Portland Place, with a two-story Tiffany window and fireplaces from a French chateau. About 1924, when gloomy Victorian palaces were unfashionable, his son—Endoras grandfather—moved to Ladue, so he could be closer to his favorite country clubs. Grandfather was good at investments. His son, Endoras daddy, inherited Grandfather’s gambling streak without the old man’s shrewdness and eventually lost most of the family fortune at the gaming tables. When he was down to his last half million, Daddy skipped with his secretary for Mexico. They did not take the train.

Endora’s Mummy, who always did the right thing, quietly pined away, with a little help from the liquor cabinet. But Endora was healthy as a horse, and, alas, she rather resembled one. With no family money, a lumpy figure, and outrageous opinions, it was doubtful she would ever marry. There was almost nothing left after the family home was sold off and Daddy’s debts were paid. Something had to be done. Her grandfathers friends let her live in a charming guest cottage on the old Gravois estate. The cottage was big enough for a family of four. Then they got her a job at the Gazette. Endora, the product of the best private schools (she hung her Vassar degree in the guest John, in case we didn’t know) wasn’t a bad writer. The editors soon found her enormously useful. Endora covered all those touchy stories that had Ladue-ites on the phone squealing to their lawyers and had their lawyers on the phone threatening to sue the Gazette. Writing about Ladue was financially and emotionally draining before Endora, and the paper avoided it whenever possible. But there were times when they couldn’t, especially when one of their suits made federal court. That’s when Endora proved to be worth her considerable weight in gold. She wrote stories with such wit and style, you actually thought she said something. Everyone was happy. Ladue had one of their own reporting things the way they wanted, and the Gazette staff didn’t have to tangle with Ladue. On the rare occasions when Endora overstepped herself and offended someone there, nobody complained to the Gazette. Her invitations simply dried up for a while. She never failed to get the point. A few younger writers at the Gazette groused because Endora seemed to do so little. The rest of us realized her true worth. Endora was getting up there and we dreaded the day she finally retired.

At first I thought Endora was not in her lair today. Then I saw her behind a screen of wilting philodendrons she kept on the bookcase. Someone must be dumping Gazette coffee in the poor things again. She was at her desk, reading a book. She looked up from her paperback novel. “Yeah, Vierling, what can I do for you?” she said in a voice that could be heard on the other side of a hockey field. She always called me by my last name. It sounded very private school.

“I’ve got the Sydney Vander Venter story,” I said. “I don’t know why they didn’t assign it to you in the first place.”

“Because you were there when she was killed,” she said. “Anyway, Wendy stuck me with the Shop Till You Drop section about stores for the St. Louis super-rich. You know that’s like walking on goddamn eggs.”

“I don’t envy you,” I said. I meant it. Some of that area’s biggest advertisers were not the most fashionable stores. Endora had to steer a delicate course to please editors and advertisers. “If anyone can carry it off, you can.” I meant that, too. I was on a roll, telling the truth twice in a row. I’d better quit while I was ahead. “I’m looking for information about Sydney. What can you tell me?”

“Let’s see . . .” She stared straight ahead, as if the answer were written on her dingy wall. I knew she was going through the Ladue data bank in her head. “You know Sydney came from an old St. Louis family. A minor branch of the Gravois. Made their money in shoes, back when St. Louis was known for shoes, booze, and blues. The Gravois family had some money then, although most of it’s gone now. Not as much as the Vander Venters—they must be worth twenty million minimum—and that’s not counting the business.”

“That much? And I heard Sydney’s mother-in-law Elizabeth was a tightwad.”

“Elizabeth,” Endora said, and smiled. “That woman is a hoot. She’s the real brains of that family, you know. Elizabeth lives well, but she’s not ostentatious. Quality of life is what’s important to the Vander Venters, mother and son, and I admire them for that. She has another house in Maine, a fifty-foot sailboat, and I think she still has her place at Palm Beach, too.

“Anyway, you asked about Sydney. Her father left her a small trust fund. Sydney went to Stephens College, you know, because she could take her horse to school with her.”

“Did the horse learn anything?”

“Very funny, Vierling. Don’t go South Side on me. I’m trying to help. I think Sydney married Hudson right after college. I know she was a model Ladue wife: devoted to her son, played bridge and tennis, chaired the right charity events, weighed the same at forty as she did when she married.”

“Did she fool around on Hudson?”

“Not that I ever heard. But he screwed around on her all the time. Mostly wives of friends. It was pretty quiet until he met Brenda and dumped Sydney.”

“Why did he dump the perfect Ladue wife?”

“Because she was the perfect Ladue wife. Hudson got tired of living with—and, let’s face it, maintaining—all that perfection. Sydney was expensive. I heard he met Brenda at Tom Schlafly’s Saint Louis Brewery. You know it?”

“Of course. They have wicked french fries and sticky toffee pudding. Lyle likes their porter.”

“Hudson told me about the first time he had lunch with Brenda. It was strictly business. Nothing was going on then. Brenda ordered a beer, a cheeseburger, and french fries. Sydney would never do that. She starved herself. Always on a diet. If she did eat anything, she’d go on about how many fat grams she consumed until your eyes crossed. Well, after her cheeseburger and beer, Brenda said, ‘That was good. Think I’ll try the oatmeal stout.’ Hudson had never been around a woman who acted that way. He said that’s when he fell in love. I felt sorry for Sydney, but virtue is its own punishment. She spent her whole time talking about her kid, her worthy causes, and her diets. I can see why the poor guy dumped her. Plus, I heard Brenda was pretty good in the sack. Sydney looked like she’d clank if you got on top of her.” An attractive, skinny woman wouldn’t get much sympathy from Endora.

“What would have happened to Sydney if they’d divorced?”

“Hudson hired a real shark. If Sydney was lucky, she might have been able to get a house in Chevy Chase.”

“Where’s that? Isn’t Chevy Chase a suburb of Washington, D.C.? I couldn’t imagine Sydney living anywhere but here.”

Endora looked at me like I lived on another planet. I guess I did. “Chevy Chase is a subdivision in Olivette, right on the edge of Ladue. The southwest comer of Price Road and Bonhomme. It’s where divorced Ladue wives go when they get a bad settlement. If you live in Chevy Chase, you are still in the Ladue school district, so your kids can go to Ladue schools. A lot of Catholics and Jews live there, too. It’s mostly brick-and-frame houses, built in the twenties. You’d probably like it, but it would be a comedown for Sydney.”

I’d probably like it, because I was too dumb to know any better. After all, I grew up Catholic. Endora had no idea she’d just insulted two religions. Talking with Endora could set my South Side teeth on edge. She gave me the names of two of Sydney’s friends, but one lived in Chicago. She also gave me her son’s new address, although Endora didn’t know the phone number. Then her phone rang, and Endora had an excuse to dismiss me. “I have to go,” she said. “I’ve been expecting this call. Come back if you need anything.”

It was only after I got back to my desk that I realized Endora really hadn’t told me much, except that Hudson had a lot of affairs and a lot of money. Both were ways of bragging. Endora really was one of them. If I was going to find out anything, I needed to talk to someone who knew Ladue but didn’t live there.

Who did I know who would fit that description? I opened my brown leather Filofax and began paging through it. It wasn’t until I got to the Ps that I found the right person: Jinny Peterson. Jinny was an engaging redhead who lived in Kirkwood. If Father Knows Best was shot today, it would be set in Kirkwood, and Jinny’s white clapboard house with the black shutters, red front door, and—I swear—white picket fence, would be perfect. Jinny might be just a little too sexy for the fatherly insurance agent, Jim Anderson, though. Besides, she had a sense of humor, and I didn’t see Jim living with any woman who might laugh at him. Jinny was on half a dozen boards, from KWMU, the public radio station, to a battered women’s shelter, and a children’s museum. She didn’t have major money. What Jinny contributed was time and hard labor. She would make zillions of calls, find volunteers, and volunteer herself.

She also loved to swap information. It was too detailed and too accurate to be ordinary gossip. Jinny knew everyone, and if she didn’t, she’d call around until she found someone who did.

She answered her phone after two rings. “Help!” I said. “I’m supposed to write about Sydney Vander Venter’s murder. I need background information on the Vander Venter family.”

“Well, I knew her as someone to nod to at charity events,” she said. “She was always nice—which is a word no one in Ladue uses. Too middle class, my dear. I can give you lots of gossip about the mother-in-law, Elizabeth.”

“Just what I need. I’m going to try to interview her.”

“Then come on over,” Jinny said. “I’ve just made a cheesecake and I’ll put on a pot of tea.”

People who lived in Father Knows Best houses also bake. Jinny’s home, like anyplace you’d want to live in St. Louis, was only twenty minutes from downtown. She lived in the West County corridor that Gazette advertisers lusted after. Kirkwood was a more generous and less exclusive community than Ladue. It didn’t expect its citizens to join country clubs. It provided them with a public swimming pool, a community center, a recycling center, and recreational programs for the kids. It had big old homes with wide summery porches, shady trees, and old-fashioned gardens. Unlike my neighborhood, Kirkwood had no slums, no panhandlers, and its drug dealers didn’t wear scary, baggy clothes. I would have died of boredom if I lived there. But Jinny loved its pretty perfection. Half an hour after I called her, I was in her kitchen, which had blue ruffled curtains. She put a plate of cinnamon-sprinkled cheesecake and a teapot on the maple table. It was my week for tea.

“Why is your teapot wearing a sweater?” I asked.

“That’s a tea cozy,” she said. “It keeps the tea warm.” Even the tea was cozy here. I was fascinated by this normalness.

“I figured you’d be good to talk to because you know Ladue,” I said, “but you don’t live there.”

Jinny shuddered. “God forbid. I view Ladue with jaundiced amusement.”

“Just what I need. Along with another hunk of cheesecake, please. Tell me about Sydney’s mother-in-law, Elizabeth. Endora avoided the subject.”

“Probably scared of her,” Jinny said seriously. “Queen Elizabeth has the power of banishment.”

“That’s her nickname, huh?”

“Not to her face, no one, not even her husband, ever called her Liz. By the way, I heard her late husband was gay. Just a rumor. I don’t have a single fact to back it up, but I happen to believe it’s true.” Jinny graded her gossip. She’d tell you if it was Grade A reliable information, Grade B rumors mixed with facts, or simply wild speculation.

“She looks formidable,” I said. “She’s a prime example of old Ladue money, right?”

“Absolutely. Elizabeth lives on the grounds of the St. Louis Country Club, which as you know is one of the most exclusive addresses in Ladue. I heard from several very reliable sources that Southwestern Bell moved its headquarters from St. Louis to San Antonio because that country club refused to admit Bell executives.”

“You can’t mean that. The telephone company would hurt the St. Louis economy and uproot all those people for a ridiculous reason like that?”

“It wasn’t ridiculous to them. We’re talking social life or death. One Ladue woman told me, ‘That’s why we have Old Warson Country Club, for corporate people.’ Whether it’s true or not, people out here believe that story, which is almost the same thing as being true.”

“How old is Elizabeth?” I asked, subtly steering the conversation back to the topic.

“She says she’s sixty-two, but she went to school with my friend Carol, and Carol says Elizabeth is somewhere in her late sixties. She dresses like the real Queen Elizabeth in expensive, dowdy clothes. The last time I ran into her was a perfect example. She was going to the Women’s Exchange in Ladue, probably for a liquid lunch: martinis and their fresh vegetable soup. She was wearing Barbara Bush pearls and a powder-blue Adolpho suit made to look like Chanel. I think the pearls were fake, but the alligator handbag was real.”

“One reptile calls to another,” I said.

“Oh, but her lizard brain is sharp. Although Elizabeth rarely goes to the firm’s office, I hear she is the real investment genius in that family. When her husband was alive, she used to advise him regularly. She never forgave him for not taking her tip about buying a local wonder-drug company in the sixties, and she’d often remind him of his error in public. Her son did not make his father’s mistake. Hudson follows her advice religiously. In fact, he does everything his mother says. Carol told me Elizabeth even has a key to his house and drops in when she feels like it—poor Sydney. What a life she must have had with that husband and that mother-in-law. Naturally, Hudson has a key to his mother’s place and frequently lunches or takes tea with her, on those days when she’s not lunching out or playing tennis or bridge.”

“I heard Elizabeth was so tight she squeaked. But when I asked Endora, she sidestepped the question.”

Jinny rolled her eyes. “Tight? That woman throws pennies around like manhole covers. I was brought up to know how to save a buck, but this woman is beyond shame. I was at a lunch for the battered women’s shelter, and Queen Elizabeth was there. She ate the salad, then called for extra rolls and asked for them to be boxed with her chicken entree and potato. She actually told people she would have them for that night’s dinner!”

“No! With her money?”

“Yep, yep, and wait till you hear this. Carol, my friend who went to school with her, told me Elizabeth charged her housekeeper, Cordelia, seven dollars for a leftover ham in the refrigerator when she went to Europe for three weeks.”

“You’re making that up.”

“I am not. Cordelia was outraged. She told Carol’s housekeeper.”

“Who told you. Well, did Cordelia buy the ham?”

“Sure. It was a whole ham with only a slice or two out of it. It was still cheaper than she could get it at Schnucks.” Jinny lowered her voice, the cue that her next bit was really good. “Now, a writer friend who must remain nameless told me this one. He said Elizabeth had deviled eggs as one of the hors d’oeuvres at a party for an English horn soloist. The soloist was a guest artist at the symphony, staying at her house. At a party after his performance, a maid in a black uniform passed the eggs and little puff pastries and things around on a silver tray. The writer was invited to the party. The writer came back to interview the soloist in the morning, and Elizabeth served the musician those same deviled eggs for his breakfast. Isn’t that the limit?”

“Eeccch. Recycled eggs. With all her millions she couldn’t pick up some bagels and fresh fruit at the store?”

“How do you think she keeps her millions?” Jinny asked. “Here’s another good one. Last year, when I worked at the Charity Designer Resale Show, she donated a ballgown with sweat-stained armpits and a waterstained hemline. Elizabeth said it was an Oscar de la Renta—which it was, although it was older than God—and demanded a tax write-off of $2,000. We had a special meeting about it. Finally we gave her the tax letter, because no one wanted to offend someone as powerful as Elizabeth, but we refused to put the dress out for sale. We have standards. It was too shabby.”

“If she’s so tight, what’s the secret of her power?”

“Elizabeth is very good at getting other people to donate to her pet charities. She also makes highly visible donations to local charities. She knows exactly where her money will be the most welcome. She gives away about a hundred thousand dollars each year, usually in $10,000 amounts. You can make a real hit if you give $10,000 to KWMU—that’s major money for public radio—or the University of Missouri at St. Louis, Lindenwood College, or the zoo. Her name appears in the symphony programs as part of the Slatkin Circle, and she always donates in their $10,000 to $14,999 category. You can bet she gives exactly $10,001 to qualify for the circle.”

“She sounds shrewd.”

“Exactly. Elizabeth is smart, clever, cold, and most of all, cheap. Never forget that last one. It’s the key to everything.”

“South Siders are frugal, but we’d be embarrassed to be that cheap. We’d never skimp on food for guests—or ourselves, for that matter.”

“South Siders know how to do things,” Jinny said. “They can fix toilets, clean houses, repair cars and run computers, and they get paid for those skills. Elizabeth’s family hasn’t held a real job for generations. Their money works for them. Anything happens to it, they don’t have the skills to work at Steak ’n Shake. All they know how to do is hang on to every nickel. That saves them from a fate worse than death—a job.”

Jinny said this with such feeling, I knew she wasn’t just talking about South Siders. Elizabeth chaired the committees and took the credit in the newspaper stories, but it was people like Jinny who dealt with the caterer for the fundraiser, tried to find employment and child care for the women at the shelter, and tried to fire up the legal system so the women would have the needed restraining orders, separation agreements, and child support.

“One more story,” said Jinny, “and then I have to throw you out and start fixing dinner for the Mister.”

That was another reason I couldn’t live in Father Knows Best land. I didn’t have a dependable schedule. Lyle would starve to death if he waited for me to have dinner on the table when he got home.

“I’ve saved the best till last,” Jinny said. “I wouldn’t believe this story if I hadn’t heard it from my friend Pat. She deals in antiques. She was on Highway 67, on her way to the antique stores in Alton, Illinois, and she passed the Discount Barn in West Alton. She saw Elizabeth there.”

“Elizabeth was at the Barn? You’re making this up.

“I swear. Pat recognized her from her picture in Babe’s column. She knew she had to be somebody because the woman had the only Buick Park Avenue in the Discount Barn parking lot, and she was wearing a black wool pantsuit with pearls and a silk scarf.”

I choked on my tea. The Barn’s regular customers drove pickups or big, old clunkers. Designer duds at the Discount Barn were jeans and a clean T-shirt. The Discount Barn is the last frontier of shopping, the third world of discount stores. It sells purple bathtubs, cheap carpet, and wallpaper by the pound. Also odd lots of auto and motorcycle parts, and offbeat bargains like cucumber soap and Jimmy Swaggart sermons. My rehabber friends couldn’t live without the place, but they’re looking for buys on plumbing, paint, and paneling. I like it because it’s so wacky. Your average West Countian wouldn’t be caught dead at the Barn.

“Let me guess. She was buying a plywood bathroom vanity.”

“She was buying auto supplies. Pat pulled off the road to get a better look, because she knew she had a scoop. She said Elizabeth was ordering some kid to load up her trunk with cases of windshield solvent, antifreeze, and motor oil. She had three cases of Exxon motor oil. Pat thinks Elizabeth is so cheap she changes her own oil. Can you imagine?”

“No. I go to the gas station to have my license plates put on. I wonder how much dust the Barn’s dirt driveway left on her car?”

“Won’t make any difference. She’ll have her yardman wash the car. And while we’re talking about driveways, my husband is going to be in mine soon.”

So it was time for me to go. I thanked her for the tea and the good talk. All the way home I wondered what it would be like to live with a man who wanted dinner on the table at the same time every night.
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I was primed to talk to Queen Elizabeth, but I was still surprised she agreed to talk to riffraff like me. She briskly told me I could have ten minutes at eleven o’clock tomorrow morning. That was the only time she had available. Ever. She also gave me directions to her house on the St. Louis Country Club grounds. I wrote them down, turned off of Upper Barnes Road like she said, and got lost anyway. I expected that. It’s easy to get lost on the winding roads around there. I passed the country club, the polo field, and parts of the golf course several times, and even I had to admit they looked fabulous, as they say in Ladue. Nice, too, as we say on the South Side. It was another golden late-fall day. I enjoyed watching the sunlight through the Ladue leaves. I enjoyed it even more because I knew those leaves drove Ladue nuttier than a nest of squirrels. With all those trees, the city spent ungodly amounts on leaf pickup and collection.

Her house was typical for the area: a six-bedroom white frame colonial revival with black shutters and a lot of lawn. It didn’t look that rich. But I knew I was in a different world from the moment the door opened. Cordelia, the housekeeper, answered the door. She was a grandmotherly woman with mocha skin, gray hair, and a comfortable figure.

“I better take your coat and put it under lock and key,” Cordelia complained. “Coats are disappearing around here right and left. Right and left. The burglars track in mud, too. Come right in this house and take an old lady’s coat.”

There was Elizabeth, in another one of her formidable suits. But she wasn’t acting like a queen. She was trying to placate her “treasure,” Cordelia. “I am sorry your coat was misplaced,” she said to Cordelia. “I said I would buy you a new one.”

Cordelia was not afraid to talk back to Elizabeth. I guess she’d been with her too many years to be awed by her. She snapped back, “It wasn’t ‘misplaced.’ That coat was stolen. I thought I was working in a good neighborhood here, but I guess you can’t count on nothing no more.”

I stood there in the sunlit, slate-floored hall, while the two women bickered. I could have been a hat rack for the attention they paid me. It was funny. They were both about the same age and size, but Elizabeth had been surgically nipped and tucked. It didn’t make her look younger than Cordelia, just unnaturally smooth, like a statue.

“It could not have been a burglar, Cordelia,” Elizabeth was saying. “Nothing else was missing from this house, and I am sure they would steal more than your five-year-old winter coat.”

“Huh! There were some good years left in that coat,” Cordelia said, but she and Elizabeth finally remembered I was there. I hoped the five minutes they spent arguing didn’t count against my ten. Cordelia took me into a sitting room that had to be Elizabeth’s famous green room. It was painted pale green to highlight a pair of really ugly Meissen vases on the mantel. Endora had told me about those. She said I should also look for a Philadelphia highboy that may or may not be of exceptional quality and two late eighteenth-century tilt-top tables. I found them all. They were supposed to be from her husband’s family. Endora didn’t mention the two 1960s Waterford lamps with raw silk shades turning slightly yellow on the tables. She also told me that the rug on the floor was from Elizabeth’s family and it was “seriously good.” She didn’t say anything about the serious hole in the rug. It was mostly covered with a three-legged table. Jinny told me to compliment the rug and see how long it would take Elizabeth to tell me it was a prized overall pattern. So I did.

“Nice Kirman,” I said.

“Yes, it is,” said Elizabeth. “It is not one of those with a center medallion but with a prized overall pattern.”

Less than two seconds. And the way she said it, I was sure her family climbed Mount Everest to buy that rug. The rest of the furniture was mostly Baker reproductions from the last time she had the house redecorated—almost thirty years ago, when her husband was still alive. I’d heard serious furniture collectors sneer at Baker reproductions, but they looked pretty nice to me.

I also noticed that the upholstery was worn and the curtains were sun-faded. My grandmother wouldn’t have had them in her living room. I know this was supposed to be old money, and Elizabeth was saying she didn’t need to impress me with expensive new curtains. But what’s the point of being rich if you live like you’re poor?

There was nothing worn about Elizabeth’s manner. She was in full command of everything but Cordelia. “I agreed to see you this once,” she said frostily. “I wish to inform you that my son and grandson will not speak with you at all. I do not want to discuss my late daughter-in-law, except to say that her unfortunate end is what happens when you associate with the wrong element. The city is no longer safe for our kind of people.”

Wow. Talk about cold. That woman could flash-freeze beef. I didn’t think I’d ask her what she admired about her daughter-in-law. Oh, why the hell not? “I am sorry for your loss,” I said. “Perhaps you could tell me what you admired about Sydney for my story.”

“I prefer not to discuss my family in the newspaper. If Sydney had stayed where she belonged, caring for her home and family as a proper wife, this would not have occurred.”

She wasn’t going to tell me anything. She was going to throw me out in two seconds. Since I had nothing to lose, I answered back. “I thought Sydney tried to do that, until your son threw her out for another woman,” I said.

“Cordelia!” commanded Queen Elizabeth. “Please bring Miss Vierling’s coat and show her out.” The audience was over. Cordelia gave me my coat and the bum’s rush, and I was out the door before I knew it. I wondered why Elizabeth had me drive out there. She could have delivered that message by phone.

I went back to work at the Gazette and tried to call Hudson at his office. His secretary said he was in a meeting. I started calling every fifteen minutes, which must have driven the woman crazy. Finally, after two hours and eight calls, Hudson himself picked up the phone. “Miss Vierling, do not call here again. I will not meet with you. I will call your managing editor if you persist in calling my office and badgering my secretary.” He hung up. The boy got all his charm from his mother.

No point in calling the son, Hud Junior. I’d better try to track him down in person. It was, of course, twenty minutes away, in Richmond Heights, an older brick neighborhood on the edge of St. Louis. I knocked at the door of the apartment where Endora said Hud was now living, but no one answered. Next I went to the Clayton coffeeshop where she said he worked. It was called Has Beans. It sold the usual array of coffee, sweets, and bottled juice. A long blond wood counter had a collection of crumbs and crumpled napkins and a pile of newspapers and magazines. The place looked like it had had a rush of customers but was suddenly empty. Hud was cleaning up behind the counter. He wore a black-and-brown Has Beans T-shirt. He was a handsome blond kid with dark circles like bruises under his eyes. He didn’t look like he’d been getting much sleep. His eyes were red rimmed, and so was his nose. He wiped the crumbed up counter with a kind of twitchy energy, but at the core he seemed listless. Was this someone in deep mourning? Or someone on drugs? I couldn’t tell. In the 1980s, I’d worked for an editor at the Gazette who was a cokehead. He was also a relative of the managing editor, so nobody did anything about him. The coke gave him a curious flattened personality. The cokehead editor finally went to L.A., to break into movies. Since he didn’t have any relatives there, it didn’t happen. It took me months to tumble to why my editor had these odd mood swings. I was never any good at figuring this stuff out.

“May I help you?” Hud said politely.

That was my cue. I told him I was doing a story about Sydney.

“Listen,” he said desperately, “you can’t quote me. My dad would kill me, and he’s already mad at me now.”

“I’m sure he’s not mad at you,” I said, trying to be soothing. “This is a difficult time.”

Hud stared at me, as if weighing his options. “Talk to Aunt Jane in Chicago,” he said, scribbling a phone number on a coffee-stained napkin. “She’ll give you good stories. I can’t talk anyway. I feel too bad.”

For a minute, he looked like he was going to cry. “I never thought it would turn out this way. I was royally pissed at my mom because she put me in rehab, and I wanted to show her she couldn’t run my life, so I moved in with Eric for a while. But I always thought we would make up and I would see her again.” Then Hud couldn’t stop the tears. “She really did care about me. My father never gave a damn, but she did. Now there’s no way I can make it up to her. I wish I were dead, too.”

He looked so miserable. I felt so helpless. He was right. Nothing could undo this. He could never tell that broken figure I saw in the alley that he loved her and didn’t mean it. But I didn’t say that. That would be stupid. Instead, I said something stupider: “The best thing you can do is go back to school and get your degree. That’s what your mother wanted more than anything.” Hud looked at me but didn’t say a word. He blew his nose and wiped his eyes. I felt like an interfering old lady. Two kids in black jeans and T-shirts came in and ordered double espressos.

“I have to go,” Hud said. I was glad for an excuse to get out of there. Back in my car, I realized that Hud had told me nothing, just like his father. But the kid could be a lot slicker than Dad. I felt sorry for him, and wanted to leave him alone in his grief.
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Endora said Caroline was Sydney’s best friend in St. Louis. I called Caroline first. She was so terrified I might ask her to come into the big bad city that she invited me to her Ladue home. She lived in Fair Oaks, one of the second-best addresses in Ladue, although it looked pretty snazzy to me. The house was a brick-and-stone fake Tudor about fifty years old. It had a slate roof and leaded glass windows and a yard with fair-size oaks, of all things. Blue pots of bronze chrysanthemums brightened the front steps.

Caroline answered the door. She could have been Sydney’s sister. She was blonde and very slender. I could count the bones under her tennis bracelet. She was wearing an outfit that would have better suited her daughter: Pappagallo flats, a silk T-shirt, skimpy A-line skirt that showed off her knobby knees, and a matching zippered jacket. It was a soft grayish color, so I guess she was in mourning for her friend.

At first glance, her living room seemed more impressive than Elizabeth’s, but even I knew the furniture wasn’t as good. It was just better pulled together by the decorator. It had an Oriental rug about the size of a school auditorium and a couch longer than a city bus, except buses weren’t upholstered in soft, silky beige. My South Side soul longed to protect it with some nice slipcovers. Caroline sat me down on the couch and asked if she could get me something to drink.

“Anything but tea,” I said.

While she went for Evian water, I struggled to get out of an avalanche of pillows on the couch. There must have been twenty of the things, some as small as a toaster, others almost the size of the couch cushions. After I fought my way free, I started counting all the knickknacks on the little tables nearby: three family photos in flowered silver frames, a Limoges basket filled with potpourri, two pairs of gilded wooden candlesticks, a blue-and-cinnamon porcelain bowl, a millefleur paperweight . . . I was still counting when Caroline returned with my water.

“I am sorry about your friend, Sydney,” I began.

“It’s been so horrible,” she said softly. “None of us can believe it. She was a neighbor, you know. We played golf and tennis at the club and car-pooled our boys to Burroughs. Last December we cochaired the Winter Gala for Greiner’s disease. Sydney had fabulous ideas for flowers, just fabulous. We had to have it at this hotel, and the room was dull, dull, dull. But she had the flower centerpieces cascading from the ceiling, and she took those awful hotel chairs with the metal legs and covered them with fabric and then tied the fabric on with contrasting colored bows that picked up the colors in the candles, and it was the most beautiful room you ever saw. Everyone commented on the transformation. It was a super success. Sydney was also good working with the caterers. You never had rubber chicken at any party of hers. And she knew where to buy super things. She bought me that little Moroccan treasure box.”

She pointed to a lacquered box on a table where I hadn’t counted the things yet.

“But then Hudson said he wanted a divorce, and everything changed,” Caroline said, sounding sad. “She wasn’t fun anymore. She was angry all the time. She couldn’t lunch or shop or anything.”

I guess not. If Sydney was being financially destroyed by her husband’s lawyer, she probably didn’t have money for pretty, pointless bibelots. That Moroccan box might buy a good chunk of a lawyer’s time. And if her husband had smashed her perfect life, then Sydney should be angry.

“And that’s when you stopped seeing her?” I said. Caroline must have heard the disapproval in my voice.

“I didn’t see her much after she started dating that biker,” she said defensively. “He had . . . tattoos.” Caroline said the word like it was a loathsome disease. “Then Sydney got herself killed. But that’s what happens when you go to the city.”

I wondered if everyone in Ladue believed that you died if you went to St. Louis. I wondered if anyone really cared about Sydney. Was Sydney worth caring about? So far, all I knew was that the woman was one hell of a shopper. There had to be more. Maybe I was asking frivolous questions. I tried a serious one. “What did you admire most about Sydney?”

Caroline smiled. She was on safe ground again. “Sydney always dipped her fork in her salad dressing,” she said.

Hey, it’s something I’d want on my tombstone.
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“I never did like that woman,” said Sydney’s best friend, Jane.

I agreed. I always agree with people who have sharp knives in their hands. Besides, Jane was right. Caroline was a heartless ditz.

“Caroline doesn’t have the brains of a zucchini,” said Jane, beheading a zucchini on her cutting board, then gutting it, or whatever you do with a dead zucchini. Jane kept telling me this was a simple recipe, but she couldn’t fool me. I was in her kitchen. The woman had an asparagus steamer, pudding molds, and a pasta machine. People with hardware like that did not have simple recipes.

“I never did see what Sydney saw in Caroline,” Jane said. “But Sydney had the ability to get along with people, even that awful mother-in-law of hers.”

Jane gave the zucchini another whack, then began rummaging in the refrigerator like a bear in a park trash can. Her refrigerator was crammed with fruits, vegetables, meats, cheeses, bottles, and jars. I didn’t have that much food in my fridge if you totaled its lifetime contents. This could be a long search.

I wandered into the living room and looked at the view of Lake Michigan. The lake stretched out, an endless smoky blue-gray, trimmed with darker gray clouds. Jane’s living room seemed a continuation of the view, only warmer. St. Louis still had warm fall days in November, but Chicago was bitter cold. The wind clawed at the windows but didn’t get in. I was only an hour by plane from St. Louis—even the ultra-cheap Gazette would spring for a one-day trip to Chicago—and Jane was my last chance to get a fix on Sydney for my story. I went back into Jane’s kitchen, lured by the good smells. I could see why she was a popular Gold Coast caterer. She was out of the refrigerator now and eviscerating a fat purple eggplant.

“When did you move to Chicago?” I asked.

“Ten years ago,” she said. “I refused to be one of the Ladue divorcees who live in genteel poverty in Chevy Chase.”

“I heard about that place,” I said. “I got so curious I went to see it. In my neighborhood, people could work all their lives and not achieve that kind of poverty.”

“Touché,” Jane said. “The rich have refined ways of making themselves miserable. There is nothing wrong with Chevy Chase, except I’d have to live there with my friends’ pity. But I didn’t want to cling to a scaled-down version of my old Ladue existence. I wanted a new life. I’d always liked the energy of Chicago, and my kids were in college. So I moved here. The nice thing about this city is that anyone, rich or poor, can have an apartment by the lake.,”

“This section of Lake Shore Drive doesn’t look too shabby,” I said.

“Oh, it’s not,” Jane said. “But I didn’t live here when I first moved to Chicago. After Rob dumped me, all I had was a small settlement and an outdated degree in English. After years of hosting dinners for Rob, I decided I could make dinner for other people. I went to cooking school and then worked at a caterer’s to learn the business. Now I have my own company. I’m still serving dinner, but now I’m paid for it.”

Jane looked successful, happy, and twenty pounds heavier than Sydney and Caroline. She was no longer a Ladue lady.

“Do you miss your old life?” I asked her.

“I miss some of my old friends, especially Sydney.” Her face started to crumple, but she did not cry. “But she’s dead, so it doesn’t matter whether I live in St. Louis or not. There were things that I liked about my life there. But I don’t miss it.”

“What can you tell me about Sydney?” I said. “I don’t have a clear picture of her.” What I did know made her death seem no great loss.

“Sydney was closer than a sister,” Jane said. “We did everything together. We met in college. We were bridesmaids in each other’s weddings. We both married St. Louis boys. We both got pregnant the same year and had our boys a month apart. We both did the suburban mom routine together. Because of Rob’s law firm, I think I entertained even more than she did. I still remember my first dinner. Rob was up for partner, and he wanted to impress everyone. I tried something exotic—lobster and shiitake mushrooms in puff pastry, and a lovely field greens salad before you could buy field greens at the supermarket. You’d have thought I was trying to poison my dinner guests. The women were all on diets and wouldn’t touch the lobster because of the pastry and cream sauce. One of the senior partners picked a baby oak leaf out of the salad. He’d never seen edible oak leaves before. He said, ‘So, Rob, did you rake the yard before dinner?’ Rob was furious at me. I learned my lesson. Next time I served beef tenderloin and Caesar salad. Rob had the partnership and I had a reputation as a good cook.”

Jane set aside the eggplant and began dismembering a chicken. Now I knew why I didn’t cook. It was too violent.

“Sydney’s dinners were exquisite. She could serve a salad and it looked like a sculpture. Of course, her degree was in interior design. She never had a career, but she would have been good. She paid attention to the details, always. She kept her guest room ready for a constant flow of out-of-town visitors for Hudson’s company, and it was lovely—fresh flowers, heated towel bars, Porthault sheets. All her creativity went into these things. You’d say it was wasted, I guess. But we didn’t think so back when we got married. The unspoken agreement—and perhaps the problem for women our age was that it was unspoken—was that Sydney would give up her career to help Hudson’s career. She made sure their son, Hud, went to the proper schools. She took him to all the games and activities, and attended all the parent teacher conferences, because Hudson was too busy. She was a very good mother. When she found out their son was using coke at parties, she insisted he go to a drug rehab clinic. Hud Junior was furious. He saw coke as a recreational drug. All his friends used it. She took his drug use seriously. She and the boy were estranged over the rehab issue. Hud dropped out of college, but I always thought it was just for a semester, to scare her. His father promptly cut his allowance until he went back to school. Hud calls me from time to time. I’m still Aunt Jane, and with his mother gone, he needs a shoulder to cry on.”

“I tracked him down at Has Beans, the coffeehouse where he works,” I said. “He seems pretty upset by his mother’s death.”

“He is, and his family is no comfort. Hudson is like hugging an iceberg, and Elizabeth is no warmer. That poor boy is alone.”

“Do you think he’s off drugs?”

“Hud’s problems are not for publication,” she said, pointing the knife at me. I felt . . . chicken.

“I’m not interested in nailing a kid in the newspaper. But it might help if I knew.” Help what, I couldn’t say.

“He says he is,” Jane said. “I don’t know. I hope so. Sydney was miserable when he dropped out of school.”

“You said Hud’s friends used coke. Is that true?”

“There’s a big drug problem in Ladue. You have too many bored kids with too much money.”

Jane washed her hands in the sink, as if she were finished not only with the chicken but the whole subject. She arranged a vegetable still-life on the wooden cutting board: four floppy pale-green heads of lettuce, purple onions, weird mushrooms that reminded me of my college days, red tomatoes on a green vine, and a pottery jar of garlic cloves. She peeled the cloves, halved them, and rubbed them on the inside of a wooden salad bowl the size of a small tree trunk. I watched in silence and considered what Jane had told me.

The Sydney she knew was nothing like the tipsy troublemaker I saw at the Leather and Lace Ball. I didn’t recognize Caroline’s silly spendthrift, either. I couldn’t make all these Sydneys match up.

“Is your Sydney the same woman who dipped her fork in her salad dressing and bought cute things that cost a fortune?”

“Oh, she did that, too,” Jane said, tearing apart a lettuce head with her bare hands. “A good Ladue wife is obsessed with dieting and shopping. Sydney never gained an ounce, and she could find cute things we couldn’t. But she had a serious side. She was a loving mother and a good wife. Not that Hudson noticed. The real woman in his life, at least until he met Brenda, was his mother, Elizabeth, and she ruled the roost.”

“Was Sydney in love with Hudson?” I asked. I didn’t know how anyone could be.

“I’m not sure,” Jane said. “They’d been married a long time. I thought Hudson was short-tempered and demanding, and probably drank too much. Sydney made excuses for him. She said he wasn’t like that when they were first married. She said his mother spoiled him and his secretary kowtowed to him. She said his bad behavior wasn’t his fault, because Hudson was under pressure at work. I thought she was too tolerant, as usual.

“I know Sydney would have stayed with Hudson. She liked their life and she liked their money, and she lived with the hope that he’d change back into the man she imagined she married. But one day Hudson came home and announced he wanted a divorce.”

“To marry Brenda the lawyer, right?”

Jane rolled her eyes and ripped into more lettuce. “I saw her only once, but I heard all about her. Brenda was ten years younger, ten pounds heavier, and six inches taller than Sydney. Brenda didn’t diet. She drank beer—an exotic act for a woman in Ladue. To me she looked like a man-stealing yuppie, but Hudson found her wildly exciting.

“Sydney was stunned when Hudson said he wanted a divorce. She was paralyzed. She pretended nothing had happened for the longest time. Sydney believed Hudson would come to his senses and drop Brenda. Meanwhile, Hudson hired a divorce shark to make sure that Sydney got nothing. He was cruel. He declared war on his own wife.”

Jane declared war on a tomato, savagely slicing until the cutting board ran red.

“Sydney was helpless,” she said. “She didn’t know how to fight. She was a woman who believed in the system, and it betrayed her. Her husband and his bloodsucking lawyer wanted to strip her of everything. Until it happens to you, you can’t understand what it’s like. There are rich wives who wind up homeless, literally living under a bridge after their divorce.”

“Don’t they have lawyers?”

“Hah!” Jane said, slashing another tomato. “Lawyers are part of the problem. A divorce for someone in Sydney’s circumstances can cost thirty thousand dollars or more. A woman can go bankrupt trying to pay off her own lawyer.

“The first thing Hudson did was cripple her financially. He made sure she couldn’t get her hands on their joint assets. Before he announced the divorce, the sneak cleaned out their safety deposit box, although she didn’t know this until later. She couldn’t find any of their salable stocks and bonds, the deed to their place in the country, anything. Sydney was sure he was hiding their assets, but she didn’t hire an equally aggressive lawyer to fight him. She didn’t know how to find one. At first, she treated her husband’s betrayal as if it were some terrible failure on her part. She was too ashamed to talk to other women who’d been divorced. We could have steered her to someone good. Instead, she got Elliott Tedley. She knew him from their dinner parties. Elliott talked a good game, but he was not a fighter. He knew Hudson had the money, so Hudson would have the power. Elliott could have asked the judge to have Hudson pay Sydney’s legal fees. But Elliott didn’t want to upset Hudson. Then he wouldn’t be invited to the Vander Venter parties.

“The final blow came at a meeting in Hudson’s lawyer’s office. Sydney called me in tears and told me all about it. If she’d called me earlier, I could have helped her. At the meeting, Hudson’s attorney announced he had canceled all Sydney’s charge accounts and put their joint checking account in Hudson’s name. This left her with no money to fight back. He said Sydney would be given a small cash settlement and a little alimony for two years, until she was ‘rehabilitated.’ Then, when she was self-supporting, Sydney would get no other money. After all, Hudson’s business was not doing well.

“Sydney sat there in the lawyer’s office, speechless. Then she said, ‘Rehabilitated? Like I’m some kind of . . . of convict? And then I’ll be turned loose to go to work when other women my age have had a twenty-five-year start on their careers, and I’ve been at home? You owe me more than that, Hudson. I never asked for this divorce. I gave up my career to advance yours. You owe me.’

“Hudson said, ‘I owe you nothing. And that’s what I have to give you. I am simply an employee of the firm with a few shares of stock. Mother is the main stockholder, and my partners are the other major shareholders. Mother is the real investment genius in the family. You don’t even deserve what you’re getting. You sat on your ass for twenty-five years while I supported you in style.’

“Sydney said, ‘You couldn’t have had a career if I didn’t take care of our son. You wouldn’t have been able to travel if I didn’t stay home with him when he was sick, and car-pool him to school, and . . .’

“Hudson interrupted with ‘And you did a fine job. The damned kid’s a dropout and a drug addict.’

“She said, ‘Because his father was never home!’

“ ‘Oh, spare me the cheap psychology,’ Hudson said. ‘There is no money, and that’s that. You can’t get blood from a stone.’

“ ‘Turnip,’ Sydney said. ‘It’s blood from a turnip. And if the business is doing so badly, why use it to lease a BMW and a Lexus, travel to Europe, pay our club dues, and buy season tickets to the Opera Theatre and the symphony?’

“ ‘Those are legitimate business expenses,’ he said, ‘but you’d never understand that because you’ve never taken any interest in the business.’

“Before she could answer, her lawyer, the gentlemanly Elliott, took her aside. He counseled her to accept Hudson’s offer and not upset him, or she would get even less. This made Sydney even angrier. Hudson was lying. He had plenty of money. She knew it and he knew it, but she would have to spend her money to prove it. Elliott was flapping around telling her not to get angry or Hudson’s attorney could use her blowups against her. You’d be surprised how many male divorce judges think women are unstable.

“Elliott’s advice only fueled Sydney’s fury. She’d been fired from her life, like a maid who dropped the china.

“Sydney left that meeting seething. She couldn’t believe Hudson had really canceled all her charge accounts. But then she called around. They were all gone. Except for one. Hudson forgot Botanicals on the Park, the fashionable florist on the South Side. Sydney was one Ladue lady who actually braved the city. She drove to Botanicals and bought six thousand dollars’ worth of fabulous things. There were so many, and I can remember only a few of them. I know she bought a dozen damask throw pillows at sixty dollars a pop. A Sheffield rug. Porcelain vases, bowls and plates, at one hundred dollars apiece. Rattan chairs and ornamental tables. A pine cupboard—that was over a thousand dollars right there. Mirrors with gold-leaf frames, cut-glass rose bowls, a darling footstool trimmed with tassels. She thought of everything, even potpourri and scented candles, place mats and napkins. She had fun things, too. I remember a sweet little monkey lamp, lion sconces, and the most luxurious leopard throw.”

“Sounds like a real zoo,” I said.

“You’re laughing, but this was her revenge on Hudson: one last superb shopping spree. Then she drove up and down the streets on the South Side, until she saw an apartment she liked on Juniata, just west of Grand. She rented it on the spot. She had a little money from her trust fund, and Hudson couldn’t get that. She furnished her whole place from Botanicals, except for the bed and some other necessities, and Hudson had to pay for it. She even sent herself bouquets of fresh flowers—until the first bill came, and Hudson closed that charge, too. Many of her friends wouldn’t go to her new home because it was in the city, but I stayed there on a visit to St. Louis. I thought it was an interesting area, with lots of little shops, ethnic restaurants, and coffeehouses. Naturally, her lawyer had advised her against moving out of their house in Ladue, but Sydney had had enough of Elliott’s advice.

“After the spending spree and the apartment hunt, she went to Uncle Bob’s Pancake House, a few blocks away. She had read about this twenty-four-hour gathering place where interesting people eat themselves into a syrup-induced stupor. Sydney was determined to experience so-called real life.”

“Is that where she met Jack? I wondered how she stumbled across him.”

“She told me how she met him. She was in a rebellious mood. She went to Uncle Bob’s and did what no Ladue woman would do: She ordered a Belgian waffle, dripping with whipped cream and butter. That was more calories than Sydney eats in a week.

“Then, having committed the ultimate Ladue sin, Sydney flirted with this guy at the next table. He took her for a ride on his Harley. They literally rode off into the sunset together. Sydney was entranced. A week later Jack moved in with her. Jack sounded sleazy to me, even through her glowing descriptions. She may have even loaned him money, but she never told me straight out. It was just an impression I got. I didn’t care for Jack, but he had to be more fun than a stick like Hudson.”

I was beginning to have some sympathy for this Sydney. But what about the Sydney I saw? I asked Jane, “Your friend Sydney sounds like a fine person. Why did she behave like such a jerk at the Leather and Lace Ball, chasing every man there?”

“Have you ever been divorced?” Jane asked.

“Nope, I’ve never been married,” I said. Not likely to be, either. Jane hit my sore spot.

“Then you can’t understand. You go through this period of about six months where you go crazy, absolutely crazy. Inside, you’re bleeding all over your soul. Outside, you’re acting like a slut, sleeping with every man you meet, including the dishwasher repairman, the meter reader, and guys you pick up in bars. You can’t believe you’re behaving this way, and you can’t stop. Then, one day, if you’re really lucky and you don’t meet Mr. Goodbar, you wake up and wonder who you are, and who is this strange man in your bed, and change back into your old self.

“Sydney was still in the bleeding-all-over stage. She had this image of bikers as wild, and so she acted wilder.”

“She acted stupid,” I said. “She acted like a rich idiot. You don’t go after another woman’s date.” I sounded surprisingly bitter.

“Francesca,” Jane said mildly. “How would your friends act at one of Sydney’s perfect little dinner parties? In Ladue, their clothes would look just as garish as hers did at the biker ball. When they started drinking Busch beer and telling jokes, they would seem just as crude. She didn’t belong in their world, and they wouldn’t belong in hers. She was just in a stage, a passing phase. I knew in a few months Sydney the tough-talking biker chick would go away, and Sydney my sweet, sensible friend would return.

“Already, Sydney was starting to make good decisions. First, she fired her lawyer. Elliott had the nerve to send her a bill for five thousand dollars for two months’ work. Work! The man did nothing but cringe in front of Hudson and charge her for it. I knew a thing or two about lawyers’ bills. I noticed a lot of initials, and realized he’d put three other lawyers on her case. Then they charged her for sitting around and talking about her. I asked if she’d authorized three more lawyers, and of course she hadn’t. I got her bill cut in half. Then I talked her into retaining Susan Huddlan, a feminist attorney. Susan excelled at going after husbands like Hudson and finding their hidden assets, and she wasn’t interested in dinner at the Vander Venters.

“Sydney and Susan demanded more information about the firm. Hudson insisted that it was privately held and he didn’t have to release anything. Sydney combed through old credit card bills and income tax returns, looking for clues. Two days before she died, she called me. She was so excited. She found out her husband had been making frequent trips to a safety deposit box at another bank. She couldn’t get into the box, but she had an idea he was using it to hide some assets. She had another lead, too. Hudson claimed that he was an employee and his mother was the principal stockholder in the firm. Sydney thought Hudson had used an elaborate series of devious transactions to transfer most of his shares to his mother, so he could be only a salaried employee. Sydney was on that paper trail.”

“How’d she find out about it?”

“She wouldn’t tell me. She said it wasn’t good for me to know. The last time I talked with Sydney was the day she died,” Jane said. “She said her problems were going to be over soon. She and her lawyer had this really tough strategy. They were getting ready to subpoena Hudson’s partners for their financial information. That would have been intensely embarrassing for someone as private as Hudson. He couldn’t stand to have his partners dragged into his marital problems. Sydney was sure he would hand over the financial information she needed for a fair divorce settlement. She said she had a ‘breakthrough’ thanks to her boyfriend, Jack. She thought that was funny. She giggled every time she said the word breakthrough.”

“Do you think she meant break-in?” I said, remembering Jack’s somewhat doubtful occupation.

“I doubt it. Everything at Hudson’s firm was on computers. Jack was a whiz with engines, but I don’t think he knew much about computers. She didn’t, either.

“I told her to be careful. I thought she was playing a dangerous game. She wouldn’t take me seriously. She said, ‘Relax. It’s in the can.’ Those were her last words to me—‘It’s in the can.’ Then she laughed.”

“Do you think Hudson murdered his wife to avoid an embarrassing divorce?”

Jane quit cutting to consider the question. “Hudson? He was mean and cold, but I don’t think he had the guts to murder anyone—particularly not the way Sydney was murdered. Too messy. I could see him hiring someone to kill her, though. Hudson thought he could buy his way out of anything.”

Jane’s words seemed to carry more weight with a knife in her hand. But I had to cut and run. I had just enough time to catch my flight, if I caught a cab now. I thanked her and dashed outside into the cold.

My plane flew back through the same gray-blue clouds I had admired from Jane’s window. When I was in them, they quickly lost their appeal. The plane creaked, bucked, and bounced, and once it dropped like a stone, for I don’t know how many feet. People screamed, drinks spilled, and a baby cried. I wished I could howl right along with the kid. I was scared, and not afraid to admit it. The seat belt sign never went off the whole time. The flight attendants quickly threw our overturned drink glasses into plastic bags and buckled themselves in for the duration of the seventy-minute flight. I hung on to my chair arms, as if that would hold the plane up in the air, and tried to distract myself by thinking about my talk with Jane. The interview was difficult, personally as well as professionally.

Jane had given me the clearest motive for murder yet: Sydney was about to embarrass her husband. She would hit him where it hurt most—in the wallet. Hours after she told Jane that she had the information to nail Hudson, Sydney was dead.

I was haunted by her story. Sydney’s husband had set out to destroy her after twenty-five years of marriage. He was a respected businessman. He could have made a decent settlement if he wanted to get out of their marriage, but he turned on his wife like a hungry rat. What made a man do that? How could a woman tell? How could I tell?

Lyle wanted me to marry him. I loved him, but how did I know he wouldn’t turn out like Hudson? What guarantee did I have? The promises made at the altar? They sure didn’t help Sydney. And Lyle wondered why I was afraid to get married. Sydney’s story just confirmed what I already knew: A wedding was an invitation to death and disaster. For my parents, marriage was a nightmare. My nightmare.

If you live in St. Louis, you probably know the story: When I was nine years old, my mother killed my father and then shot herself. I found them when I came home from school. I knew things were wrong because my dad’s car was in the driveway, and he never got home this early. Also, the back door was unlocked. I walked in and heard this odd drip, drip, drip sound, like a leaking faucet. There was no one downstairs. That was wrong, too. Usually about that time of day, Mom was fixing dinner, and she had the TV or the radio going. I called their names as I went upstairs. The drip sound came from Mom and Dad’s bedroom. I wondered if it was a busted pipe.

I kept calling their names, but no one answered. I went in their room. The drip sound was blood, dripping off the light fixture. Dad’s, I think. They were both lying on the bed, and at first I thought Mom had a new red bedspread. Then I realized it was blood. Their blood. Dad had been having an affair with my mother’s best friend, Marcy, and Mom went kind of crazy when she discovered them together at a New Year’s Eve party. I thought when Marcy and her husband, Tom, moved away, Mom would stop screaming at Dad, but she only seemed to get madder. She screamed and screamed and . . . Suddenly I realized the person screaming was me, and I was running in the street and a neighbor came out and caught me.

After that the police came, and then the newspaper and TV reporters. My parents’ deaths became a big scandal—a suburban fantasy gone horribly wrong. There was even a picture of me that ran in Life magazine. It showed me at their grave, in my little blue coat. Everyone thought I looked heartbroken. My big secret was that I was glad they were dead. My mother took out her rage at my father’s infidelities on me. I learned early that the way to fight back was not to cry when she hit me. It made her crazy. Once she beat me with a hairbrush until it broke but I never cried, not once. She did. When the brush broke, she threw herself on the floor and sobbed. I watched her. I felt triumphant. I knew I’d won. I also knew that the bond between us was broken forever. I was five years old.

I loved living with my grandparents. They didn’t drink like Mom and Dad, or have bad fights. Grandma never hit me like Mom did, or make me wear my cousin Linda’s castoff clothes. The South Side was much more interesting than the suburb I grew up in. So I lived with Grandma and Grandpa happily ever after. Except for the dreams that started with the dripping, dripping, dripping . . .

Something was dripping on me now, something warm and sticky, and I felt the scream rising in my throat. Then the sandy-haired businessman wedged in the seat next to me said, “I am so sorry. My bourbon spilled when the plane gave that last lurch. I should have turned in my glass when the flight attendant came down the aisle, but I needed a drink on this flight.”

I could tell by his glowing nose that he needed a lot of drinks. I told him it was okay, and it was. This suit was going to the cleaners, anyway. Then I went back to brooding. Lyle said everyone wasn’t like my parents, and our marriage could work. But what about Sydney and Hudson? He wanted to marry another woman, so he tried to ruin Sydney financially. He may have even killed her.

What chance did I have with Lyle, when better matches than ours fell apart? Sydney and Hudson had everything going for them: a common background, money, education, connections, plus a bright, handsome son, and yet their marriage failed. Lyle and I were so different. He had family money and went to private schools. I had a blue-collar background, a state school education, and an ugly scandal in my past. How could we live together happily ever after after that? How could I give up my independence and my apartment? Okay, my grandparents’ apartment. I hadn’t changed a thing since their deaths. Even the plaster fish blowing gold bubbles in the bath were the same ones Grandma dusted. No matter how much I loved Lyle, that apartment was my retreat, my safe place, and I couldn’t give it up. Not even to marry him.

The captain interrupted my thoughts with an announcement. “Ladies and gentlemen, we apologize for the bumpy ride today. We’ll be on the ground in about ten minutes . . . .”

I just hoped we would be on the ground in one piece. Right now, my love life was as bumpy as this flight. Lyle and I made up after the Leather and Lace Ball, but things weren’t quite the same between us since that night. We still seemed slightly out of sync. But he was meeting me at the airport, and I was glad.

When the plane finally touched down at Lambert International Airport, the passengers applauded. I found my briefcase, pulled my coat out of the overhead compartment, and tried to straighten my suit. The skirt had more wrinkles than a sharpei puppy, my jacket was sticky from my seat mate’s sloshed drink, and I stank of fear and spilled bourbon. I didn’t care. I just wanted to go home and take a shower.

Lyle was waiting for me at the gate. He folded me in his arms and kissed me as if I’d been away for a week.

“This is a welcome home,” I said.

“I’ve been thinking,” he said. “You’re right. I’ve taken you for granted. So tonight I’m making this a romantic evening.”

I smiled and hugged him, but all I could think was “What bad timing.” I’d never felt less romantic. Lyle talked all the way to the West End, telling me funny stories about his students and his neighbors. We could always talk to each other, even during the worst times. The lights were on at his town house, and it looked warm and inviting. He unlocked the door, and his big gray cat, Montana, greeted me solemnly. Monty had green-gold eyes and a perpetually worried expression. I didn’t think I liked cats, but I liked him. I dropped my briefcase and scratched his ears and tail until he twirled around happily. Lyle stood there patiently until I looked up and saw a dozen red roses on the dining-room table.

“Red roses,” I said. “My favorite.”

But I felt oddly disconnected, as if someone else were admiring them. Lyle lit candles and popped the cork on a bottle of cold champagne. “Sit down,” he said, and I plopped down on his couch. Monty curled up next to us and purred. Lyle kissed me again. He tasted of coffee and champagne, but he must have noticed I wasn’t responding, because he stopped and said, “What’s the matter?”

“I’m sorry. Bad flight. I’m not much fun tonight.” Lyle studied me, looking concerned. Monty jumped up in my lap and looked worried, too.

“You need food,” Lyle said. “I should have realized that. I have some of my special tenderloin. Would you like me to fix you dinner?”

I realized I wanted to go home and see him another night, but I didn’t say that. “Not a whole meal,” I said. “Just a sandwich.” He made one big enough to feed everyone on the plane from Chicago. So when he wasn’t looking I took it apart, reassembled it, and slipped most of the meat to Monty under the table.

Lyle brought out coffee and strawberries and more champagne. I poked at the strawberries and let the coffee go cold and the champagne go flat while Lyle carried on the conversation. I listened with half an ear. Until I heard him say “Francesca, I know you’re tired, and I promised myself that I wouldn’t bother you with this question, but I have to know. I can’t stay in limbo like this. I love you. I want you. I’ll make you happy. Will you marry me?”

I wanted so badly to say yes. But I was so afraid. How could I trust him? My father wasn’t faithful. Jane’s husband dumped her. Sydney’s husband wanted to destroy her, and maybe he succeeded. No man seemed faithful. I loved Lyle, I really did. I just didn’t feel safe. The silence hung between us. I could have said I loved him and I was frightened. I could have told him about my grim interview with Jane. I could have said this wasn’t a good time to ask. Instead, I blurted out, “Do I have to give up my apartment?”

Lyle recoiled as if I’d slapped him. His face reddened and his mouth tightened. “Yes,” he said impatiently. “It’s time to let go of living in the past.”

“I can’t,” I wailed, and I sounded so desperate, Monty came over and brushed against my hand to reassure me. Lyle did not. He sounded exasperated.

“You can’t because you don’t want to,” he snapped. “You want to spend the rest of your life mourning parents who didn’t love you.”

“My grandparents loved me,” I said, sounding more like a contrary child than a woman. Monty paced back and forth between Lyle and me, looking worried.

“Your parents didn’t,” Lyle insisted. “Congratulations. You’ve re-created your family. You’ve managed to duplicate their lack of love by working for the Gazette—a paper you make richer while it treats you as badly as your parents did. Your editors are jealous of your success and do everything to hold you back.”

“But my readers love me,” I said. I sounded pathetic. I was too big to whimper.

“Like your grandparents, they are beside the point,” he said brutally. “When are you going to wake up?”

“Right now,” I said. I could feel my fury rising, wiping out my fear. “You want me to give up everything I care about. Maybe you’re the jealous one. I’m the celebrity. No one ever heard of you. I’m not going to quit my career and keep house for you. I can’t live without my work.”

“I’m not asking that,” Lyle said, raising his voice. “I want you to stop clinging to the things that hurt you. You’re talented. You can work anywhere. Leave this city where everyone knows your past. Leave this loser newspaper. Go where you’re appreciated. I’ll follow you. I’ll go anywhere you want.”

“Then go to hell,” I screamed back. “I don’t need your pop psychology. Quit practicing psychiatry without a license. Your degree is in English.”

Monty stood between us and meowed loudly. We ignored him. I grabbed my coat and my briefcase and stormed out of Lyle’s place. He didn’t try to stop me. He didn’t say anything. He turned his back on me and walked out of the room. I let myself out and slammed the door. I walked for several chilly blocks before I realized I didn’t have a car. Fortunately, the Inn at the Park was nearby. I found a cab there and directed the driver to take me home.

Home. Home to the South Side, where I belonged. Home to the familiar comfort of my grandparents’ apartment. Lyle and I were finished. I didn’t need any man. I didn’t need marriage. I didn’t need anyone. I wrapped myself in my grandmother’s brown-and-yellow afghan and cried myself to sleep.
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The next morning I felt dead. I even looked dead. After a night of restless sleep, my skin had a corpse-green tinge, which set off the bright-red zit on my nose. But I guessed the zit was proof I was alive, no matter how dead I felt. Dead people don’t get pimples. They also don’t get bags under their eyes and puffy red eyelids from crying. Damn Lyle. He wasn’t worth crying about. I wished my burning anger could dry up my tears.

Since I felt half dead, I might as well spend some time with people who were all dead. I’d try for a morning at the morgue. I had to know if Sydney’s autopsy revealed anything about her killer. I was in luck. Cutup Katie, a pathologist who’d helped me out at the medical examiner’s office on another case, had assisted at Sydney’s autopsy. Katie’s boss did the autopsy on a celebrity like Sydney, but Katie was there to assist. She invited me to the autopsy, but I refused. The cops had to tough out autopsies, but I didn’t. I knew I’d disgrace myself and pass out. I offered to take Katie to lunch to talk about the results, but the local citizenry had been industriously stabbing and shooting one another, and Katie couldn’t break free for several days. This morning I called her again to bug her for an interview.

“If you can get here in twenty minutes, I can talk to you for a while,” Katie said.

Of course I could get there in twenty minutes. Everything in St. Louis was twenty minutes away, and if it wasn’t, we didn’t go there. I’d even have time to rummage in the refrigerator for breakfast. I found a jar of garlic cloves, a bottle of ketchup, and a grapefruit. I’d eat the grapefruit and get a healthy start on my day. I picked it up, and my thumb went through the squishy skin. One side was green with mold. So much for a healthy start, unless you counted the penicillin growing on the grapefruit. Well, I’d skip breakfast. I wasn’t hungry, and there would be less to hurl—always a consideration for a morning at the morgue.

I’d better call my office. I got Louise, the Family department secretary, and told her where I’d be that morning. I could almost see her comfortable middle-age body and home-permed hair hunched over the phone and her morning mug of coffee.

“The morgue? What an awful way to start your day,” she said. Louise was always sympathetic.

“Going to the Gazette would be even worse,” I said.

“You got that right. The publisher’s secretary told me Charlie may announce more changes today, and I should watch out. I’m worried.”

“You? Louise, you run that department. Why should you worry?”

“Everybody here worries these days.”

“The body count is piling up,” I said. “I just want to survive this next round. But I’m sure you’re safe.” Her phone started ringing again, and Louise hung up quickly. I used to love the newspaper business. Now, with all the changes, the newsroom was as jittery as a bunch of junkies who couldn’t score. The camaraderie was gone. The staff was worried and surly, and utterly without hope.

I put on some makeup and a dark suit that made me look like an undertaker’s assistant. Ugh. I took off the white blouse and put on a red blouse that matched my eyes. If I didn’t force some color in my face, someone at the morgue would shove me in a drawer and put a tag on my toe. I drove downtown in a daze, trying not to think about Lyle or the turmoil at the Gazette. The day was damp and cold as a tomb, and low-hanging gray clouds added to the gloom. At least traffic was light. I found a parking spot on the city lot next to a lumbering gold car that reminded me of Lyle’s beloved gold tank, Sherman. This car had a bad case of cancerous rust, and I felt a malicious glee, as if it were eating Lyle’s body instead of the car’s. What was the matter with me?

The first thing that hit me about the morgue was the smell. It was a hospital odor mixed with strong disinfectant and a faint hint of spoiled meat that I knew was not somebody’s old sandwich. The guard showed me to Katie’s office, a grand word for a closet with a desk. Katie would join me shortly, he said. I opened her door carefully, hoping I’d see nothing gray and creepy floating in glass jars. I couldn’t face pickled diseased organs and dead babies.

Katie’s small room was soothingly ordinary. There were fat, dignified brown and red medical books on shelves, framed diplomas and honor society certificates on the walls, a golf putter in the corner, a potted plant on the desk. No jars of preserved innards. No fleshless skulls or stray bones. Nothing unusual except one shelf with a curious combination of everyday objects: three toy trucks, a hot sauce bottle with a broken string around the neck, a vibrator, a bed knob, a light bulb, and a 1950s blond wood chair leg with a big screw at the end.

I was examining the chair leg when Katie came in the door. Katie called herself plain, but she was too smart and funny to fit that description. She was about thirty-five, with brown eyes, short brown hair, and a sturdy, muscular build. Katie was a country girl who drove a pickup and liked to play pool and golf. She was embarrassed about the golf, because it was such a doctor cliché. At least she refused to join a private club. She played on the city course.

Katie had only one major fault. She forgot the effect her job had on civilians. Today her lab coat was covered with brownish-red stains that made my stomach leap up and bounce off my rib cage. I started babbling so I wouldn’t think about what fluids were coloring her coat. I pointed the chair leg, screw-end first, at the odd accumulation on the shelf.

“What do these have to do with medicine?” I asked.

“Oh, that’s my collection of weird items removed from rectums,” she said. “I did some time in the emergency room. You wouldn’t believe what people get stuck in their lower anatomy and then have to go to the hospital to have removed.”

I thought about where that chair leg had been and dropped it on the shelf with a shudder. I wondered what a six-inch hook-and-ladder truck could do.

“Nobody died from this stuff?”

“Nope. Not unless you can die of embarrassment. But it was touch and go with the hot sauce bottle. If that broke, the guy would have been mighty unhappy.”

“Maybe we should talk about Sydney’s autopsy. It might be less disgusting.”

Katie fished a file from her desk. “Give me a minute to look this over,” she said. “I want to get the facts straight. These celebrities can come back to haunt you.”

“Especially in your line of work,” I said, but Katie was immune to death puns. She skimmed the autopsy report and then started talking about Sydney.

“Someone was sure angry with her,” Katie said. “She was attacked with a motorcycle drive chain, which was found next to the body. It made a nasty weapon. My guess is the victim was caught by surprise and hit upside the head first, which stunned her. She recovered enough to try to fight back. But by that time the killer was whipping that chain around pretty fast—maybe thirty or forty miles an hour. The victim had serious front and side damage to her skull. It looks like the killer got a lucky shot and drove the nasal cartilage right up through her brain, which probably killed her. But the victim also had considerable damage to the right temple. Either injury is fatal, and whoever did it kept beating her after death. There’s not much left of what used to be a fairly pretty face. Good face-lift, too. Anyway, the woman’s death was violent. It takes the big three to get someone this mad: sex, drugs, and money.”

“Must be sex,” I said. “That family has plenty of money.”

“There’s never enough,” Katie said. “Especially if you’re rich. The victim may have been rich, but she didn’t live well. She was malnourished.”

“You’re kidding. She lived in Ladue. Nobody goes hungry there.”

“She did,” Katie said. “She was too thin.”

“You can’t be too rich or too thin,” I said. “Thin is healthy.”

“Not that thin. Did you ever see how skinny her arms were? The woman barely had enough muscle to swing a tennis racket. She didn’t have any strength to fight off her attacker. She couldn’t run much, either. She had bird legs. I’ve seen parakeets with more meat on them. You could see the bones in her legs and the cartilage in her knees. Heck, her knees were bigger than her tits. They’re the only things that stuck out on that woman. I call that too thin.

“There was almost no fat on her organs, another bad sign. Also, her liver was atrophic and yellow.”

“What’s that mean?” Sydney’s organs sounded like they would be rejected by the better class of supermarket.

“It had shrunk to half its normal size. I had the top half of her body X-rayed and found accelerated bone loss for her age. She had the beginnings of osteoporosis. In twenty years, her Escada outfits would be hiding a dowager’s hump. Her face, what was left of it, had too many lines in it for her age. The woman had too much sun and not enough food. Her stomach was empty. It must have been that way often.”

“She lived on salads. Her friend said she always dipped her fork in her salad dressing. It was a skill I wanted to master.”

“Forget it, Francesca,” Katie said. “The woman was a fashion victim. What her diet was doing to her insides wasn’t pretty.”

Katie looked at her watch. “Time for me to go back to work,” she said.

Me, too. But I couldn’t face the Gazette yet. Maybe I should add some healthful fats to my diet at Uncle Bob’s. I didn’t want face wrinkles. I could try something really daring—a pecan Belgian waffle. But I’d have to act quickly when I got on the parking lot, or I’d be eating my usual scrambled egg and toast. I pulled into a parking slot under the kitchen window and knocked on it until Tom the cook looked up.

“Tom, no egg today. I want a pecan Belgian waffle,” I said.

“I’ve prayed for this day,” Tom said. “I knew you’d order real food sometime instead of that skinny-ass egg. You eat like an old lady, Francesca.”

“I’ve changed. Give me the biggest waffle in the house. Bring on the butter and the syrup.”

Tom smiled. Nothing makes a cook happier than someone who eats. By the time I sat down in a booth, Marlene was coming out of the kitchen with a hot, puffy waffle topped with a full ice-cream scoop of whipped butter. She set it on my table, along with a pitcher of warm syrup. As I poured the syrup and watched it puddle into the waffle holes, Marlene said, “What’s the reason for the change? First time I’ve ever seen you order anything but your egg and toast.”

“I spent the morning at the morgue hearing about a dead woman who was too rich and too thin,” I said.

“Neither one is my problem,” Marlene said, running her hands over her generous hips.

“I was afraid I wouldn’t get to Tom in time,” I said. “It’s tough being a regular here. You choose your usual, and you have to be faithful to it for life. Well, I am about to stray.” I picked up my fork, ready to plunge into the golden syrupy goodness.

“Speaking of faithful, Mayhew was in earlier this morning asking for you,” Marlene said. I thought I detected disapproval in her voice. I put my fork down.

“We’ve been talking about a story, Marlene.” “All he could talk about was those leather pants you wore.”

“I was working.”

“At what?” Her sarcasm dripped like the maple syrup.

“Jeez, Marlene, I was at the Leather and Lace Ball. Then Sydney Vander Venter was killed and I was one of the people who found her body. Mayhew interviewed me about it, and I talked with him about the story I have to do on Sydney.”

“He’s married, Francesca. He has two darling little girls.”

“I know that.”

“Well, he forgets. Especially after he solved that last big murder. His name was all over radio and TV and now he’s a big deal. I always suspected he fooled around, but he kept it quiet. Now he’s bringing his girlfriends into Uncle Bobs. Had that trampy-looking blond Sheila in here the other morning. It makes me mad. Upsets some of the other waitresses, too. They go to church with his wife. She’s a sweet woman. It’s disgusting.”

“My interest in Mayhew is strictly professional,” I said, looking at my waffle with longing.

She raised one eyebrow. “Yeah? I’ve seen you eye him like you’re eyeing that waffle. I’d say you’re both looking for trouble.”

That did it. I wasn’t going to sit there and be accused of adultery before noon. I threw down my napkin and some money. “I can leave them both alone,” I said, in one of the stupidest exit lines of my life.

I left the waffle untouched, grabbed my coat and my briefcase, and flounced out, furious at my old friend. It was not my week for long-term relationships. As the door shut, I heard Marlene say “Francesca, wait . . . what’s the matter with you?”
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I should have waited. Instead, I went to the Gazette on an empty stomach, always a mistake. Charlie’s latest announcements had been posted, probably right after I talked with Louise. The newsroom had time to settle back into its usual sullen self. The staff had already discussed the current changes—or they were too afraid to say any more at the office. Only a small knot of people was still gathered around the bulletin board by the men’s room, where the new changes were posted. No one said anything. I started reading. The first change on the list looked good. Grady, the son of a nasty and long-retired Gazette managing editor, had been given the title of ultimate doom—Director of Special Projects. Good. Translated, that meant Grady had six months to get his resume together and get out. The Gazette was infested with relatives of old editors. Most were snotty and superior, and forgot they didn’t get their jobs on their innate talent. But they were an obedient bunch. They always did what management told them, no matter how slimy the task. Following orders must be genetic. I wouldn’t miss Grady.

But there was more news, and it was bad. A respected political reporter was taking early retirement. So was an editorial writer who had the guts to stand up to Charlie.

One name jumped out at me. Louise, mainstay of the Family section, was being transferred to the morgue, effective immediately. Charlie was getting rid of Louise? She ran our department. She kept track of the staff. She always had our vacation paychecks on time. She handled countless irate readers with courtesy. She warned us when Charlie was on the warpath. And now she was being sent to the morgue, where the newspaper files were kept. What an insane move. Louise didn’t know computers, and at fifty-five she’d have a hard time learning them. This was a terrible mistake.

I was so upset by Louise, I’d overlooked another name on the list. Albers, head of the Family copy desk, was taking early retirement. Albers smoked a pipe that smelled like a burning landfill and bored young interns with tales of his Pulitzer Prize-nominated investigation of the Grey Gates Inn nursing home “when I was a young cub reporter like you, thirty years ago, heh, heh.” But Albers sent six people to prison for cheating the elderly residents. He was an old-time newspaper man, and he handled my copy with care.

Who was taking Albers’s place? Did I even need to look for the name? There it was—Peggy. She’d won. She’d gotten rid of Albers. I studied the list again. It didn’t look like she’d nailed the other decent copy editor yet. Monahan had survived this cut. As I headed toward the Family section, I didn’t hear the sounds of joyous celebration at Peggy’s promotion. I heard what I always heard since Peggy joined us—a loud, ugly fight. This one was about my column. I’d had a funny interview with the mayor. He talked about almost getting arrested as a teenager because he tied up rush-hour traffic on Kingshighway with a Chinese fire drill. Did kids still jump out of the car at a stop light, run around it, and jump back in? We used to think it was hilarious at sixteen.

“And I still say Chinese fire drill is offensive to our Asian readers,” Peggy was saying, in her shrill voice.

“And I still say that’s ridiculous,” Monahan shouted back. “You’ve carried political correctness to the point of stupidity. But I know how we can settle it. I have a friend who grew up on mainland China. He runs a restaurant now in my neighborhood. You can ask him if the term is offensive.”

“So what?” Peggy sneered. “It would be only one male opinion. There are quite a few other Asians, you know.”

“It’s hard to poll more than a billion Chinese people by press time,” I said, butting into the argument. It was my column Peggy was going to mutilate.

“I think I better take that section out to be safe,” Peggy said.

“God forbid we actually say something in this newspaper,” I said. “If it goes, I’ll take it out myself. You’re way too thorough at removal.”

She glared at me and tossed her hair. She knew she’d just been insulted. She’d already forced out one good copy editor. Now she was going for two. The staff’s name for Peggy was Cruella, for Cruella de Vil. She once condemned three Dalmatian puppies to almost certain death in the animal shelter gas chamber when she pulled their “Pet Pick of the Week” photo to run the picture of a hunky surfer. Peggy had long red nails and dead black hair like Cruella, but she was much plumper. She was tightly packed into glamorous clothes that looked ridiculous on her. She wore chubby heels like a cartoon character.

Cruella thought of herself as a sex symbol. She did sleep with a lot of men, mostly married ones. Charlie and our former managing editor, Hadley Harris, had both done the deed with her. So had a Gazette ad salesman who strayed when his wife was out of town. The salesman ungallantly told Babe, our gossip columnist, that Cruella was a flop in the sack, but it could be he simply wasn’t inspired that night.

All this would be funny, if she wasn’t forcing out good people. Peggy was ambitious, but she aimed low. God knows why, but she wanted to be head of the Family copy desk. Doing the horizontal bop with Charlie and Hadley had helped, but that wasn’t enough. She wanted her own people on the desk. To get them, she had to get rid of two veterans, Albers and Monahan, and both were too close to retirement to fire. Peggy loaded Albers and Monahan down with work, criticized them constantly, and made them work holidays, deftly shifting their schedules so they were never paid overtime. Three months ago Albers inherited a little money from his mother. Now he was taking early retirement. One down, one to go.

Monahan was made of sterner stuff. He was a real war correspondent, a tough man who spent his youth in the godforsaken jungles of Vietnam. He was a good writer, but he had a taste for the booze, which he could keep under control when he wasn’t pressured too much. He was riding out his last years on the copy desk, and it was a safe, easy berth. Writers liked him to work on their stories because he had a deft hand with other people’s prose. He always improved my copy and caught my errors. He also told me when he thought I did a good job. Praise was scarce at the Gazette. Peggy, on the other hand, slashed my copy, criticized me behind my back, and, worst of all, added careless errors. Fortunately, I kept copies of my columns and exposed her shoddy work. After that, she hated me, but she usually left my columns alone. Most other writers let her do what she wanted to avoid the strife.

Peggy was determined to get rid of Monahan, and he was determined to stay. He dug in at his desk like it was under enemy attack. I knew Peggy tried all the tricks on him that she used on Albers, but Monahan held out. Today Monahan looked like she was getting to him. His gray hair was hanging in his eyes instead of neatly combed back, his shirt was wrinkled, and his tie was crooked. A lot of newsmen looked like that all the time, but not Monahan. He was always neat. Something was bothering him. I didn’t think Albers’s retirement came as a surprise. It had to be something else. Monahan jerked his head toward the back hall and walked away from his desk. I waited a minute and followed him out. He was angrily pacing back and forth by the old freight elevator.

“Cruella’s outdone herself this time,” he said through clenched teeth. “Now she’s adding outright lies to her other tricks. I can fight anything but lies. Damn her.” He was so angry, he balled his fist up and hit the wall.

“Let’s meet after work and talk about it,” I said. “Maybe we can think of some way to stop her.”

“We can’t meet at the Last Word,” he said. Too many people listened in on conversations at the newspaper bar. “How about Crusoe’s on Osceola? It’s near your place and not too far from mine. I get off work at five. I’ll see you there about five-thirty.” I agreed to meet him there.

I’d been in the building half an hour and still hadn’t reached my desk. Louise was hiding out in the back hall, too, pretending to wash her coffee mug in the janitor’s sink. She didn’t bother hiding the fact that she was crying. I could hear the department phones ringing and ringing, but for the first time ever Louise didn’t rush over to answer them. I put my arms around her, as if there had been a death. Well, there had. Louise’s career was dead. “Louise, I’m so sorry. This is a stupid move.”

She sniffed and wiped her nose on a tissue. “How can they do this to me? I’ve worked hard for this paper for twenty years. Now he’s turned on me. Charlie wants rid of me.”

Suddenly it fell into place. It didn’t make sense to have Louise work with computers—unless the Gazette wanted her out. Then it was a clever move.

“Why does the paper want to force you out?” I asked.

“Because I’m too old,” she said. And started crying again. “They want a younger image for the section.”

“Charlie said that?”

“Charlie wouldn’t bother talking to someone as unimportant as me. He had Smiling Steve do it,” she said, and started crying again.

Smiling Steve was assistant managing editor for scummy stuff. His official title looked better on a letterhead, but that’s what Steve did. He’d been second in command for three managing editors, including Charlie. He was an affable-looking man who would slice off your head while he smiled. Steve desperately wanted to be managing editor. He never understood that carrying out the company’s petty crimes barred him from the job he coveted. Great editors could commit great sins, but they couldn’t harass harmless secretaries like Louise. The publisher would no more promote Smiling Steve than he’d invite the guy who sprayed his place for roaches to dinner. Despite his fancy title, Steve was simply someone who did unpleasant but useful things.

Poor Louise had stopped crying and started talking again. “Steve stood by my desk with that smiley face of his. I knew he was up to something. He made small talk until I almost couldn’t stand it, I was so nervous. Then he said the paper was transferring me to the morgue because I was too old to work in the Family section. Too old to answer the phone! You know what really hurts? I’m the same age as Smiling Steve.”

“Louise, he can’t say you’re too old. That’s against the law,” I said seriously. “I know a good EEOC lawyer. Please let me set up an appointment for you.”

She shook her head. Her shoulders sagged. Suddenly she did seem old. I’d never seen lively Louise look so defeated. “Francesca, I am too old to fight. You know my Bob has heart trouble. I don’t know how long I’ll have him here with me, and I don’t want to have our time together eaten up with a lawsuit. I can’t risk losing our health insurance, even if I won later. The Gazette got me. I’m transferred out of the only job I’ve ever cared about. Friday is my last day in this department. I start in the morgue on Monday.”

We both saw Wendy the Whiner coming down the hall. I couldn’t stand to talk to that woman, on top of everything else. I abandoned Louise and finally reached my desk after forty-five minutes of Gazette crises. I had a stack of letters propped up next to my phone. Thank God for my readers. My love life was dead and my job was insane, but my readers were delightful. They kept me going. I read some of the letters and laughed out loud. The best was from Muffy O’Toole. She had a hilarious story about how the family cat, Brownie, seized a chipmunk raiding a bird feeder on her back deck. Her toddler boldly went over and pulled the chipmunk away. The toddler and the cat got in a tug of war, and the chipmunk ran up inside the baby’s fashionably baggy pants, like something in a Warner Bros, cartoon. Just like the cartoon, no one was seriously hurt. The cat was disgruntled, and the chipmunk lost the fur on the tip of his tail, but the tiny animal was back on the deck the next day, eating from the bird feeder. Muffy identified him by the bald spot on his tail.

The phone rang. It was Sonny, my biker friend, and he sounded unhappy. “Hey, Francesca, you got any news for us?”

“Still looking into things, Sonny.”

“God, I hope so. Francesca, you got to do something. The cops are thick as mosquitoes in a swamp. We can’t do nothing without running into one.”

“I need to find one particular person, Sonny, who’ll give me some information. I promise I’ll spend tomorrow tracking him down. Meanwhile, have you seen Jack?”

“Nobody has,” he said. “Jack’s skipped.”

I said good-bye to Sonny, but with a sinking feeling. If Jack didn’t show up to defend himself, he was going to stay on Mayhew’s list of suspects—and I wasn’t sure he didn’t belong there.

By the time I finished making phone calls and answering letters, it was past five o’clock. Time to go meet Monahan at Crusoe’s, a dark, newish bar with comfortable booths and a younger South Side crowd. Monahan was already there.

“Hi, doll,” he said, and waved me over to his booth. I didn’t mind Monahan calling me that. The man always sounded like a 1940s movie, but he believed women were equal at the office. I liked his attitude better than a lot of younger men who called me Ms. to my face but tried to keep me in my place.

Monahan was drinking blackberry cordial, a strange sweet drink for a war correspondent, but no one ever questioned his courage. The small glasses were lined up in front of him. I counted three. Not a good sign. I sat down and ordered a club soda, a burger with fries, and potato skins slathered with sour cream. Since I wouldn’t be seeing Lyle any time soon, I asked for extra onions on everything but the club soda. Might as well enjoy being alone.

“Cruella’s out to get me,” he said. Monahan wasn’t being paranoid. It was a fact. “Look at this.” He pulled out a Gazette memo. “I printed this out. I found it in her computer queue this morning, when I was looking for some extra medical columns.”

The memo was labeled “confidential” and addressed to Charlie. Peggy spent several paragraphs flattering Charlie. Then, after complimenting him for his good judgment in promoting her, Peggy got to Monahan. The memo said:


I am extremely concerned about the performance of copy editor Monahan. I believe he is alcohol-impaired, and it is affecting his ability to perform his duties. I have verbally warned him about serious errors on several occasions, but he has not responded, except with denials and abusive comments. I do not think an uncooperative attitude such as this is the kind of thing we need at the new Gazette.



“What does she mean, she’s given you verbal warnings?” I asked.

“She told me I made two obvious mistakes. In one of my headlines, ‘condom’ was spelled ‘condum.’ In another headline, ‘surprise’ was spelled ‘suprise.’ I don’t make mistakes like that. I told her she was nuts. You know my work, Francesca. I’m careful.”

“Yes, you are. Besides, you use spell check, so those kinds of errors are easily caught.”

“I think she’s adding those mistakes, but there’s no way I can prove it.”

“Yes, there is. I have a friend at the Gazette who’s good with computers. Jim can call up the audit trail and check it. It will show who is making these mistakes. Then, if it’s her, we’ll have proof she’s trying to ruin you.”

“She is. That’s exactly what she’s doing. I’d like to wring her fat neck . . . aw, shit, sorry, doll.” Monahan had squeezed the stem on his cordial glass in his anger and broken it. Purple liquid spilled on the tabletop. I grabbed some paper napkins and mopped it up. “Maybe I should go home and get some sleep,” he said. “I don’t feel so good.” He didn’t look so good, either. Monahan’s hands were shaking, and his skin was pasty white overlaid with cherry red. He was drinking too much and he looked sick. Maybe he was making the mistakes himself. I didn’t know, and I wouldn’t until my computer maven checked the audit trails. But I did know that Peggy was getting to Monahan. Something had to be done soon, or Monahan would give up.

“Don’t worry,” I said. “I’ll talk to Jim the computer expert tonight, before he goes on duty. He’ll find out if she’s adding errors. We’ll talk again tomorrow. How about a ride home? You look like you’re a little under the weather.”

“Thanks, doll, I need the walk,” he said. “I’m a lot better now that I know I’m going to hear Cruella shriek.”

“Well get her,” I said. “Tomorrow, everything will be different.”

It was. For both of us.
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The next morning, I was back at Uncle Bob’s for breakfast. I wasn’t going to have my usual this morning. I was going to eat crow, and I knew it would be tough. Marlene was not waiting with my scrambled egg and a side of sarcasm. Instead, she greeted me at the PLEASE WAIT FOR A TABLE sign with freezing politeness. “Would you like a table or a booth, ma’am?” she said, as if she didn’t recognize me.

“Marlene, I’m sorry.”

“Are you?” she said. “I don’t know who was in here yesterday, but she certainly was a touchy bitch. Wasteful, too. I threw away a perfectly good breakfast.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I don’t know that person, either, but I think she’s a real jerk and I want to apologize for her. Look, I acted badly. I know it’s no excuse, but I’ve just broken up with Lyle. This doesn’t seem to be my week for getting along with anyone. I’m sorry.”

“I’m sorry, too,” Marlene said, defrosting immediately. She could never stay angry for long. “Sit down and have some coffee. I can tell this is tearing you up. You look awful. What went wrong? I like Lyle. I thought you made a good couple, but it’s your decision.”

“He was pressuring me to marry him,” I said.

“Men are such romantics,” Marlene said. “Sleep with them a few times, and they want a commitment.”

I laughed. It felt strange, but good. “It’s a little more than that. He thinks I love my job more than I love him.”

“So? Men can get away with that. Why not women? Why shouldn’t Lyle be grateful that you work your ass off? You’d think he’d want a good provider.” I thought of Sydney, married to cold, hardworking Hudson, spending his money on useless things and chauffeuring their son on a lonely round of required activities. I didn’t laugh this time. “Somehow, I can’t see Lyle lunching on gin and lettuce at the Women’s Exchange and buying cute things for the house,” I said.

“And I can’t see you working less than ten hours a day. Ever. Hasn’t he realized that yet?”

“I’m not going to change,” I said. “Why can’t he accept me as I am? Lyle says the paper doesn’t love me, and all I’m doing is making it rich while the editors mistreat me.”

“So?” Marlene said. “All companies do that to their employees. Everyone knows that. At least everyone who wasn’t born with a silver spoon in his mouth, like Lyle. The point is—do you love your job?”

“I do, I do,” I said, and laughed, realizing I’d said part of the marriage vows. “I guess I am married to my job.”

“Who cares? Do you think you make enough money?”

“I could make more if I worked someplace sane. But I like the freedom I have, and that’s a good tradeoff. Management sucks, but my readers make putting up with the editors worthwhile.”

“Then you aren’t being taken advantage of,” Marlene said. “Maybe you and Lyle just need time to think things through.”

“He hasn’t called,” I said, trying to keep my voice from wobbling.

“And have you called him?”

“After what he said? I’ve got some pride.”

“Then you’re both taking time to think it over. That’s not bad. Meanwhile, I have a column idea for you. You know my friend Laurie?”

“The name’s familiar, but I can’t place her.”

“Perky little brunette. Used to be married to Mr. Family Value.”

“The guy who has those awful ads on late-night TV peddling insurance?”

The ads showed Mr. Family Value sitting stiffly on a blue-flowered couch in his South Side living room. He wore a cheap sleeveless shirt and a mustache that looked like a piece of brown shag carpet. The woman he called “my sweet wife, Susie” was posed nervously next to him, as if she expected the couch to be repossessed at any minute. A fat baby drooled happily in her lap, until the end of the commercial, when the kid reached up and yanked Mr. Family Values mustache—something the whole city was dying to do.

Marlene intoned with a look of fake sincerity, just like Mr. FV, “Remember, you need value—Family Value—so you know your loved ones are financially safe. Put your family first. Give your family something to hold onto, owww!”

That was the best part of the ad, when the baby grabbed Mr. Family Value’s hairy mustache. I was sure that thing on his lip was a fake, until the baby pulled on it. It seemed obvious the kid wasn’t following the script, but Mr. Family Value’s ad agency must have talked him into leaving that bit in. They were right. The kid’s unscripted move made the ad wildly popular. It entered into the local folklore with other classic local late-night ads, right up there with “Wanda, the queen of carpet” sitting on top the Gateway Arch.

According to Marlene, sweet Susie was Wife No. 2. “He left his first family in the lurch. He walked out on Laurie and their two kids, so he could marry Susie, a woman he met at church—don’t you love it? He decided he didn’t want to pay child support, even though Laurie had a court order. The city is notoriously lax about enforcing those orders, and Laurie’s tired of having to pay her lawyer to get money that’s supposed to be hers. This morning, when his Family Value insurance office opens at ten, she’s going to do something about it. You might want to be there.”

It was nine forty-five. I paid my check and walked out to Ralph, admiring his sleek Jaguar beauty in the morning sun. We made it to Mr. Family Value’s in surance office on Hampton, in the heart of St. Louis Hills, by nine fifty-five. It was in a neat yellow brick building from the late 1940s. St. Louis Hills was a section of St. Louis that had remained almost unchanged for half a century. The lawns were still neatly manicured. The redbrick houses were scrupulously cared for. On Sundays you could drive down the streets and smell the roasts cooking in the ovens. People here still had old-fashioned standards. They would certainly be shocked by the sight of tiny Laurie, in a pink shirtwaist and blue coat she must have stolen from June Cleaver, in front of the Family Value Insurance Office with a hand-lettered picket sign. “What about Family Value for your first family?” the sign said. “Mr. Family Value Owes $9,983.62 in child support for the children he abandoned.”

Laurie walked sedately back and forth on the sidewalk, while a crowd of neighbors gathered and read the sign. They were mostly well-dressed matrons and businessmen in suits, and they thoroughly disapproved of this spectacle on their street. Promptly at 10:00 A.M., Mr. Family Value and his mustache got out of a shiny new blue-green Buick.

“Laurie! What is the meaning of this?” he barked.

“Read the sign,” she said sweetly.

“I’m calling the police and having you removed. This is illegal,” he said.

“Not as long as I stay on the sidewalk,” she said.

“It’s libelous,” he screamed. The crowd didn’t like him yelling at tiny Laurie. There was a low, angry murmur. Laurie refused to be bullied. I was scribbling frantically.

“Not as long as I’m telling the truth,” she said. “That is the exact amount. Here’s the most recent court order.” She held it out to the crowd. A woman with steel-colored hair and an equally steely expression put on her half-glasses and examined it eagerly, then passed it onto her neighbor carrying an NPR tote.

“I have to do something,” Laurie said calmly. “I can’t make the payments for our children’s Catholic school tuition.” Mrs. Steel frowned. Score another point for Laurie. This Catholic neighborhood would be doubly shocked by a father who deserted his family and wouldn’t pay for a proper religious education.

“Laurie, I told you I was short of money,” he said, but now he was pleading.

“You have money for a brand-new Buick,” Mrs. NPR Tote said.

“Disgraceful!” Mrs. Steel said. They both shook their heads.

“So much for Mr. Family Value’s family values,” said someone else in the gathering crowd, but it was hard to tell where the remark came from. Everyone was making disparaging comments. Mr. Family Value was starting to sweat, even though the morning was chilly.

“Susie better watch her sweet self. She could be next!” Mrs. Tote said. “And that cute little baby will have nothing to hold on to. Is this your family value?”

“Family Value! Family Value!” the crowd chanted while Laurie marched back and forth. Traffic was slowing down on Hampton to watch. A police car pulled up, followed by a four-wheel drive vehicle belonging to a TV station. I was enjoying this.

“Laurie, sweetheart, lets discuss this inside,” he said in a wheedling tone.

“Let’s talk about it in front of witnesses,” she said firmly. “I’d especially like to talk to that nice TV reporter.” Mr. Family Value’s eyes were wide with terror as he saw the cameraman open the back of the vehicle. This station did not carry his commercial.

“I’ll write you a check!” he yelped, as if he’d been stung.

“Better hurry,” Laurie said. “I think he’s getting ready to shoot.”

The crowd cheered as Mr. Family Value wrote a check for $9,983.62, right there on the sidewalk. It made a great shot for the TV cameraman. After he left, Laurie was only too happy to talk to me. “I said I wouldn’t talk to that TV reporter if he wrote the check, but I never mentioned anything about the newspaper,” she said. Mr. Family Value said nothing to me but “no comment,” which only made my job easier. I’d bagged a column before noon.

I found a pay phone at the Target store. I didn’t want this call to go through the Gazette switchboard. Jim Grove, my computer maven, had done some electronic snooping for me last night. He told me to call him at home after eleven this morning. Jim worked deep in the Gazette computer room, a windowless, white-floored, temperature-controlled room. But he didn’t look like your typical pasty-faced computer nerd. Jim was a sailor who happened to like computers. The income from his grandfather’s patent malaria medicine, Grove’s Tasteless Chill Tonic, allowed him to indulge his passion for boats. He had a vintage 1966 power boat, a fifty-footer with a wood cabin lovingly crafted by Carolina cabinetmakers. One summer he took it from Florida to Nova Scotia, a memorable five-month trip. I’d never seen the boat, but I saw a photo of Jim on deck. The man had great legs.

Jim was enough of a free spirit he’d help prove Monahan’s innocence—if he was innocent. I thought of his shaky hands and wondered if Monahan was making those mistakes himself. I was almost afraid to call Jim, but I did. He answered on the first ring.

“Morning, Francesca,” he said cheerfully. “I found what you wanted. Monahan was absolutely correct. He sent the first story to the Family desk, the holding desk for edited copy, at one-oh-four, and ‘condom’ was spelled correctly. At one-sixteen it was changed to ‘condum’ by someone logged in to terminal 22. That’s the Family copy chief’s desk. Same story, different times for suprise.”

“Cruella set him up,” I said.

“Whoever was sitting at terminal 22 at one-sixteen on that date set him up. I’ve saved you a printout.”

“It was Cruella. She always takes an early lunch. You got her, Jim. I can’t wait to tell Monahan. I’m on my way into the office.”

I found Ralph right where I’d parked him. That car was such a pleasure to drive. Too bad it was not a pleasure to go to the Gazette. The place was positively poisonous since Charlie took over. Today the newsroom was strangely silent. Now that Charlie was managing editor, it was often quiet. But that was a sullen quiet, like a classroom with a mean teacher. This was different. This silence had a shocked quality to it. People stood around in little groups, talking softly. Whatever was wrong, it was bad. When I got back to the Family department, I didn’t hear any bickering on the copy desk. I’d prayed for that silence, but now it seemed unpleasant and brooding. Family Editor Wendy wasn’t around, as usual. The phones were ringing, and Louise wasn’t answering them. She was sitting at her desk, crying.

“What’s wrong?” I asked her.

She got out two words before she cried again. “It’s Monahan.”

“What’s Monahan?”

“He had a stroke. He probably won’t make it,” Louise said. I was shocked and numbed by the news, but not surprised, not really. I remembered the way his hands shook and the waxy white over red color of his skin.

“When did it happen?”

“Last night at ten-thirty. His poor wife called this morning. He’s not expected to live out the week, poor thing. He was such a nice man. The last of the real newsmen. As far as I’m concerned, when Monahan dies, the old Gazette is dead.”

“And I know who killed it,” I said. I didn’t say anything else. Now I’d probably never be able to tell Monahan he didn’t make those mistakes. I wished I could have called Lyle and talked with him about what happened. He knew how much I liked Monahan. But we weren’t talking. So I did what I always do when I’m unhappy. I threw myself into my work. I wrote my column about Laurie. Then I started on my story about Sydney’s life and last days, and how a Ladue lady went from society soirées to biker balls. As I was pawing through my notes to find another interview, I found a notice on my desk that added to my misery. There was another meeting of the Voyage Committee next week. I groaned. I had to spend more time in the company wind tunnel. I needed to get out of the newsroom right now. Too many things were going wrong: Monahan was dying. The Voyage Committee was meeting. Could things get any worse? Oh, yes. Much worse. On my way out of the newsroom, I ran into Charlie. A close encounter with my boss was never pleasant, but he had a weasely grin that let me know he was up to something nasty.

“How’s Lyle?” he asked, while the reporters sitting around us pretended to type on their computers. I knew they were pretending because Charmaine, the one closest to me, kept hitting the same four keys.

“Just fine,” I lied.

“I saw him at lunch at O’Connell’s the other day. He must like chicken.”

“Usually he has their burgers,” I said, wondering why we were discussing Lyle’s eating habits at an Irish bar.

“He was lunching with a student,” Charlie said. That slice of grin again. Like a knife in my gut. “Very pretty blonde. Young. Looked to be almost twenty years younger than you. She was hanging on his every word. Hanging on him, too. Everyone was talking about it. Just thought you should know about his little lunch.”

“It’s okay, Charlie,” I said. “I know he eats.”

I heard Charlie laughing as I walked away and pretended I didn’t care. That conversation was Charlie’s payback. He was notoriously unfaithful, and I’d let him know more than once what I thought of his tomcat behavior. Naturally, Charlie wouldn’t pass up Lyle’s little slip with a student.

Damn Lyle twice over. He was going out with a student! Lyle was forty-nine years old. What could he say to a nineteen-year-old girl? Of course, maybe he wasn’t talking to her. Maybe when he was in bed with her he didn’t see the cellulite I had on my thighs, or that sag around my midsection, or . . . the hell with that. There was only one thing to do when I felt like this. Head for a bar.

I picked one to suit my mood: South Side Annie’s on Delor Street. Annie was a sixtyish woman who weighed about ninety-seven pounds, and most of that was her haystack of sprayed blond hair. She didn’t look big enough to lift her unfiltered cigarettes. But Annie once blew away two holdup men with a shotgun. As far as Annie was concerned, they gave her two reasons for the instant death penalty: Both pulled weapons on her, and one used the line she hated most in the world. He sneered and said, “Annie, get your gun?” She did. She kept it within reach under the bar.

Their deaths were ruled justifiable homicides. No charges were filed, and South Side Annie’s became one of the safest bars in the city. In the afternoons, the neighborhood seniors drank cheap beer at her place. At night, when they toddled home to bed, bikers drank there. I was hoping I’d see Streak tonight. He owed me a favor. I’d looked up some information for him. His nephew wanted to know about his father, who died a hero in Vietnam. I tracked down the old stories in the Gazette files and found some duplicate photos. Streak owed me, and I was going to cash in. I needed information. I got the feeling the bikers weren’t lying to me, but they weren’t telling me everything I needed to know, either. Maybe Streak would be able to fill in the gaps.

I sat at a back table, in my yuppie beige pantsuit, chugging club sodas, eating a cheeseburger, and watching drunks try to get the big prize in the claw machine: a neon-pink stuffed bear. Annie could have kept herself in smokes for a month with the quarters they dropped in that claw machine, just while I sat there. A paunchy fellow named Billy came over and tried to hit on me, but Annie called out, “Billy, get over here,” like he was two years old, instead of fifty-two, and Billy obeyed. After Annie shot those guys, most men did obey her. No other man was dumb enough to try to bother me, and I sat there for three hours.

Finally, after eight-thirty, when I wasn’t sure I could force down one more club soda, Streak came through the door, his gray streak glinting in the neon beer signs. Tonight he was wearing black jeans and a Daytona Bike Week T-shirt with a huge faded gold eagle. It set off the panther tattoo on his bicep nicely. I waved him over and offered to buy him a beer. He went up to the bar and bought his own Busch, then sat down with me. “What brings you here, Francesca?”

“You. I’m here to collect my favor. Shouldn’t be too difficult, Streak. I’m just trying to find out what’s going on. I promised Sonny I’d look into what happened at the Leather and Lace Ball. I don’t think a biker killed Sydney Vander Venter, either. But I’m not getting straight answers from some of them, so I can find out who did.”

“I’m not sure I know what you need, Francesca. But ask me some questions.”

“I need to know what Crazy Jerry was doing at the time of the murder,” I said.

Streak started laughing, as if my question amused him. “Sorry, Francesca, I can’t betray a brother. Jerry and I, we go all the way back to Nam. But I’ll give you a hint. Ask him that question sometime when Stephanie isn’t around and you might get an answer.”

“When can I see him without her? They live together, right?”

“They do, although I’m not sure how long it’s going to continue. She was pretty pissed at him after the Leather and Lace Ball, and he gave the lady reason to be upset. However, if you stop by the factory where he works about three-thirty, quarter to four, some afternoon, you should see him coming out when he gets off work. He rides his Harley most days and parks it up near the side door.” Crazy Jerry worked at a furniture factory near my house, so tracking him down would be easy.

“Okay, fair enough. But I know Gilly wasn’t a Vietnam vet. Can you tell me what he was doing? He says he was with his old lady, but nobody believes him.”

“For once that guy is telling the truth, but he lies so much, who’s going to believe him? I drove Crazy Jerry home, because Steph left without him and he was too shook to drive after that society lady was found dead. While walking to my pickup, I passed Gilly’s car, and the windows were all steamed up. I wasn’t going to look, but there was this break in the steam, and I saw him with a blonde. Do you know much about Gilly? The story won’t make much sense unless you do. See, he and Mabel still live together, but they really can’t stand each other. She says if they divorce, she gets his left nut or his Harley, whichever hurts more, and I don’t have to tell you the answer to that. So they have this kind of truce. She has a show husband who takes her to church and dances and her relatives’ for dinner and pays the bills, but she does her thing and he does his. He has some girlfriends, but he’s careful not to have them around Mabel. So I just turned my head away when I saw Gilly with the blonde, except something about her looked familiar. Finally, I sorta peeked in and I’m sorry I did. There was Gilly in the backseat with his own wife. They saw me, too. It was embarrassing for all of us. He must have been really drunk to hit on Mabel, and she must have been drunker to say yes. Naturally, no one believes him.”

“So Gilly got caught cheating on his girlfriend with his wife. I think that’s a country song, isn’t it? Well, we cleared one biker suspect. Let’s go for two. Where was Jack, Sydney’s boyfriend? He says he was just riding around after he left the Casa Loma, but nobody saw him.”

“Can’t help you there, Francesca, I don’t know where he was after he left that night.”

“Do you know where he is now, so I can ask him?”

“No. Haven’t seen him. Haven’t seen anyone who’s seen him.”

“Do you think he did it?”

“Don’t know. Can’t help you with that one, either.” Streak was clearly losing interest in the conversation. He was definitely gaining interest in a redheaded woman drinking beer out of a bottle. Some men were suckers for beer-drinking women. Lyle, for one. Wonder if his little college student drank beer out of the bottle. At her age, she probably drank milk out of a bottle. Wonder if I’d ever quit thinking about Lyle.

“That’s okay, Streak, you’ve been a big help already,” I said. Streak finished his beer and ambled toward the bar in the direction of the redheaded beer drinker. I paid my check and left. At home, I checked my answering machine. No calls. Not that I was expecting to hear from Lyle, but you’d think he might at least let me know when I could come pick up my clothes and stuff I’d left in his closet. I hadn’t moved in with him, but when you sleep over at a guy’s house a few times (okay, more than a few) things just kind of accumulate. Heck with him. There was nothing I needed there. If Lyle wanted my things out of his house, he could call me. Or he could throw them out. I didn’t care. Just like I didn’t care that he didn’t call. So why did my heart beat so fast when the phone rang? And why was I so disappointed when it turned out to be Jack, even though I’d just told Streak I really wanted to track him down?

“This Francesca Verling?” Jack said, mispronouncing my name. He spoke slowly and carefully. I wondered if he had a buzz on.

“It’s Veer-ling,” I corrected. “Where are you, Jack?”

“Doesn’t matter,” he said. I could almost hear the shrug. “I got some information about who killed Sydney.”

“Oh?” I used my most noncommittal oh.

“Yeah, I got some papers that will prove who murdered Syd.”

I wasn’t noncommittal anymore. I was excited. “When can we meet?” I said.

“When you got the money,” he said. “You can have them for twenty-five thousand dollars.”

Incredible. This slob wanted to sell me the name of Sydney’s killer. “The City Gazette does not believe in checkbook journalism,” I said loftily. The City Gazette did not believe in opening a checkbook, ever. The paper made Sydney’s mother-in-law look like Donald Trump. Those cheapskates wouldn’t pay twenty-five thousand dollars for one reporter, much less for one story. They wouldn’t give that kind of money for Jimmy Hoffa’s body and Elvis’s current address. But I couldn’t say that, so I took the high road instead. “Are you selling me the name of Sydney’s killer?” I said.

“Yep. This will do it.”

“You have no shame. You lived with that woman. You borrowed money from her, and now you want to make money off her dead body. You’re disgusting.”

“Hey, Sydney didn’t mind having me commit a crime to get these papers,” he said. “It was me that got them, and it would be my ass thrown in jail if I got caught, and this time they’d throw away the key. But I did it for her. You can afford morals, Miss Newspaper Lady. You get a paycheck every week. Me, I can’t make a living with the cops buzzing around me like flies on shit. I owe my lawyer and I owe rent clear back to August, and if I don’t sell these papers, I gotta sell my Harley, and that I just ain’t gonna do, not for Sydney or anybody else. This will be enough money to get me out of town for a while.”

“I don’t have any money, and I wouldn’t pay you if I could,” I said. Jack was a sleaze. I’d never figure out what Sydney saw in him.

“Fine with me,” he said. “I got somebody who’s willing to pay. We’re meeting Saturday at midnight. I just wanted to give you first crack at it, out of respect for Sydney and all. If you change your mind, give me a call.”

“Yeah, right. Don’t hold your breath underwater waiting for my call.” I hung up the phone. What an idiot. Did Jack really think I’d believe someone would give him twenty-five thousand dollars cash at a midnight meeting? Did he think I still read Nancy Drew? Jack was bluffing. If he knew anyone with bucks, Jack would have sold those papers by now, and he wouldn’t bother calling me. He didn’t have a buyer. How could he? The Gazette was the only newspaper in town. No local TV station would pay his price, and this wasn’t a big enough story to interest a network TV tabloid show.

The phone rang again. I was popular tonight. Maybe I was even popular with Lyle. But the next call made me forget about Lyle and Jack both. It was Monahan’s wife. “My husband died about an hour ago,” she said in a flat, emotionless voice. “I just wanted to let you know, because my husband thought a lot of you.”

“I thought a lot of him, too, Mrs. Monahan,” I said softly.

“I know you did,” she said, and I could hear her voice slipping. But Mrs. Monahan was as tough as her husband. She fought back the tears and told me Monahan would be laid out Saturday and Sunday and buried Monday morning after Mass at St. Philomena’s, an old city Catholic church in my neighborhood. It was a good church for Monahan’s funeral service: traditional and dignified.

I drifted through Friday, stopping in at the Gazette just long enough to pick up my paycheck and check my messages. I had contributed twenty bucks for Louise’s going-away gift, but I didn’t have the heart to hang around for the party in the company cafeteria that afternoon. It would be sadder than Monahan’s funeral. I couldn’t believe that this was Louise’s last day in our department already. Monday she would be working in the morgue. Nobody claimed to know yet who would be taking her place. I left a message for the mystery receptionist that I would be at Monahan’s funeral Monday morning. I had a good excuse to leave the Gazette that afternoon. I planned to track down Crazy Jerry as he was coming out of work. And I was in just the right troublemaking mood to do it. The furniture factory was in a small, hidden-away industrial area at the foot of Utah Street. Unless you really knew South St. Louis, you’d never find it. It was a big pale-green aluminum building with a blacktop parking lot. I didn’t go inside. I spotted Jerry’s Harley parked near the side door and pulled my Jaguar in back of it, making it tough for him to get out. Jerry was one of the first ones out of the building, freshly showered and wearing his biker leather, this time with jeans under the chaps. A couple of guys whistled when I got out of my Jaguar. To get the best results, I’d worn a short skirt and high heels. Jerry looked terrified. He knew he’d have a hard time explaining this meeting to Stephanie.

“Francesca, what are you doin here?” he said, looking around guiltily at the guys starting to pour out the door.

“I need a straight answer. What happened at the Casa Loma? The faster you tell me, the faster I’m out of here,” I said.

“Nothing happened,” he said.

“You asked for it,” I said, and unbuttoned one button on my blouse and moved closer to him. I heard another wolf whistle. Jerry looked around desperately, as if he could hide under his Harley. I took another step forward and reached for my blouse again.

“Don’t!” He yelped. “I’ll talk.”

Good thing. I had no idea what I was going to do next. I’d be hanging out all over if I unbuttoned anything else.

“You promise you won’t tell Stephanie?” he said.

I promised. It was easy. There was no way I could explain this encounter to Stephanie, anyway. She would break me over her knee like a piece of kindling.

“I was in the coatroom on the balcony,” he said. “It’s never locked. It’s used for storage. There’s a big old Christmas wreath, old booths, extra tables and chairs and portable coat racks, all kinds of junk.”

“Why would Stephanie object to that?”

“I wasn’t alone,” he said, and hung his head like a small boy who’d been caught. “I was with Bobbi.”

“Which one was she?”

“She’s blonde. She’s sort of big up here,” he said, sketching balloon breasts in the air. “She wears these skimpy-lookin’ halter tops.”

“That described a lot of women that night,” I said.

“You’d remember her,” he said, and suddenly I thought I did. If the woman I saw in my mind was Bobbi, she had a bigger endowment than Washington University, a skirt even shorter than mine, and black fishnet stockings with red bows up the back.

“We’d been having us a little fun on one of the black vinyl booths in the corner, behind the Christmas decorations. Nothing serious. Bobbi’s married and I’m living with Stephanie. But I couldn’t say anything about where I was because Bobbi’s got a real jealous husband, and Stephanie gets kind of upset.” I pictured an upset Stephanie hurling couches and refrigerators like a goddess throwing thunderbolts.

“I figured I was better off pissing off the police than either one of them.”

I figured he was right. “So explain how your handprints got on the door.”

Jerry squirmed a little and scratched his head endearingly, part of his little-boy-caught act. I kept staring at him. In ten more seconds, I was going for the blouse button again. But I didn’t have to. He talked. He’d already gotten past the worst of it. In another minute or two, he’d be rid of me. “I left the coatroom first, when I heard myself being paged for the contest. I looked around for Stephanie, because she was working on the poker run fund raiser on the balcony. I saw her way over on the other side, mobbed with people, so I just slipped over to the door to the emergency exit without her noticing me. It’s real close. Bobbi waited a few minutes and then headed for the ladies’ room in the other direction. I went down the back steps to the alley. I was gonna come back into the dance by the front door and say I’d been getting cigarettes out of my truck. Except I came out the alley door and saw Sydney, and she was dead. Real dead.” Even now, his face turned pale at the memory. “I’ve seen dead before, but, man, not like that. I freaked. I leaned up against the door and I guess that’s when I left my prints. At first, I thought Stephanie had killed the woman. But then I realized she’d been working at the poker run, and that kept her too busy to slip out and kill someone and besides, she’d have been covered with blood. But it took me awhile to figure that out. I just sat in my truck until I calmed down and realized Stephanie wasn’t a murderer. Then I went back into the ball, where I got shitfaced. I wanted to forget the awful sight of that dead lady. I’d just been dancing with her and now she looked like roadkill. Streak took me home in his pickup, and I told him what happened. He didn’t tell you, did he?”

“No, Jerry, he didn’t. He’d never betray a friend. Thanks for telling me.” I left him there in the parking lot. It was a short trip home, but I spent it wondering why smart men did dumb things. Why couldn’t Jerry keep his pants zipped? Why couldn’t Lyle? If Lyle called, maybe I’d ask him. But he didn’t call all weekend. I brooded and ate pizza and cleaned the apartment and climaxed this exciting weekend with Monahan’s wake on Sunday afternoon. He was laid out at the old Grand Funeral Home on South Grand, a place where you expected Gloria Swanson from Sunset Boulevard to come vamping in the door any moment. The Grand had a slightly decayed (if I can use that word about a funeral home) 1920s Hollywood glamour: chairs as big as thrones, torch lamps, and paintings in heavy gold frames. A lot of my South Side relatives made their final public appearance at the Grand. Monahan was in Parlor A. I recognized Mrs. Monahan and two of their adult children surrounded by a flock of graying folks in their sixties: Monahan’s friends and family. These were his contemporaries. But where were his colleagues? There wasn’t anyone from the Gazette. I didn’t see Charlie or Wendy or Peggy. Not a soul from the copy desk. Not one of the writers whose copy he had so skillfully edited. Maybe they came earlier. I checked the guest book on an ornate stand by the door. Nope. Nobody from the Gazette. Unless they got here in the next hour, no one from the paper would be at Monahan’s wake. The walls were lined with floral tributes and prayer cards. The staff was well represented there. I found the flowers from the Newspaper Guild—a huge spray of orange gladioli. The bronze chrysanthemums from the Family department complemented the open bronze casket.

“Francesca!” said Mrs. Monahan, a slender, dark-haired woman in deepest black. “I knew you’d come. Nobody else did from the paper, but I was sure you’d be here.” She clung to my hand as if it were a life preserver.

“Nobody?” I said, and wished I could recall the word the minute it slipped out.

“Not one of those cowardly bastards,” she said, sounding amazingly like Monahan. “Not his pipe smoking buddy Albers. Not Charlie, the new caring managing editor. Not his lovely black-haired boss, Cruella. None of the writers who used to sneak around and ask him to fix their copy after Cruella took a hatchet to it. He did it, too, even though there was hell to pay when Peggy caught him. Now that he can’t do any more favors for them, they don’t bother with him.” Her face looked hard and angry and hurt. Then she patted my hand and said, “I’m so glad you could come. Would you like to see him?” as if she were a hostess at a party.

I would rather do almost anything than see Monahan dead, but I said yes and she escorted me to the bronze casket. I got up the courage to look inside. Monahan’s hair was combed wrong. It was the first thing I noticed. It really bothered me. I hated the thought of someone as neat as Monahan having his hair combed wrong forever. A permanent bad hair day. I choked back a badly timed laugh. This couldn’t be Monahan, looking like a department store dummy in pancake makeup and a blue suit, with a black rosary wrapped around his hands. In his pocket, instead of a handkerchief, were a reporter’s notebook and a pica stick, the old newspaper method of measuring. My stifled laugh was in danger of turning into a sob. I knelt on the padded kneeler at the casket, crossed myself as if I still went to church, and stared at a small makeup stain on his white shirt collar for a minute or so. Then I stood up, told Mrs. Monahan how sorry I was, and promised to be at the funeral in the morning. She nodded vaguely, because a weepy woman wearing enough Poison to gas half the South Side had her in a hold like a lady wrestler. I escaped to the parking lot. The cold air on my face felt good. Poor Monahan. The Gazette had used him and forgotten him. He meant no more than any other worn-out piece of equipment. Maybe that was my future there. Maybe Lyle . . . awww, screw Lyle. Unless his book baby was doing that.

It took me a long time to fall asleep, and I woke up with less than twenty minutes to make it to Monahan’s funeral Mass. I threw on something dark and slipped into a back pew. St. Philomena’s was dim and cool and beautiful, with an ornate altar gilded in the old German style. There was that special smell you get only in older churches: a lingering odor of beeswax candles, hothouse flowers, furniture polish, incense, and dust. The stained-glass windows glowed in the morning sun. A shaft of sunlight spotlighted the bronze casket in the center aisle. Monahan would have loved that touch, even if it was a little corny. Speaking of shaft, there was no one from the Gazette at the funeral. Except—wait. In the last pew across the aisle, I caught a glimpse of a boxy gray suit, a black silk blouse, and a yellow head. It was Georgia, bless her. After Mass, I stopped her in the parking lot.

“Georgia, am I glad to see you here,” I said.

“Ain’t this a load?” Georgia said, cleaning up her mouth for the occasion. “Poor old Monahan. I didn’t find out until I got home last night. I was out of town at a Better Newspaper Conference.”

“Did you find out what would make better newspapers?”

“Yeah. Quit having useless conferences with consultants telling us that papers need more local stories. I can’t believe anyone can make money spouting that tired message. If local news really brought readers, our circulation would be up five hundred percent. We even had to find a local angle to write about the Gulf War. Instead, our numbers are dropping faster than Charlie drops his drawers. Oh, shit, I shouldn’t be talking shop at Monahan’s funeral. He was a real newspaper person. There aren’t many left. I’m going to miss him.”

“Me, too. I hope Cruella fries in hell. As far as I’m concerned she killed a good man.”

Georgia shrugged. “He stayed because he wanted to. He died on the job and I think he wanted that, too. I couldn’t imagine Monahan ever retiring.”

“He sure didn’t get a chance to try, did he?” I said bitterly. The parking lot was emptying out. Some cars were lining up for the funeral procession. But neither one of us went to the burial. We both had to get back to the office. I wondered who—or what—would be replacing Louise. I could hear the mystery replacement before I ever got to our department. She had a wild high-pitched giggle. I also heard our phones ring wildly and then the department answering machine picking them up. Whatever the mystery woman was doing, she wasn’t working. Once I got a look at her, it was no mystery why she got this job and Louise was forced out. The mystery replacement was giggling with Charlie and looking at him as if he contained all the world’s wisdom. He was staring down the front of her blouse as if it contained global knowledge. Charlie never wasted time talking to Louise, except to issue orders. Of course, Louise looked at Charlie like he was something she’d scraped off her shoe. Also, Louise would never wear tight black jeans, stiletto heels, or a slick shiny blouse cut to show Dolly Parton promontories. And Louise didn’t have dyed black country singer hair. Why did Charlie think this big-haired woman would be able to speak to a younger readership? She probably thought Smashing Pumpkins was something you did on Saturday night after the Dairy Queen closed. Wait a minute. She was wearing eggplant lipstick and brownish fingernail polish, so her nails looked like a handful of cockroaches. Country grunge.

“Oh, Francesca,” she said, and the giggle immediately dried up. When she talked to me, she changed her tone. Her voice had an insinuating, superior edge that I don’t think the infatuated Charlie heard. “I been lookin’ all over for you,” she said accusingly, as if I’d been AWOL for weeks. “You should learn to leave a note lettin’ me know where you are.”

“I did,” I said. “I called it Friday. You should learn to answer the department phones. You might find it.”

“Francesca, you’re supposed to welcome Scarlette and make her job easier,” Charlie said sternly.

“Why, Charlie, it looks like you’ve already done everything you can,” I said sweetly. “And I think Scarlette is smart enough she already knows about easy.” Hey, she started it. And I liked watching Charlie’s face get red. Scarlette knew I’d said something unflattering, but she wasn’t sure what it was. She just stood there, her hands on her hips, while Charlie delivered a lecture to her breasts about how difficult I was.

Before I sat down at my desk, I went back to the morgue to say hi to Louise and see how she was settling in at her new assignment. She was sitting at the last desk, in front of one of the ancient putty-colored machines. Morris, the nerdy head of the department, was yelling at her: “No, no, no. Hit Shift F-two. Can’t you get anything right?” Cool, competent Louise, who could handle six phone calls, two crazed staffers, and the FedEx delivery all at once, looked utterly lost. Her hand hovered uncertainly over the keyboard. I left, before she saw me observing her distress. I hated to see a loyal employee treated so badly, while a worthless piece of trash like Scarlette queened it at Louise’s rightful place.

I guess Scarlette and Louise on top of Monahan’s funeral were what set me off. That and seeing Peggy joking with Wendy, the world’s most worthless editor, and the docile, cowlike creature that Peggy wanted to take Monahan’s place on the desk. Peggy didn’t waste any time. Monahan wasn’t even cold in the ground, and she had his replacement sitting at his desk—a meek little woman who would never argue with her, especially not to save a writer’s copy. I stalked over to the copy desk, where Peggy sat, wearing a too-tight black dress to match her long black hair.

“Congratulations, Peggy,” I said. “How’s it feel to murder a man?” The color drained out of her face, leaving only a bloody slash of lipstick. She burst into tears. I thought it was interesting that Peggy never asked what I was talking about. She knew what she did to Monahan.

Wendy rushed to her defense. “I heard that, Francesca,” she snapped. “I won’t have you verbally attacking my staff. You’ve reduced our copy desk chief to tears. You will be disciplined for this.”

“You let Peggy harass poor Monahan into his grave. Wendy, and never said a word. You let her sit there and knife the writers every day and you never stopped her. Now this cowardly killer leaks a few tears and I’m in trouble.”

“That’s enough, Francesca,” Wendy said. “I’m making an official note in your file. You’re insubordinate.”

“Wrong, Wendy. I’m in contempt.”

I walked out. I’d always wanted to do that. God, what an exit line. I knew that scene would get me a lecture about team spirit and a written reprimand in my file, but it was worth it. Even Georgia wasn’t too mad at me when she found out. I felt like celebrating. I took myself out to a good dinner at my favorite Italian restaurant. I didn’t get a chance to sit down and read the morning paper until about ten that night.

So it was a real shock when I opened the Gazette and saw that Sydney’s boyfriend Jack had been killed in a motorcycle accident. The story said he lost control of his Harley on a deserted road near Elsah, Illinois. The accident occurred sometime around midnight Saturday. The police were investigating the death as “suspicious in origin.”
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Jack was dead. He’d died trying to make money off his lover’s murder. The man was a lowlife, but he wasn’t a liar. At least, he was telling the truth about those papers he wanted to sell. He really was meeting someone at midnight, someone he thought would give him twenty-five thousand dollars. Who killed Jack? What was in those papers? And what did the papers have to do with Sydney? I was sure these two deaths were connected. Jack’s killer had to be the same person who killed Sydney.

If Jack thought this person had twenty-five thousand dollars, then the buyer wasn’t any of Sonny’s biker friends. They weren’t Cell’s Angels—doctors, lawyers, and accountants riding their Harleys on weekends, with their cell phones on their belts. Sonny’s biker friends were people who’d have to work a long time to get twenty-five thousand dollars. Except maybe Gilly, and he was such a small-time crook, he’d never have that much money in his whole life. As far as I was concerned, that meant Sydney was killed by either her husband or her son, and I’d put my money on the husband, He was mean enough to kill for money, and the Vander Venters had plenty of it.

But how do you kill someone on a motorcycle? Run a trip wire across the road? Drive straight at them in a car until the cycle swerved and lost control? How did you know for sure the rider would die in the accident? Most riders, even experienced ones, wiped out from time to time. They might lose some skin or break some bones, but they survived. That’s why they wore protection: leather jackets, chaps, boots, and helmets. Especially helmets. But Jack hated helmets. And he died in Illinois, a state that didn’t require motorcyclists to wear them. Did the killer plan that, too?

I wasn’t getting anywhere with this speculation. I needed some facts. I needed to talk to Detective Mark Mayhew. I was sure he’d look into Jack’s death. He’d be very interested in the sudden, suspicious death of a suspect. I knew where to find him: Uncle Bob’s. He was usually there at eight every morning, if he wasn’t working on a murder.

I timed it just right. I arrived about eight-fifteen, when he’d finished his waffle and was working on a second cup of coffee.

“Hi, Mark,” I said. “Can I talk with you a minute?”

“Sure,” he said, smiling. “Pull up a booth.”

God, he looked good in the morning. Freshly shaved face. Tiny bit of shaving soap near one ear. Dark hair perfectly combed. I liked the way his pearly gray tie went with his crisp gray-blue shirt and his gray worsted wool jacket. Marlene interrupted these pleasant thoughts with one of her sarcastic comments.

“Should I change your order to over-easy?” she said. That was her cute way of reminding me that Mark was married.

“No, I’ll have my usual, while Mark and I talk business,” I said, heavy on that last word.

“Of course,” Marlene said, letting me know she wasn’t buying it. Mark sipped his coffee as if this interchange was over his head. Maybe it was. After Marlene poured me some decaf and plunked down my scrambled egg and toast, I got to the subject. “I saw in the Gazette that Jack was killed Saturday night,” I began.

“Interesting, isn’t it?” Mark said, lazily pouring more half and half in his coffee.

“Real interesting,” I replied. “Especially after what he told me Thursday night about Sydney’s killer.”

Suddenly Mark was not lounging back in his booth. He sat straight up, eyes alert and slightly narrowed. He sounded impatient, even angry. “You know something about this, Francesca? Jack has been dead since Saturday night. You should have beeped me right away. This isn’t a joke. This is a murder investigation, and two people are dead, one of them a nice lady who never hurt anyone.”

Why did everyone have this urge to lecture me? Marlene, Georgia, Lyle, and now Mark. “Hold it, Mark. I am trying to tell you. I just found out late last night that Jack was killed. I came here first thing this morning so I could tell you. So cut the lecture. You’re awfully snarly. Is the mayor’s office putting pressure on you to solve the Vander Venter murder?”

It was just a guess, but it was a good one. Mark looked embarrassed. He really was a nice guy. Barking at people wasn’t his style. “Yeah, they’re driving us crazy. And the downtown business types are driving the mayor’s office crazy, saying the city isn’t fit for decent people, meaning rich white people.”

“I saw in the Gazette that a special information hot line had been established. Haven’t you been getting any calls?”

“Oh, we got calls,” Mark said. “Lots of calls. The night of the murder no one saw anything, except one drunk looking out the bathroom window, and all he saw was an old lady. Now people are calling in saying they saw armed killers everywhere. We have tips that there were gangs of black males with AK-47s roaming Cherokee Street, lone white men lurking in the alley with shotguns, and suspicious characters with Glocks walking on all the side streets around the Casa Loma. One caller even claimed the killer was on the roof of the Casa Loma. I’m surprised Mrs. Vander Venter managed to get herself murdered. The area was so crowded with suspicious persons, I don’t know how the killer ever got her alone.”

“So all these tips are worthless.”

“Probably. But we’ll have to check them out anyway. And it will set us back even further. Meanwhile, the real killer is getting away with murder. I hate that. I hate what murder does to the family. At least when the killer gets caught the family gets . . . well, maybe not justice, but closure.”

I’d heard Mark talk about this before. The agony of the bereaved families ate at him. Murder had an ugly domino effect on everyone it touched. Afterward, family members’ marriages often failed, and so did their health. They were driven half mad by the knowledge that someone they loved died brutally. They pleaded with Mark for assurances that the victim didn’t suffer—assurances he couldn’t always give. I didn’t think Sydney’s murder bothered her husband much. But I remembered her son, with the lost look and the dark circles under his eyes. Were those the marks of grief? Or guilt? Anyway, I told Mark about my phone call from Jack. He listened carefully, then asked a lot of questions, beginning with “Why didn’t you call me when he called you?”

“Because I thought he was bluffing, Mark,” I said. “Meeting someone at midnight with twenty-five thousand dollars sounded like a bad movie plot—just the kind of thing Jack would make up. I thought he was trying to get money out of me with some kind of scam.”

Mark’s other questions, from “What time did Jack call?” (around 10:00 P.M.) to “Was he drunk?” (probably), were easier to answer. I didn’t know where Jack was calling from, but since I didn’t hear any bar noises or car noises, I assumed he wasn’t calling from a saloon or a pay phone on the street. Which meant he was probably calling from a house or apartment, and my guess was it wasn’t his place. The police were looking for Jack, and he hadn’t been seen for a few days.

“Now it’s your turn,” I said, when he finally stopped asking questions. “What can you tell me about Jack’s death?”

“You know I can’t tell you anything about an ongoing investigation, Francesca,” he said. He looked sort of cute when he was serious.

“I’m not asking you to,” I said, just as seriously. I looked pretty cute that way myself. “All I want is what’s on the public record, anyway: the autopsy and the accident report. I can get them if I flash my press pass. It will save me a trip.” Actually, I don’t have a press pass. Reporters in cities like St. Louis usually don’t. All I had was my Gazette ID, which I’m supposed to show to get into the building, but never do. No one’s ever asked for my press pass.

“I guess I can give you that much,” he said. “The Illinois state police say the accident took place on a two-lane highway near Elsah that’s usually deserted late at night. It’s mostly farmland. There was a farm produce stand about a half mile north of the accident, but it closes after Halloween. Jack was heading in that direction. It may even have been the meeting place, if what you say is true. It’s about the only place to turn off on the road, except for a few farms. The state troopers found evidence that a car was parked on the side of the road about a hundred yards north of the accident, and they got one good tire cast. The accident was a bad one. The road looks like a roller coaster there, and it has a couple of sharp curves, the way farm roads do. Plus, there was fog that night. The Jersey County sheriff called in the Illinois state police, and they brought in their accident reconstruction team. They believe someone poured an oil-type substance on the road, to make it slippery.”

“Wait. What’s an oil-type substance?”

“Oil. Looked like plain, old motor oil. But the re construction team can’t say for sure until the tests come back. The killer used a lot of it, too. Probably two or three cases of motor oil, although they didn’t find any empty oil jugs at the scene. There was the smeared imprint of a large rectangular object, probably a cardboard box, in the oil-type substance. They think the killer poured the oil-type substance on the road and waited until the victim came along. You can hear a Harley a mile away. Then the killer put the large rectangular object in Jack’s lane.”

“In English, that means the killer poured a lot of motor oil on the road and then stuck a big box in Jack’s way.”

“That’s what I just said.” Mark sounded a little impatient. “The accident reconstruction team speculates that Jack saw the box suddenly through the fog, threw on the brakes, swerved to avoid it, and skidded in the oil-type substance. The motorcycle flipped, he hit his head and died.”

I finished the rest for him. “The man who believed helmet laws suck died of head injuries. I’m surprised you can tell anything at all about that accident. Wouldn’t other cars driving on the road mess up the scene?”

“What cars? One or two other vehicles came by in the other lane. But the accident happened around midnight in farming country. Even on Saturday night, a lot of folks around there go to bed at nine-thirty. It wasn’t a road where the high school kids party or drag race. A drunk or two might take it to avoid the sobriety checks on the main road, but with the fog, Jack and his Harley would be hard to see. They both ended up in the ditch by the roadside. Jack wasn’t found until around six o’clock Sunday morning, when a farmer and his wife were heading into town for church. The Illinois state troopers believe it was a vehicular homicide.”

“Jack was murdered?”

“That’s what homicide is.”

“Maybe the site choice in Illinois was deliberate, so he wouldn’t be wearing his helmet.”

“Maybe.” Mark shrugged. “But I bet he didn’t always wear it on back roads in Missouri, either. The state troopers think the killer’s vehicle was nearby, ready to finish him off if he survived the crash. Instead, the driver simply folded the box, stepped carefully to avoid the spilled oil, and put the box in the car. It’s probably in a Dumpster somewhere, miles from the scene.”

“Simple, easy, and neat.”

“Not that neat,” Mark said. “You weren’t at the autopsy.”

“You were?”

“I had a personal invitation.”

“Aren’t you lucky? How’d that happen?”

“The state police ran a check on him, saw he was wanted in serious connection in the Vander Venter murder, and gave me a call. We had some more questions we wanted to ask him about his girlfriend, but Jack stayed out of sight. We would have picked him up eventually. As it was, I got to see what was left of Jack. His brains must have been all over the road.”

I flinched and flashed on that bloody scene in my parents’ bedroom. It’s the real reason I didn’t go to Sydney’s autopsy. Mark must have seen my face. If not, he saw me grab the tabletop, as if I were seasick and the room was lurching in a storm. Mark knew how my parents died. He didn’t mention them or apologize for what he said. He just changed the subject so smoothly I hardly noticed he was doing it. “Even if he had been wearing a helmet and survived the head injuries, he had a broken neck, crushed spinal cord, crushed ribs, lacerated liver and other internal damage, and broken bones, including two broken wrists.”

None of these happened to my parents, so they didn’t create any bloody pictures. I quit clutching the tabletop. “From the skid marks, the reconstruction team figures he was going seventy miles an hour—in the fog. An accident at that speed is like taking a dive off a seven-story building. Jack should have never been riding. He was so drunk, I was surprised he even made it to Illinois without an accident. I guess Jack was celebrating his twenty-five-thousand-dollar dividend from his Ladue lady early.”

“How do you know he was drunk? I thought it takes a day or two to get those tests back.” I’d learned a little hanging around Cutup Katie.

“I don’t think I’ll need to see the test results to confirm he was highly intoxicated. Did you know you can smell alcohol in a dead body, if the person’s really been drinking? There’s a strong alcohol odor when they open the body up. There’s a lot of other strong odors, too. But when they cut Jack open, it smelled like somebody had dropped a bottle of Jack Daniel’s. Funniest part was one of the assistants—I don’t know if he was a doctor or not, but he was helping out the medical examiner—didn’t say anything about the smell. He just said, ‘By the way, are we still going out for happy hour?’ Cracked us all up.”

It was hard to have any sympathy for Jack, but I didn’t want to picture him on the autopsy table, with his smashed head and the liquor stink that turned his violent death into a joke.

“I still can’t quite figure out how he died,” I said. “I guess I don’t know that part of Illinois very well.” Like most St. Louisans, I was largely ignorant of the state right across the river. You’d think there was a giant fence at the border to stop us. We rarely went over to Illinois, except late at night, when we were looking for some sin. To most of us, Illinois was nothing but the ugly strip of drinking spots, strip joints, and gambling boats along the river. My personal theory was that because we only went there late at night, we couldn’t find our way to Illinois in broad daylight, so we never knew that part of the state was full of tidy German towns and hundred-year-old family farms.

“I can show you where the accident occurred, if you want. For a story or something,” Mark said, just a little too casually. “We’ve been having some mild weather these last few days. It’s supposed to last through the weekend. We could take my Harley for one last ride this season. Or not.”

“Sounds interesting,” I said, just as casually. “I’d like to ride your Harley.”

“Wear a warm jacket and boots. Even on sunny days, it will be chilly this time of year when we get going. I have an extra helmet you can wear. You still live over Mrs. Indelicato’s store, right? I’ll pick you up at your place at three.”

“It’s a date,” I said, which created an awkward pause. I started talking again to fill the loud silence. “I’ll tell you something about Crazy Jerry that will clear him and Stephanie, but you can’t say you got it from me. You can’t even act like you know it, or Jerry will figure out how you got that information.”

“Francesca, I can’t make you a promise like that. This is murder. If you know something, you have to tell me, or I can throw you in jail.”

He was bluffing and we both knew it. “I don’t have to tell you anything. A reporter’s notes are privileged, and even if you got mine, you couldn’t read my handwriting. But if I tell you this, you can check it out yourself, if you approach the right people at the right time.”

Then I told him about Crazy Jerry and Bobbi, and how Stephanie was busy the whole time working at the poker run on the balcony.

Mark said, “Oh, I knew that.”

“You did? How?” So much for my big scoop.

“Hundreds of witnesses saw Stephanie working up there, and we talked to them all. As for Jerry, I figured it out when he wouldn’t talk to me in front of Stephanie. Every time I asked him something, he’d sort of slide a look her way and refuse to talk. That was a guilty man, but I didn’t think he was guilty of murder. So I got him when he was coming out of work at three-thirty. He talked real quick so his buddies wouldn’t see him with a cop. Even plain clothes, they know what I am. It could damage his reputation to be seen in my company.”

“Crazy Jerry didn’t say anything to me about talking with you.”

“Did you ask him?”

“No.” I wondered how Mark figured out so fast that Jerry was sneaking around on Stephanie. Maybe because Mark was smart. Maybe because it took one unfaithful man to catch another. Maybe I didn’t want to think about that. So I said, “And you know where Gilly was?”

“With his wife, he says. The trouble with Gilly is he says a lot of things. You just don’t know which ones to believe.”

“I think you can believe him this time. I talked with a source who saw him in the car with Mabel, but he’d never talk to you.”

“I’m not too worried about Gilly. I don’t really think he killed Sydney. He’s too lazy.”

“So who do you think did it? Jack was the only serious biker candidate, and he’s dead.”

“Is this off the record?” Mark asked, looking around to see if anyone was listening. The booths in front and in back of us were empty. Only Marlene was nearby, busy with the Bunn coffeemaker. Mark started talking. “I think it’s either the husband or the son. The son has no alibi at all. The husband, Hudson, seems to have an unshakable alibi: He was at a cigar smokers’ dinner at the Progress Club downtown, in full view of two hundred people at the head table at the time of the murder. Every minute of his evening is accounted for except fifteen minutes. Hudson says he was in the men’s room, but no one remembers seeing him there. Fifteen minutes is not enough time to get to the Casa Loma and back, but it is enough time to meet with the killer he commissioned. The question is: Who? Who did he hire to kill his wife? Hudson says he’s innocent—of course, his lawyer is sitting right there the whole time we questioned him, stopping us every time we asked a question he didn’t like, so basically, all we have is his denial.”

St. Louis had a lot of private clubs. I didn’t belong to any of them, and I had trouble keeping them straight. “The Progress Club is the one at the top of the Petroleum Tower downtown, right? The one with the spectacular view of the Arch and the Riverfront? I was up there at a dinner once during a lightning storm. Greatest light show I ever saw.”

“That’s the one,” Mark said. “Forty-eight stories up. An express elevator from the lobby is the only way to the club on top, besides the fire exit stairs. The lobby is watched by a concierge, and security cameras are at all the exits. The concierge says he didn’t see Hudson Vander Venter in the lobby until the dinner broke up, and there’s nothing on the security cameras. He didn’t run down the stairs or take the elevator down to the lobby to meet anyone. He didn’t make any phone calls from his cellular phone. We checked the club phones and didn’t find any numbers outside the Clayton-Ladue-West County area for that time period. We found only a handful for the entire evening, and they checked out as staffers calling home. Nobody saw Hudson talking to anyone except other businessmen during the dinner. He didn’t even stare down the front of the Rams cheerleader who walked around with the eight-hundred-dollar humidor during the charity auction.”

“That sounds suspicious right there.”

“We’re checking to see if he has any possible connections to the bikers or approached anyone for a murder for hire, but so far, nothing. I’m looking into any possibility for conspiracy, but nothing—” Mark never finished his sentence. His beeper went off. He checked it, excused himself, went to the pay phone, and made a call. “Sorry, Francesca, I gotta go,” he said, and headed out the door.

“How’s business?” said Marlene, coming by with the coffeepot.

“Mark and I were discussing the Sydney Vander Venter murders,” I said with great dignity.

“Mark now, is it? The last case you worked on together, you called him Mayhew. When did you get to be on a first-name basis?”

“When did you get so interested?”

“You’re the one who’s interested. Tomorrow you’re going riding with him on a Harley. Spend a couple of hours with your arms and legs wrapped around him. Very businesslike.”

“Marlene,” I said. “I don’t date married men.”

“Yet,” she said.

I didn’t get mad at her this time. She was just worried about me, that’s all. But I was a professional. Just because I found a married man attractive didn’t mean I would have an affair with him. I admit that Mark was handsome, and if he’d been single, well, things might have been different. But they weren’t. Anyway, this afternoon, I wouldn’t have any time for what the nuns at my Catholic grade school used to call impure thoughts. I was going to be trapped in a Voyage Committee meeting that would eat up my whole afternoon. When I finally escaped that colossal waste of time, I’d still have to write my column. Naturally, I wouldn’t get overtime. I wouldn’t get home until after ten o’clock once again. I guess that’s why, on the way into work, I swung twenty miles out of my way and stopped at Nieman Marcus in Plaza Frontenac, where I bought two hundred dollars’ worth of fancy lingerie, including a couple of sixty-dollar bras, the lacy ones that give you a WonderBra figure without wires and padding. After perking up the top, I splurged on some silk bikini panties that were sheer in the rear. Sexy. You can always tell the state of a woman’s love life by her underwear, and I’d let mine get drab and dingy. I told myself I was buying sexy underwear in case Lyle came back. It had nothing to do with Mark Mayhew’s invitation to ride on his Harley.

This Voyage Committee was meeting in another hotel room. I swear, we spent more time in hotels than a convention hooker. What was it costing the paper to sit in a conference room at the Greentree Inn in West County, and drink coffee and tea from big silver urns? We had a perfectly usable conference room at the Gazette. But that was downtown. Voyage Captain Jason said to change our minds we had to change our point of view. We needed to spend more time in the West County corridor we wanted so badly for the Gazette. As far as I was concerned, they could keep their corridor. I got stuck in construction site traffic on Highway 40 and crawled along the highway, fuming more than the cars. By the time I made it to the conference room, most of the committee was already seated at the table. Since it was a working day, everyone was in sober suits. The publisher was wearing a gray suit like all the other men, but his was so expensive, it positively glowed. His cuff links alone could have bought any house on my street. The publisher presided at his end of the table, with the two corporate money men, Simpson Tolbart and Tucker Gravois, at his left and right hands. Georgia had the next seat down, and Roberto, the city editor, was on the other side of her. Across from them were the interchangeable yes persons, Brittany, Courtney, Scott, and Jeremy. Vonnie the Steel Magnolia was dripping lace at her neck and wrists to let the men know inside her sensible suit was a Southern belle dying to be set free. There was an empty seat next to her that I figured belonged to Charlie, but I didn’t see him. There he was, coming across the room with a china cup and saucer, bearing them like a chalice. He reverently set the coffee down before the publisher, then sat down at his place and raised his own coffee in a toast. “To a great man and a great publisher,” Charlie said. I expected the publisher to choke on the little toad’s flattery. But no, the man was lapping it up. He actually wanted—no, needed—that sawed-off slime to praise him.

Roberto rushed in to pour on more flattery, and the Steel Magnolia added her own honeyed words. “Really, sir, we are just sooooo lucky to have a publisher who cares.”

“Oh, yes,” the quartet of yes kids chorused.

I was afraid I’d need an insulin injection before this love feast was over. I looked at Georgia. She hadn’t said a word to debase herself like Charlie and the others, but she somehow managed to seem part of it. Georgia had an amazing talent. She could pass as a yes-woman without selling out. No wonder she got the big bucks.

Only the arrival of Voyage Captain Jason ended the revolting display. Jason was wearing his uniform—a work shirt that no worker could afford, jeans, and work boots that never saw an honest day’s work. I was jealous, I guess. I wished I could think of a scam like this. I could call myself a consultant, but I’d never keep a straight face long enough to collect my half a million dollars. If I had a newspaper mogul and his court on the floor playing with Tinkertoys, I couldn’t resist saying “You flunked the moron test, ladies and gentlemen. If you were really fit to run a newspaper, you would have refused to play Tinker-toys. You, Mr. Publisher, know nothing about leadership. And the rest of you will do anything to save your miserable jobs.”

We would have all deserved that reprimand. After all, I got down on the floor and stuck wooden sticks into little round holes like everyone else. I couldn’t imagine what we were going to do at today’s meeting. Play Ring Around the Rosie? Chutes and Ladders? Jump rope?

When I finally bothered to tune in to Jason, I realized this meeting was actually instructive. “That’s why today, we need to have a serious talk about the newspaper’s needs,” Voyage Captain Jason said. “Our research division conducted a telephone survey of twelve hundred readers and nonreaders. It concluded that the Gazette is well read by persons fifty and over. They spend more than forty-five minutes a day reading the paper.”

Wow, I thought. Readers actually care about our stories enough to spend three-quarters of an hour with them. This is good news.

“This is bad news,” said Jason, the consultant. “Most people won’t make a time commitment that large to a newspaper. The paper needs to develop a younger readership that will spend less time with the newspaper. That is the most effective way for the Gazette to have more readers. Also, advertisers want younger readers, not aging ones. The Gazette must run more stories about movie stars and pop music to appeal to younger readers. Younger is better, people. Younger is quality. Younger is money. Younger is what your advertisers hunger for. We must think younger, younger, younger.

“Also, we need women readers. Young, childbearing women. Not old, postmenopausal women. Advertisers find younger women desirable.”

Charlie snickered. “I do, too.”

Jason frowned and went on. Charlie grinned at the publisher. His role as public sexist was to speak for those men who wouldn’t dare talk like that anymore—but still thought that way. Charlie’s only punishment was a frown from Jason. His reward was an amused smile from the publisher.

“To get these desirable younger women,” Jason was saying, “the Gazette should devote more stories to fashion and child rearing.”

I groaned inwardly. This was the same old stuff. Surely the publisher must realize he’d paid for this message before, and it hadn’t added any readers. But, no, the publisher was staring at Voyage Captain Jason as if he’d just come down from the mount with two stone tablets. Jason was still laying down the law. “Furthermore, in order to increase profit potential, the paper needs to reduce costs the only way possible: by reducing staff, first through attrition and then through agreements with the union.” He meant union-busting and forcing older employees into early retirement or, in the case of Monahan, early death. Well, the Gazette was already sailing into that swamp. I could see by the smile on the publisher’s face that Jason was speaking his language.

“I’d like your input, people, before we go any further,” Jason said.

Tolbart the money man spoke up first. He looked extremely pleased with himself. “The Gazette is already implementing some of the steps you mentioned to maximize profit potential. We are giving our people strong incentives to retire. . . .”

Like rotten hours and transfers to wretched assignments.

“And we will be bringing in a strong team of negotiators for the next Guild contract, a Sun Belt law firm that specializes in negotiating pro-publisher newspaper contracts.”

Translation: They break unions.

“Excellent,” Jason said, sending Tolbart to the head of the class. The publisher gave a small nod of approval, like a Roman emperor sparing a gladiator’s life. That nod was all it took. Everyone jumped in, eager to agree with Jason. No one questioned anything he said. The Steel Magnolia talked about how the Gazette was sponsoring certain Gen-X concerts coming to town, being careful to avoid any lesbians or controversial (i.e., interesting) musicians. Also, the paper was easing out of sponsoring the mammogram education program at the local hospitals, because the Gazette name should not be associated with disease. She named six or seven other ways to offend or bore those coveted female readers, then sat down to general approval.

Charlie said prototypes of the new Go Away section the Gazette planned to launch were being shown to focus groups and advertisers and had received high rates of approval.

Roberto quickly slipped in, “One of my newer reporters has just announced she’s pregnant, so maybe she could do a freelance column on motherhood for our women readers.”

Charlie grabbed the floor back. “Good idea, Roberto,” he said, the way you’d pat a dog for retrieving a Frisbee. “I’m sure we can find some freelance money in the budget for a project like that. Have her write some sample columns.” Then Charlie smiled at me, always a bad sign. “And what about you, Francesca? You dress better than any other woman at the Gazette. Maybe you could write a fashion column. I bet Wendy could scrape another thirty-five dollars a week out of the Family budget for you. And it would be no trouble at all for you to write about clothes since you wear them so well.”

Thirty-five bucks for another day’s work. What an insult. It made me angry. “That’s my qualification, huh, Charlie? I’m a woman and I wear clothes?”

Georgia began coughing loudly, her way of warning me not to fall into Charlie’s trap. She was right. Her coughing fit gave me a moment to cool down and think. While Roberto fetched Georgia a glass of water, I considered the situation. I doubted if Charlie was really interested in a fashion column from me. He just wanted to get me to shoot off my mouth in front of the publisher. He’d forget the idea after the meeting. If he didn’t, all I had to do was turn in some really bad samples. The important thing was not to make this into a major confrontation.

“Charlie, that’s an interesting idea,” I said, and smiled sweetly. The remark about being a woman and wearing clothes was just a joke, folks. I’m a humorist, remember? “Naturally, I’d like to take some time to consider it so I can turn in the best possible column for our Family section.”

Georgia beamed at me. A good answer. So I kept going. “I think any women’s coverage should be well thought out,” I said. “I’m really concerned we think the only way to get women readers is to give them fashion and child care. That’s 1950s thinking. Women are interested in more than these tired, traditional topics. Frankly, if they want fashion news, they buy Vogue, and if they want child care information, they can read a parenting magazine or buy a book by an expert. If the Gazette wants more women readers, the paper needs more women leaders who know what interests their gender.”

I could hear Georgia making choking noises, but this time everyone ignored her. Everyone, including the publisher, was listening to me intently. That was good. The publisher surrounded himself with yes-people. He needed to hear someone tell him what’s really happening. If he knew, I was sure he’d want to fix it.

“We have never had a woman managing editor. No woman has ever headed up an important department on the news side.” (I didn’t mention the women who’d slept with Charlie and been promoted. Everyone knew who they were and what talents they’d used for those jobs.) “We have men in charge of the financial page, the news side, editorial page, sports, the art department, the photography department, the Sunday roto magazine, and the copy desk. The only place where the Gazette has women editors are the female ghettos, features and food. If you want more women readers, hire more women editors and reporters. Women know what women want to read. It’s that simple.”

Georgia, my mentor, was signaling frantically for me to shut up. I couldn’t see why. I wasn’t angry or ranting. I was listing some well-thought-out reasons. Sorry, Georgia, the publisher needed to hear this.

“What’s wrong with our readers being fifty?” I asked. “Most of the male management in this room is fifty and older—so is our Voyage Captain Jason—and I’m sure none of you consider yourselves over the hill. Why say that about your readers? The boomers are turning fifty now. They have plenty of dough and they spend it. They’re different from previous generations this way. They like to spend their money as they age. There are surveys that back up what I’m saying. We need to make advertisers understand this change.

“Anyway, just because readers are young doesn’t mean they’re stupid or they want junk. If they want to read about celebrities and music, there are magazines devoted to those topics that do it better than the Gazette ever will—or they can look the subjects up on the Internet. Heck, they can download music and see great movie promos on the Net. We can’t compete with that. We don’t have to. Young and old readers want the same thing from their paper: interesting, well-written news stories, features that are entertaining, and think pieces with an original point of view. Instead, we’re giving them warmed-over wire service.

“Another thing. We’ve gone crazy on this local news stuff. Look at today’s front-page story: three kids who died in a car accident in Macon, Missouri. That’s terribly sad, and it’s news, but it’s not frontpage news. It doesn’t give our readers much of a world view. St. Louis is a sophisticated city. The people here travel, they read, they watch CNN, and more and more, as they get disaffected with the Gazette, they subscribe to the New York Times. They want to know what’s going on in the world, and we barely tell them. We treat them like a bunch of isolated Ozark mountaineers who haven’t been down from the hills in fifty years.”

“Are you saying we shouldn’t cover local news?” Charlie asked, an expression of horror on his face.

“Of course we should do local news, but we should make our coverage hard hitting. It takes time and money to get good local stories. We need to let people know what city hall is trying to pull, what’s happening behind the scenes at the county council, and why our downtown is practically a ghost town. Readers love local stories with bite.”

The whole audience was staring at me. They must be fascinated. What the heck, why not go for broke?

“But we need more writers to do that, and right now we have more editors per reporter than any newspaper our size in the country. If successful newspapers don’t need that many editors, why do we? Besides, some of these editors are good reporters, but they are not trained to manage. Now, they write memos. They could write stories. Why not give them a raise and a title and put them to work writing well-researched local stories? We need more writers, not less. Think of the money we could have spent on staff if we hadn’t hired these consultants.”

Oops. Maybe I went a little far with that remark. But I was pleased I got that speech off my chest. My mentor, Georgia, had quit signaling frantically. Now she was staring at the conference table. I sat down, feeling good about myself, as Voyage Captain Jason would say. It must have been a thought-provoking speech. There was a long silence, until Voyage Captain Jason took the helm again.

“Thank you for sharing, Francesca,” the consultant said. “We appreciate another point of view, which you certainly advocate with enthusiasm. It is important for our corporate culture to reflect the diversity of the community we serve and we hope to engender enthusiasm and purpose to sustain the excellence the Gazette name stands for. We think at our next meeting we will have an exercise that will help build a corporate consensus while fostering communication at all levels. Until then . . .”

“What’s he saying?” I asked Georgia, who can translate corporate-ese. Something was not quite right. The meeting was breaking up in a quiet that now seemed ominous. Everyone slipped out without saying anything. Georgia grabbed my elbow and steered me out the door and across the hall to the women’s lounge. There was nobody sitting on the pale-green couches and the stalls were empty. Georgia hissed through clenched teeth, “They’re going to try to recover your damage at the next meeting. That’s what they’re saying. Here’s what I’m saying: When are you going to keep your big mouth shut?” Her eyes were narrowed and her skin was drawn tight across her small, elfin face. Uh-oh. She was too angry even to yell at me. She turned and walked out, leaving me standing there alone.

“Why did they ask for my opinion if they didn’t want it?” I said to the empty room. Jeez. Now my mentor was mad at me, too. I went off to cover a story. The only people I got along with lately were my readers.


[image: ]

A man was following me in the park. I could hear his shoes on the blacktop path. I knew it was a man, even though I couldn’t see him. I wasn’t going to turn around and confront him. Not yet. It could be a neighbor out for a morning walk. The man wasn’t running fast enough to be a jogger. But he was walking briskly. Was it to keep up with me? Or was I just being paranoid? Tower Grove Park was fairly safe by day, but still, there had been problems.

I was being ridiculous. The whole reason I took this walk this morning was that I needed to relax, and now I was finding more reasons to worry. I definitely needed more exercise. I speeded up. So did the man behind me. I walked even faster, as if I could walk away from all my problems, at home and at work.

After the Voyage Committee fiasco—that’s what Georgia told me it was—I put in a long night. I interviewed a man who had a beer can collection. He was a true fanatic, and under the right circumstances his devotion to thousands of metal cylinders would have been charming and eccentric. But I couldn’t make the column work. My words stumbled onto the computer screen, clumsy and graceless, and I was afraid I made the poor man look like a boring nutcase. Finally I gave up and sent the column in by modem after midnight, but I wasn’t happy with it. I was a failure, personally and professionally.

I decided the best thing to do was stay away from the paper this morning. I didn’t want to face an angry Georgia or a gloating Charlie. So I had breakfast at Uncle Bob’s—another reason I needed exercise—then called the office and said I was working on a story. I was, but not until around eleven. Scarlette wasn’t answering the phones and Wendy wasn’t at her desk. Good. I didn’t want to talk to either one. I left a message on the department answering machine.

It was a warm sunny day in late fall, with just a hint of chill underneath. It was the kind of day that made me sad because I knew there wouldn’t be many more like it this year. Soon the cold would close in for months and the days would be short and gray. But walking in the old Victorian park calmed me. The lily ponds and prettily painted gazebos had been there for more than a hundred years. The people who’d walked in the park a century ago had survived problems worse than mine. Their lives went on. Mine would, too.

I could still hear the man walking behind me, but I refused to turn around. This part of the winding path was edged with tall bushes and seemed deserted. I was out of sight of the street. I walked a little faster. So did the walker. If he was going to give me trouble, this spot was ideal. As I topped the next hill, I felt better. The path was less curvy. Now it ran alongside Arsenal Street. I could see cars going by. A tired African American woman in a white uniform was waiting for a bus. A jogger passed me, a balding guy in his fifties who had either a big beer gut or the first case of male pregnancy. He was sweating earnestly. The flat-bellies ran between six and seven in the morning. I preferred the overweight joggers who struggled along later. I was never impressed by the early birds. They acted as if they were naturally virtuous because they woke up before the rest of us.

The man was still following me. I could hear his shoes scraping the walkway. Then I came into the park entrance off Arsenal and forgot all about him. The morning sun had turned the yellow-leaved gingko trees lining the drive a glorious gold. The sky was a pure blue. The colors were so lovely, I stopped dead. That’s when he caught me, the man who hurt me before and wanted to hurt me again. It was that no-good louse Lyle.

“Hi,” he said. “I’ve been trying to catch up with you for blocks. I even called your name, but you ignored me. I figured you were in one of your funks.”

He smiled his special smile. Crooked but cute. That was Lyle all right. His smile must have charmed that woman—no, that girl, that child—when she pawed him in O’Connell’s Pub, a place where he used to take me for lunch. How could Lyle neck with a blonde, right in front of my editor, Charlie? He knew Charlie was always looking for ways to knife me. Naturally, Charlie picked the middle of the newsroom to announce Lyle had a little lunchmate. I was never so humiliated in my life. I was never less receptive to Lyle’s smile.

I smiled, too, but it wasn’t a very nice smile. “It’s chilly, Lyle. You might catch cold. You should have a warm student wrapped around your neck,” I said sarcastically.

“Francesca,” he said, “please don’t be this way. I’ve spent all morning looking for you. I went to Uncle Bob’s, and Marlene said you’d already left. I stopped by your place, and Mrs. Indelicato said she thought you were walking in the park.”

We were at the center drive, near a small gray gazebo. We must have looked like a Victorian painting, if you didn’t count my jeans and leather jacket. Lyle took one of my hands and clasped it tenderly. I didn’t take it back. I was angry, but I had to admit he looked good. He was wearing my favorite blue sweater, the same color as that heartbreaking sky.

“I missed you so much,” he said, his voice softening, and he took a step toward me. I missed him, too, but I didn’t let him get any closer.

“You missed me so much you were seen consoling yourself with a nineteen-year-old blonde at O’Connell’s,” I snapped. He stepped back, as if I might bite. Maybe I would.

“What was I supposed to do?” he said. “I asked you to marry me and you didn’t want me. You walked out on me. You left me.” He gave me a hurt look, like a puppy dog who had his paw stepped on.

“You didn’t waste any time finding someone else,” I said, yanking my hand back.

“So I took a student out to lunch.” He shrugged, as if he’d forgotten it and I should, too. It was one of his most irritating habits. He continued to explain away the nineteen-year-old blonde, as if words could erase her. “She’s not my student, anyway. She’s not in my class. But she is interested in writing. She’s nothing to me, although I admit it was nice to have someone hanging on my words, as if they meant something to her.”

“That isn’t all she was hanging on,” I said. “Charlie was there at the restaurant. He saw you. He told me about it in front of the entire newsroom.”

“That’s all you care about,” Lyle said, and now he was angry. “You don’t care about me. You aren’t upset that we broke up. All you care about is how it looked to Charlie. We’re back to your job again, aren’t we? It always comes back to that.”

We no longer looked like a charming Victorian painting. We looked like two angry people screaming at each other. “At least I can count on my job,” I yelled. “It’s there. It’s not running around with empty-headed young blondes.”

“Ashley isn’t empty-headed,” Lyle said firmly.

“Oh, it’s Ashley, is it?” I said. There was acid in my voice. “Every airhead I ever knew was named Ashley. I bet she has her own horse, and her daddy bought it for her.”

That stopped him. “How did you know that?” he said, sounding puzzled. Then he went back to being angry. His fair skin was starting to flush. “You know what I like about Ashley?”

“Her big tits?” I said sweetly.

That did it. Lyle was spitting mad. The cords in his neck stood out. “You have a vulgar mind.” he said contemptuously. I knew he was furious because he lowered his voice to a deadly tone.

“It’s the secret of my success,” I said.

Lyle ignored me. “I like to go out with Ashley because it’s refreshing to be with someone who has no problems. I don’t have to listen to her agonize at three A.M. about her terrible childhood and her unfaithful father and her crazy mother. If I ask Ashley to marry me, she’ll give me an answer based on how much she loves me, not how much she hates her parents. She’s only nineteen, and she’s refreshing. She doesn’t follow me around, telling me the latest thing she did to Charlie and Charlie did to her. She doesn’t ask me what I think Charlie will do next, or badger me with endless questions about those wackos who run the Gazette. She doesn’t know anyone at the Gazette. She doesn’t even read the Gazette.”

“She’s probably too young,” I said, and lowered my voice to a matching snarl. I said each word distinctly, as if I were pounding it into his thick skull. “I am sorry for what I said about Ashley. I’m sure she doesn’t have any problems. How could she? She hasn’t had a life yet. But you do have problems. Ashley is thirty years younger than you. You’re not dating. You’re child-molesting. That must be why you’re hanging around the park: You’re waiting to pick up more children.”

I left him standing there. He shouted something at me, but I wasn’t listening. Head high, I turned around and walked briskly out of the park. By the time I got home, I was sweating. Yep, that was sweat in my eyes. I wasn’t going to waste my tears on the likes of Lyle.

Having confronted one male rat, I set off to find another. I was in just the right mood to deal with Hudson Vander Venter. That man had used his secretary to avoid me long enough. I was going to track him down and corner him in his parking garage until I had some answers. Hudson’s office was in one of the gleaming mirrored glass cubes that infested downtown Clayton. They made the suburban business district look like it was wearing mirrored sunglasses. I wondered about 1980s architecture. All those mirrored business towers, reflecting other people’s work. Couldn’t the architects come up with anything creative?

The lobby of Vander Venter’s office building had enough beige marble to build a small Roman amphitheater. The tropical plants could restock a rain forest. The brass elevator doors looked like they opened onto bank vaults—or maybe burial vaults. How warm and friendly. Just like Hudson. I found a pay phone back by the door to the parking garage. I fished a quarter out of my wallet and called Hudson’s office. His secretary said he was in a meeting until noon. Good. He was at the office. I hung up without leaving a message. I checked my watch. It was eleven-forty. I figured he would go to lunch somewhere around twelve. I walked into the parking garage and wandered up and down the ramps until I found the reserved spaces for Vander Venter and Associates on the orange level. There H. VANDER VENTER was stenciled in black on the wall. The sign was right over the hood of a huge black BMW, the kind of car that Darth Vader would drive if he wore business suits. It had been hand-polished to a frightening gloss. I could see my face in this dark mirror. I fixed my hair and then leaned against a concrete pillar to wait for Hudson.

I waited about half an hour. Security never came around once. At twelve-twelve, Hudson stepped out of the parking garage elevator. He was smaller than he looked in his pictures, and his skin was tanned the rich bronze of club-car leather. His quiet gray suit shouted money. It was a beautiful match with his steel-gray hair. His steely eyes were mean and hard. His shoes were as black and polished as his car. A black nylon gym bag completed the ensemble. He looked powerful and bored. He seemed to walk inside a capsule of dead air.

“Mr. Vander Venter?” I said quietly, walking toward him.

His eyes flicked over me briefly, then dismissed me as someone who was not important. He looked around the parking garage, possibly for a minion to remove me. We could hear doors slamming and cars starting up in other areas. But no one was near us. Hudson ignored me and kept walking toward his car. I blocked his path.

“I’m Francesca Vierling with the City Gazette” I said. “I’m very sorry about your wife’s death.”

He nudged me out of his way and kept walking to his car. I followed. “I hate to bother you here, but I couldn’t get through to you at your office. I need to ask you a few questions about your late wife. Do you have any theories about who might have killed her?”

Still no answer. Now he was at the trunk, and I was right behind him.

“Do you think it was a biker? Or someone from your own social circle?”

He pinched his thin lips together as if he were zipping them. Then he opened the trunk. Wow, those cars had huge trunks. I moved closer to see inside. Since he wasn’t answering my questions anyway, I decided to ask a really rude one, just to see if I’d get any reaction.

“Mr. Vander Venter, the police say there are fifteen minutes you cannot account for at the cigar smokers’ dinner the night your wife was murdered,” I said. “Can you tell me what you were doing during that time?”

He turned on me. He didn’t bother to get angry. I wasn’t important enough. He just spit out the words while he stared at me with his flat gray eyes. “Whom do you think you are badgering, young woman?” he said. “I’ll have your job.”

I was impressed. This was a man so controlled he even said “whom” when he was angry. He threw his gym bag into the trunk. It snagged on a cardboard box. The box flap came open. Inside were about half a dozen plastic quarts of motor oil—and room for six more in the half-empty Exxon oil box. What was Hudson doing with motor oil in his car? If he changed his own oil, I’d drink it. Was that oil left over after he killed Jack? Was he so sure he wouldn’t be caught that he didn’t bother to remove it from his car? Wait till Mark Mayhew heard about this.

“What about that oil in your trunk?” I said. “It looks like you had a dozen quarts in the box, and six are missing. Can you tell me what happened to them?”

He didn’t answer. He walked purposefully to the driver’s door, as if I were invisible. He opened it and got in. I kept peppering him with questions: “Are you aware that the man your estranged wife lived with was murdered Friday night? And his death involved motor oil? Can you tell me where you were at midnight Friday?”

He refused to answer. I refused to move, hoping I could goad him into saying something I could use. Instead, he started up the car and began backing it out of his spot. If I hadn’t jumped out of the way, he would have run over my foot. As he pulled out, the front bumper hit my knee. Well, okay, it bumped my knee slightly. But I could have been seriously hurt if I hadn’t jumped out of the way. He didn’t care. He didn’t even stop to look back. A man who could coldly run me down could just as coldly kill. I didn’t get any answers to my questions, but I got a demonstration of what Hudson Vander Venter could do. As far as I was concerned, he was capable of murder.

I stopped at a nearby yuppie soup and sandwich shop for a quick lunch. The soups were six bucks a bowl and they all came from exotic places. It wasn’t bean soup, it was Tuscan bean soup, Italian plum tomato with basil, and Yukon gold potato soup. I ordered a turkey sandwich from nowhere special. It came with a huge gob of those hairlike sprouts. I ate them, too, hoping they might absorb some of the grease in my system.

By one-thirty I was in the office, chuckling at my mail. Howard Ohlendorf had sent me another joke. Howard was president of a dental supply company and the father of nine. He had an eye-glazing list of civic honors and achievements, and ran for the U.S. Congress twice. But Howard had something I never saw on any resume—a sense of humor. He loved jokes, even at his expense. When he lost the bid for Congress, he said he received a twenty-five-thousand vote mandate to stay home. Howard kept me supplied with jokes, quips, and witticisms. I appreciated all the laughs. The letter contained his current one, called “What Does the Graduate Ask?”


The graduate with a science degree asks, “Why does it work?”

The graduate with an engineering degree asks, “How does it work?”

The graduate with an economics degree asks, “How much will it cost?”

The graduate with a liberal arts degree asks, “Would you like fries with that?”



I laughed out loud. This one was a keeper. I tossed it into my bulging Jokes folder, which was filled with funny lines, letters, and stories from readers. I never knew when I was going to be in serious need of a good laugh. There was no author credit with Howard’s joke. I wondered who wrote the original. Jokes seemed to arise spontaneously and move around the country by snail mail and e-mail on some migration pattern I couldn’t figure out. A shrill voice interrupted these pleasant thoughts.

“There you are!” said Wendy the Whiner, as if I were a two-year-old who had wandered out of the yard. She stood at my desk, hands on her hips. “Charlie’s looking for you. He wants to see you immediately.” Wendy didn’t bother to conceal her satisfaction. I was in trouble, and she was delighted. I needed to give her something else to think about.

“Interesting outfit, Wendy. You must tell me where you buy your things.”

That way I could avoid the place. Wendy was wearing a gathered brown skirt that looked like it was made out of burlap. It sagged on one side, as if she had rocks in her pocket. Her white blouse had a matching brown stain on the pointed collar. There were three long mouse-colored hairs on her wrinkled brown jacket lapel.

Wendy knew when she was being made fun of. “I don’t have time for your foolishness, Francesca,” she whined. “I’m swamped with work. Go see Charlie now.” As she turned and walked off, I saw a hunk of dingy slip hanging below her skirt.

Charlie’s secretary wasn’t there. I knocked on his half-open door. “Come in, Francesca,” he said sharply. Charlie had completely redecorated the office after he took over from his predecessor. He cleared out the newspaper museum the old managing editor maintained in that office. He had workers rip up yards of perfectly good beige carpeting and throw out expensive beige curtains. Then he put in pale-gray carpeting, black vertical blinds to cover up the view of the Gazette parking lot, and a black Lucite desk big enough to seat twelve people—or one Charlie-size ego. Rumor had it that his black-leather-and-chrome chair was specially built to make him look taller, but none of us could prove it and his secretary wouldn’t tell. He had two computer terminals on a black credenza, Dell Pentiums with twenty-one-inch color monitors, bigger, better, and faster than anything the staff had. One wall was covered with pictures of Charlie with celebrities: Charlie grinning at the publisher. Charlie and Dan Quayle grinning at each other—a meeting of the minds. Charlie and the mayor solemnly shaking hands. Charlie staring open-mouthed at a stunning Vanessa Williams, while she maintained a dignified distance from him.

The rest of the walls were covered with awards. The Gazette hadn’t won a major newspaper contest in three decades. But we had won the American Pre-Treated Materials Association’s Good Media Citizen Award for a business feature called “No Quality Ceiling on Pre-Treated Flooring.” Professional associations thanked the Gazette for portraying them in a positive light. Small-time newspaper associations gave us plaques that said:


THIRD PLACE FOR BEST FEATURE PAGE LAYOUT

PAPERS WITH 50,000 CIRCULATION OR OVER

MID-MISSISSIPPI VALLEY BEST NEWSPAPER CONTEST



The award plaques were cheap wood covered with fanciful gold seals and ugly knobs of bronze. Woodward and Bernstein wouldn’t have touched them with tongs, but Charlie went to every rubber-chicken lunch and two-day newspaper conference, and accepted each useless award as if it were a huge honor. He always made sure a Gazette photographer captured the moment, and he always looked proud.

Now he looked stern. Charlie, the great leader, was putting down an employee rebellion. He sat up straight behind his desk, trying to appear taller. I stayed standing. He knew I was looking down on his bald spot. He cleared his throat and began his speech, solemnly listing my sins. “Francesca, Mr. Hudson Vander Venter, a respected businessman and a recent widower, says that you followed him to his car in a private parking garage and accosted him with questions about his wife’s unfortunate end. Then you had the temerity to mention the biker who lived off that sad woman. How could you do that? How could you embarrass poor Mr. Vander Venter that way? Obviously his wife was off her head to take up with such a person. He says she was probably menopausal. But you didn’t have the decency to ignore her mental problems. You mentioned that biker person to Hudson Vander Venter. You had to remind him of his wife’s public shame. And if that wasn’t bad enough, you virtually accused him of murdering the man. Accused Hudson Vander Venter, a community leader, of murder. Even for you, Francesca, that is too much.

“Mr. Vander Venter was absolutely shocked and appalled by your unprofessional behavior. He called me. He called the publisher—the publisher, Francesca, the man who runs this newspaper. The man who saw your revolting display yesterday at the Voyage Committee meeting. And now, one day later, you are badgering his griefstricken friend with improper and unprofessional questions.” Charlie was sputtering with rage, and probably fear. The publisher must have been really pissed if he bothered to chew out Charlie. If Charlie lost this job, no other newspaper would hire the untalented little stump. The best he could do was teach journalism at some godforsaken hole.

“Fortunately for you, Mr. Hudson is a personal friend of the publisher. So he will not be bringing legal action against this paper. But I have promised the publisher that you will be disciplined for your pushy behavior.”

“That’s called reporting, Charlie,” I said mildly.

“Shut up, Francesca! I don’t want any more of your smart mouth. You are insubordinate. A written warning will be put in your file. Here is one copy. Another copy goes to the publisher, so he knows you have been disciplined. This is your second written warning in a month. Let me remind you, according to the Newspaper Guild contract, you can be fired after three written warnings. And I’m telling you now. You will be fired. You will have nothing to do with Hudson Vander Venter or his son, Hudson Junior. You will not write, you will not, call, you will not accost those grieving people again. You will have the decency to leave them alone. Any contact whatsoever, and you will be fired. That will be your third transgression, and you’re out—out—out! Fired, fired, fired!”

Even his bald spot was beet red. He was pounding on the desktop like our other wimpy managing editor used to do. Yelling this way couldn’t be good for Charlie’s blood pressure. If he kept it up, I stood a good chance of outliving the little twerp. Who did he think he was, lecturing me about proper professional behavior, a man who promoted his girlfriends? His idea of good reporting was when the reporter who copied the press release spelled all the names right. As for labeling poor Sydney crazy, wasn’t that just like a certain kind of power-mad man? When Sydney got herself a lover, she had to be crazy—crazy to want anything besides the great Hudson Vander Venter. She was supposed to mope around in whatever house he let his castoff wife live in. Funny, nobody called Hudson crazy because he took up with Brenda the lawyer.

I grabbed the warning notice and stuffed it in my purse. Then I left his office and walked through an unnaturally quiet newsroom, straight for the elevator, without telling anyone where I was going. It was two-ten and I was feeling insubordinate. I was supposed to meet Mark at three. I made it back to my place in record time—fifteen minutes. I parked Ralph around back in the alley and ran upstairs. I needed to wash away that encounter with Charlie. I had just enough time to take a shower. No point in wearing old underwear after a fresh shower. I rummaged in my drawer until I found the fancy stuff I bought at Neiman Marcus: a lacy bra and those expensive trashy-looking panties. Then I put on my black jeans, a black cashmere turtleneck sweater, and an absolutely killer pair of square-toed Calvin Klein boots. Finally, I pulled on my black leather jacket and fished around in the pocket for my leather gloves.

Mark was in front of the store at exactly three o’clock, motorcycle rumbling softly. I didn’t invite him inside. I pulled my front door shut and went outside. He was wearing the same thing I was: black leather jacket, black cashmere sweater, black jeans, and black square-toed boots, and they looked even better on him. He had a black-and-chrome Harley to complete his outfit. He was also wearing a black helmet. He handed me one, too.

“Here,” he said. “You’ll need this.”

I’d forgotten how heavy helmets are. They feel like you’re wearing a hollowed-out bowling ball on your head.

“Hold on tight,” he said. When we first took off, I was scared. We were only going thirty-five, but it felt faster. I held on even tighter when we hit the highway and started going sixty-five. Cars and trucks screamed past us, and I felt naked without a car’s protective metal shield. When you’re on a motorcycle, the big lug nuts on a semi’s wheels look like the blades on a war chariot. I thought about trucks hitting my unprotected legs and turning them into ground chuck. When a van cut us off, I imagined the cycle flipping, or sliding, and I saw myself flying through the air and then through a windshield. Or bouncing off the hood of a Toyota and landing under its wheels. I remembered that Cutup Katie called motorcycles donor cycles.

Then I decided if I was going to die, I might as well enjoy it. And I quit worrying. Just like that. I’d either die or I wouldn’t. If I didn’t, then there was a lot to enjoy. Mark’s Harley felt sexy between my legs. The ads don’t mention that interesting little vibration. We hit a bump, and I hung on tighter to Mark. He smelled good. Different from Lyle, but definitely masculine: coffee and peppermint and a hint of spice shaving lotion. I missed having a man around. We couldn’t talk during most of the trip, except for a few shouted phrases. The last few miles of Missouri before we crossed the Mississippi River into Illinois were a dismal stretch of flat land, fireworks stands, and cheap cinderblock businesses, including the Discount Barn. No one wasted money on architectural niceties. This was flood plain, and it still showed the ravages of the Great Flood of 1993. We passed lonesome stands of drowned, blackened trees killed by the rising water.

Just as suddenly, the landscape became beautiful. The last thing I saw in Missouri was the Riverlands Environmental Demonstration Area. I caught a glimpse of graceful long-necked water birds feeding in the marshes. I forgot about them when I saw the Clark Bridge. It made the Golden Gate Bridge look like a clumsy hunk of orange iron. The Clark Bridge was twin golden fans of cables suspended from concrete poles. The gleaming golden bridge looked as delicate as a spiderweb, yet it was eighty-one-hundred tons of structural steel. As we crossed over to Illinois, I gave an inarticulate shout of awe. The great sparkling river spread out below us, the golden cables soared overhead, and the sunlight dazzled my eyes. Then we were in the old brick river town of Alton, riding through the antiques district. The little shops, with their frilly curtains and cute names, were clustered near the Alton casino boats. I wondered how many people walked off the gambling boats with their winnings, then lost them in those innocent little lace-lined antiques shops.

When we passed the ConAgra grain elevators, the Great River Road opened onto another stunning view: On one side were soaring white limestone bluffs. On the other side was the Mississippi River, wide, smooth, and silver in the sunlight. It was a sight you expected to see in California, not the Midwest. I selfishly hoped its beauty would stay undiscovered.

Right before we got to the little gingerbread village of Elsah, Mark turned off on Dorfmann Road. We passed ranch houses and mobile homes with carports and satellite dishes. We saw flocks of plastic lawn ducks, chickens, and deer. Then the homes and lawns vanished. The road grew more deserted and hilly. There were long stretches of woods and a few fields. Fat round hay bales were rolled against the barbed-wire fences. The fences were covered with bright red vines that were probably poison ivy. Tough, bug-bitten flowers and yellowing weeds grew along the road. I spotted a dead possum that had been run over, its guts red and glistening on the center line, and I shuddered and tightened my helmet strap, thinking of Jack. There was a sharp curve around a cornfield, then a steep rollercoaster drop. Mark took it fast—at least sixty. My stomach fell into my boots, then lurched up again when we hit a bump and another curve. After the curve, Mark braked the motorcycle and pulled off the road. We had reached the scene of Jacks death. If Jack came roaring drunk down that hill and swerved to avoid the box at the bottom, he didn’t have a chance. He’d slide into the oil and gravel on the curve, go straight into the dense trees and down into a ditch.

I didn’t get any special evil feeling about the place. There wasn’t much to see. The oil on the blacktop road had been cleaned up. Mark pointed out the ugly skid marks. He showed me the thick old maple with the cycle-scarred bark on the curve. I saw the tread going down into the muddy ditch. We walked up the road a little way, and Mark showed me where the accident reconstruction team thought the killer’s car might have been parked.

“Seen enough?” he said. I nodded. Then we walked back to his motorcycle and rode a little farther to a fruit-and-vegetable stand with a hand-lettered sign:CLOSED FOR THE SEASON. SEE U NEXT YEAR. The Stand was a weathered white that probably would get another coat of paint next summer when it reopened, and it had four tiers of boards, like steps, for displaying produce. I sat down, while Mark rummaged in his saddlebags and came out with a metal Thermos, a foam cup, paper napkins, and a bag of muffins.

“Thirsty?” he said.

I was, after that ride. He poured his coffee into the foam cup and gave me my coffee in the top to the Thermos. I reached in the bag and took out a big gooey raspberry muffin, the kind that looks virtuous and isn’t. It was good. Food is always extra good after a ride, maybe because part of you never expects to eat again. Hoping to keep the subject on business, I told Mark about seeing the motor oil in the trunk of Hudson’s car.

“Why isn’t a rich guy like him going to the Jiffy Lube?” he asked.

“I didn’t get to ask Hudson if he changed his own oil,” I said. “He called up and complained to Charlie and the publisher and now I’m under orders to stay away from him and Hud Junior.”

Mark grinned. “I can ask Hudson, though,” he said. “Not that I expect hell give me a straight answer. Hell probably have his lawyer call the mayor, who will remind me it’s not illegal for a man to have motor oil in his trunk. But it’s damn strange for someone like Hudson.”

Mark smiled, and I didn’t feel so much like an outsider. “The son has been behaving oddly, too. Hud Junior was stopped by a city patrol car near the Casa Loma the night of his mother’s murder. He was buying drugs in an alley off Cherokee and California. The dealer ran off. The officer ran Hud Junior’s plates and decided a rich kid like him would have Daddy hire an expensive lawyer and bail him out before he even finished the paperwork. The officer was tired and it was almost the end of his shift. He let the kid go with a warning to keep his drug-buying Ladue ass out of the Third District. Said if he ever saw him in the neighborhood again, he’d run him in. The kid looked scared and took off. But when the officer heard that Mrs. Vander Venter was murdered that night, he mentioned the incident to me. We’ve got it on tape. The officer radioed in a 27 car check, with Hud Junior’s car make and license number. The kid was stopped a block or so from the Casa Loma, half an hour before his mother was killed.”

“Interesting,” I said. We sipped coffee in a companionable silence. I thought about what Mark told me.

Now father and son both had reason to avoid me. What if Hud Junior didn’t leave the Third District? What if he stayed around and killed his mother? If he was buying drugs, he needed more money than he could make working at a coffeehouse. His mother’s trust fund was instant cash. He was furious at her. Was he mad enough to kill her? I needed to find out more about him.

I finished my coffee and Mark finished his. When we got to his motorcycle, I handed him the muffin wrapper and my Thermos cup. Our hands brushed, by accident or design, I have no idea, but then we were kissing on the back of his motorcycle and unzipping zippers, when a beat-up old pickup truck came by and the driver honked and whistled and I straightened up. “We can’t do this here,” I said.

“We can’t go to my place. How about yours?” he said, and then added, “You know I’m married. I won’t leave my wife and kids.”

“Good!” I said, with a force that surprised us both.

We rode back to my place without saying another word. I held Mark tightly. I liked everything about this man: his hair, his smell, his smile, and the fact that unlike Lyle, he’d never pressure me to marry him. The high speeds and road noise blew any sensible thoughts out of my head, and that’s how I wanted it. The hour-long trip back seemed shorter. When we got to my place, he parked his Harley in front. I pulled off my helmet, and he put it away in his saddlebag and took off his. We peeled off our gloves and stuck them in our jacket pockets. I unlocked my door while Mrs. Indelicato stared out her confectionary window at us. Her glare could remove the paint from my door. I knew she disapproved if I was bringing home another man. Mrs. I is a great fan of Lyle’s. Good thing she didn’t know Mark was a married cop.

My front door opened into a typical South Side arrangement: a long, dark flight of steps with a bend near the top. Three green-and-pink art-glass windows were set in the staircase wall. The steps were steep and painted with flat brown deck enamel. They started in a narrow entranceway with just enough room for a throw rug and a radiator. Over the radiator I had a framed poster of St. Louis artist Ernest Trovas “Falling Man.” It should have been Falling Woman. I barely shut the door against Mrs. I’s soul-stripping glare before Mayhew took up where he stopped on the roadside. He leaned me up against the opposite wall, kissed me hard and then softer and then harder, and ground his pelvis into mine. I ground right back and wrapped my arms around his neck and kissed him just as hard. A long motorcycle ride is a great aphrodisiac. Holding him tightly for miles had melted any awkwardness between us. I felt like I already knew him and we fit together. Mark didn’t talk a lot, but he made appreciative little moans and groans while he kissed me. I hoped Mrs. I didn’t hear them. I could feel his hands under my sweater. They were warm and slightly callused. Mmmm. I started to move up the steps and he followed, but we only got about three steps up when we stopped for more kisses. I was half lying, half sitting on the steps, with my head on a stair tread, and he was on top of me, French kissing me with an interesting rhythm while one of his hands unzipped my killer Calvin Klein boot. It dropped on the stairs with a loud thunk!

I felt his other hand down the back of my black jeans, and if Mrs. I didn’t hear that boot thunk! I was pretty sure she heard that last moan from me. Or was it Mark making those noises? I came up for air long enough to say “We really should go upstairs.”

“Mmmmunh,” he said, which I took for yes. We made it four more steps and then we stopped again and I lost the other boot and my sweater, and he took off his leather jacket to pillow my head and kiss me some more, and he unbuckled his shoulder harness and hung it on the banister, and I helped him out of his sweater, but he had a shirt on underneath. Three steps later he’d unzipped my jeans, although I still had them on. I’d lost my socks and he’d lost his boots and his belt was unbuckled. The stairs looked like the last hour at the parish rummage sale, when all the clothes are marked down to twenty-five cents and people start flinging them everywhere. We were moaning and smooching like a couple of teenagers making out on a car seat, and let me tell you, a stair tread is even more uncomfortable than a gear shift knob. I was dizzy with lust and my lips were swollen from his kisses by the time we got to the bend near the top of the stairs. Three more steps and we’d be in my apartment. The bend formed a triangular landing and gave us more room to maneuver. I got a few buttons undone on his shirt, and he got me out of my black jeans. I could hear them sliding down the stairs and I could feel myself sliding back on the landing and I could feel him on top of me, and we needed a bed. If we didn’t make it to the bed, the living-room carpet would be more comfortable. I could handle rug burn better than stair-tread marks.

“Upstairs,” I said between kissed-bruised lips.

“Yes,” he said, his warm breath in my ear. “Oh, baby, yes.”

I managed to stand up, even though I was a bit shaky. I stood at the top of the steps, down to my new underwear.
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If you’re going to have an affair with a married man, don’t do it at your grandparents’ house. The first thing I saw, when I was standing at the top of the stairs in my sexy underwear, was my grandma’s TV shrine: the picture of Christ over the Magnavox television set. The TV was one of those big dark old cabinet jobs from the early 1960s, with skinny brass-tipped legs. On top the TV, as if it was an altar, Grandma had two white candles in glass candlesticks. Christ’s picture was wreathed in white plastic roses. Christ’s eyes follow you around the room. They followed me around in my underwear, watching half my ass hanging out the back.

Suddenly I felt foolish, standing half naked in Grandma’s living room with someone else’s husband. I also felt chilly. Did I turn down the heat? Or did the temperature suddenly drop? It was cold in here. I had goose bumps, and they weren’t from pleasure. Before I found the thermostat, I better find a condom. Did I even have one? Lyle and I had been faithful to each other for so long, we quit using them a couple of years ago. I hated condoms. But I’d hate AIDS a lot more. I remembered a diagram I saw in the Gazette showing what it was like when you had unprotected sex with someone. The diagram showed you and the guy holding hands, since the Gazette did not put unmarried people in bed in a family newspaper. Behind your man were all the women he’d slept with, standing in a ghostly line, and you sure hoped it was only women he’d had for lovers. Then there were all the men you’d slept with forming another ghostly line. My line would be pretty short, not much longer than the line at an ATM on a Tuesday night. But if the gossip was true about the way Mark Mayhew was behaving since he broke that last big case, he’d need red velvet ropes like a ticket counter line at the airport. Heck, the diagram would look like one of those “Where’s Waldo?” drawings, with zillions of people swarming all over the place.

Somewhere in that picture would be Charlie and the guys at the Gazette. And my father. I’d have joined the crowd. I’d be one of the destroyers, one of the people who ruined lives, wrecked other people’s marriages, and hurt their own children and spouses with their careless adulteries. Now I was going to be in that picture. I’d be just as bad as my philandering father, who drove my mother crazy with his infidelities. I’d be just like Charlie, who screwed staffers and then promoted them in kingly fashion after they’d been touched by the royal scepter. Soon I’d be promoting my squeeze, writing funny little features about the noble police detective who’d been in my pants. A fine future awaited me. My virtue, or whatever you called it, was thinner than my fancy underwear at this point. I’d just about lost it, step by step. But I still had a few scraps covering me. I didn’t want to lose them.

If Mark had come up to me at that moment, put his arms around me, and whispered the right words, I might have gotten over my case of the other woman jitters and we could have fallen happily into my grandparents’ big oak bed. But he came up the steps and said the exact wrong—or right—thing.

“Jesus Christ!” he said, and I knew he wasn’t talking about Grandma’s holy picture. “Who’s your decorator? Goodwill? Look at that ancient TV. And those bowling trophies. You still have the original cellophane on those lampshades. Francesca, you dress like a million bucks and you’re living in this dump. Where did you get this crap—a Cherokee Street rummage sale?”

“It was my grandparents’ furniture,” I said, with as much dignity as I could muster in my current condition. “They brought me up. When they died, I kept everything the same, I guess so I could keep them. Because I admire them.”

Mark looked stricken. He really was a nice guy. “I am sorry, Francesca. It was a stupid thing to say and I apologize. Will you forgive me?”

I turned my head away. He turned it back. “Look at me,” he said.

So I did. Another mistake. He’d shed his shirt and pants. It was the first time I’d seen Mark without his exquisite clothes. He looked ridiculous in blue boxer shorts, which were ironed, probably by his wife. That made me feel even more guilty. He had the beginning of a paunch, which his tailoring hid. He was hairy as a hibernating bear. He had black hair on his legs, his chest, his stomach, his back, even his shoulders. The man should shave his shoulders. The man should braid his shoulders. I put my arm around him and my amethyst birthstone ring snagged on his back hair. That was the final straw—or hair. I wasn’t hot for Mark. I was in love with his clothes. When I saw the real Mark, I didn’t want him. I should stick with his wardrobe and his fine mind.

“I really like you, Mayhew,” I said, “but not this way. I can always find a lover. I need a friend.”

He shrugged. “As you wish,” he said. Maybe he was as turned off as I was. I went into the bedroom and put on my full-length black terry robe. I stayed in the room long enough to give Mayhew the chance to put on his clothes. When I came out of the bedroom, I saw that he was dressed and he had gathered my clothes off the stairs. He had my boots in his hand and my jeans and sweater neatly folded over his arm. He handed them to me like a valet, and bowed. We both started laughing nervously, and I gave him a sisterly hug and stepped back pretty quickly. I didn’t want to ignite any lingering sparks. “Good-bye, Mark. Thanks. I’m sorry.”

“Too bad, Francesca, you got a great body,” he said. He kissed me on the nose and left. Mayhew had class.

If someone could do a full-body blush, it was me. I was embarrassed. I’d probably never be able to sleep with another man as long as I lived. I’d probably never be able to walk down the front steps again. Every time I did, I’d see Mayhew and me groping each other. God, this was mortifying. He’d been so nice about it, too. I couldn’t even hate the man. All I could do was hate myself, for being so weak. And hate Lyle, for pushing me into this life of degradation. If he hadn’t tried to force me to marry him, I wouldn’t have wrapped myself around Mayhew like some cycle slut. I felt my face grow hot again when I thought about this afternoon. I picked up my jeans to put them on and saw the seat was dusty. Those stairs needed to be cleaned. I came from a long line of Scrubby Dutch, people who cleaned house for recreation. To them, steps as dusty as mine were more shameful than sex with a married man. And a lot easier to undo. I got a dustpan and brush and a damp rag and wiped the steps down from the top to the bottom, a South Side penance. But no matter how much dirt I swept up, I couldn’t wipe away my embarrassment. Even house cleaning didn’t make the time pass. It was now a little after six o’clock. I’d managed to mess up my life in three hours. How could I have done that with Mayhew? Why had I done that? Why did I start it? Why did I stop it? My brain kept chasing the same ideas again and again, like a kitten chasing its tail. I needed to think about something else. So I did what I always do when I don’t want to think about my messed up life. I went to work.

I went down the back steps, which had only memories of taking out the garbage and bringing up the groceries, and got in Ralph. Then I drove over to Eric’s apartment in Richmond Heights, the place where Hud Junior was living temporarily. Charlie had ordered me not to talk to Hudson or his son, but he didn’t say anything about Eric, Hud’s roommate. Maybe he could tell me something useful. Highway 40 had what passed for a traffic jam in St. Louis, which means the cars slowed down for a few exits, and drivers complained as if they were in a Manhattan gridlock. We don’t like to wait, especially not on Highway 40, the road to the rich suburbs. A few years ago that road was renamed Interstate 64, but no true St. Louisan ever called anything by its new name. It was still Highway 40 to us. This makes it tough for outsiders to get around our town, because we don’t give directions. We give history. No matter what the signs said, it would always be Highway 40. We still called one of the main routes through downtown Twelfth Street, even though it became Tucker Boulevard in 1979. Which meant that any tourists who went downtown on local directions wandered around helplessly for days, living on roots and canned beer, until they figured it out.

Eric and Hud lived in a hulking brown brick apartment building right off Highway 40. I could see it from the road. I found a parking place on the street and knocked on the door. Eric came to the door. He could have been a clone of Hud, from his blond hair to his black T-shirt, except he didn’t have the dark circles under his eyes. I asked if Hud was home. “Hud isn’t here right now,” Eric said civilly.

“That’s okay,” I said. “I can talk to you. I’m Francesca Vierling with the City Gazette.”

“You!” he snarled, as if I’d just announced the IRS would be giving him a free audit. “We’ve both been warned about you. Hud’s not supposed to talk to you and neither am I. If you don’t get away from my door I’ll . . . I’ll . . . call the police.” Eric slammed the door in my face, and I could hear two locks click and a chain rattle, which I thought was excessive. I wasn’t a mugger, just a mild-mannered reporter.

Well, that trip was a dead end. Hud and Hudson were out as sources. Mayhew could check them out. But Charlie didn’t say anything about staying away from the grandmother, Elizabeth. Maybe she could explain where her grandson was the night her daughter-in-law was killed. Maybe she knew what her son was doing during those missing fifteen minutes at the cigar smokers’ dinner. Maybe she could tell me why Hudson was carrying motor oil in the trunk of a new car. Maybe I could give her a call.

I don’t have a car phone. I know it’s inconvenient, but every jerk in the Western world has a car phone. I refuse to put one in. Which means that the drug dealers and I are constantly driving around, looking for an unvandalized pay phone. I stopped at a supermarket to make my calls and do some shopping. I couldn’t face picking up anything at Mrs. Indelicato’s confectionery for a while after . . . well, you know why.

I don’t know if you’ve ever been in a St. Louis supermarket, but they are cathedrals of canned goods and produce. The one in my neighborhood plays Vivaldi tapes and has a coffee bar. The produce section is an invitation to an exotic banquet: Asian pears and persimmons. White asparagus and purple potatoes. Passion fruit and pine nuts. Portobello mushrooms, Vidalia onions, and edible flowers. In the seafood section, I could choose from five kinds of fresh shrimp, frog legs, smoked scallops, shark, squid, turtle meat, periwinkles, oysters, and Cajun crawfish. There were live lobsters in a tank and escargot and green-lipped mussels in the freezer. I didn’t feel like cooking, so I threw an asparagus quiche and two vegetable burritos in my cart. I bypassed the bakery and the liquor department as more temptation that I didn’t need. Then I bought myself some fresh flowers, since no one else would. I loved wandering around St. Louis supermarkets. A New York friend who came here on a visit compared them to the food hall at Harrod’s. If a neighborhood supermarket could sell such exotic fare in St. Louis, you’d think the editors of the Gazette would quit feeding readers the same old pabulum.

A guy came over to me with a pack of fresh tuna steaks. “Do you know how to fix these?” he said, and smiled fetchingly. That fishy question was the male pickup ploy. Rather than hit on you at a bar, the smart guys tried to meet women at the supermarket. The subtle ones avoided the produce department. This guy was a cute blond in his thirties, a little on the bland side, with no visible tattoos, scars, or zits. He was wearing a pinstriped suit and polished shoes, so he probably had a job. But helpless men just don’t appeal to me. I picked a three-pack of canned tuna out of my cart and said, “This is probably more your speed. Just open the can and it’s ready.”

He looked hurt and left. Just as well. I didn’t want to tell anyone I’d picked that little something up at the supermarket. After today, I was through with men. I’d probably give them up permanently. Maybe I could spend my weekends doing good works at a homeless shelter or a children’s home. Heck, their lives were miserable enough without having me around. Maybe I could spend my time alphabetizing my spices and sorting my socks. I checked out my groceries, got two dollars in quarters, and started making calls. I had an idea on how to break the case without talking to Hudson or Hud. This was St. Louis, where everyone knows everyone else. This city is the world’s biggest small town. I was betting that there was some connection between Hudson and the dead biker Jack besides Jack’s affair with Sydney. I was even beginning to wonder about that “chance” meeting Sydney and Jack had in Uncle Bob’s. Suppose it was a setup? Suppose Hudson paid Jack to get rid of his troublesome wife? Suppose Hudson killed off Jack when the biker tried blackmail? That made a whole lot of sense. In fact, it was the only theory that fit all the facts. If I could establish a link between Jack and Hudson before Jack moved in with Sydney, I was on my way to solving this murder. And I had an idea how to do it. First, I needed to know just how far the Vander Venter roots went in this area. Some of the old families also had a country home, farm, or hunting lodge near St. Louis. Did Hudson? I didn’t know, but I knew who did. I called my friend Jinny Peterson. The woman was better than five computer databases. She was intrigued by my question. “I don’t know, either,” she said, “But I can find out. Call me back in five minutes.”

Perfect. That gave me enough time to talk to Elizabeth. I wondered if Hud’s mother would shut me out the way her son did. Cordelia answered the phone. She came back after a short wait and said that Elizabeth would speak to me. Perhaps Hudson hadn’t called her yet to warn her of my interfering ways. Maybe I better start asking questions now, in case he put the clamps on his mother talking to me, too.

“Thank you for talking to me,” I said, and I meant it. “I know you are a great bargain hunter. Do you know where I can get any bargains in motor oil?”

Okay, it was clumsy. But she went for it. Elizabeth even laughed, a sound like ice cracking. I knew where her son got his warm personality. She said, “My reputation has caught up with me, I see. I’m not really the bargain hunter everyone thinks I am. I just can’t stand to waste money. I was a recycler before it was fashionable. I believe our precious resources must be saved.”

Especially those Vander Venter eagles.

“I don’t know anything about motor oil,” Elizabeth said, “but I did get a good price on Lapsang souchong. Would you like to come for tea tomorrow afternoon? It’s Cordelia’s day off, so we’ll have to rough it, I’m afraid. It will just be you and me.”

I was stunned. Elizabeth was actually inviting me to take tea with her. She was oozing charm for a Vander Venter. Of course, I said yes. “Four o’clock tomorrow afternoon then,” she said, and hung up.

Still awed by my success, I dropped another quarter and called Jinny Peterson back. “The Mister is home from his evening bicycle ride, so I have to go,” she said, “but the Vander Venters have a country place—they call it a farm—near Washington, Missouri.” She hung up, too.

Two hits in a row. I tried for three. Sonny was the third part of my plan. I got the biker’s answering machine: “This is Sonny and Debbie, gone out to play, we’ll call you later in the day,” his voice chanted.

“Hi, Sonny, it’s Francesca, I wanted to . . .” I heard the sound of someone picking up the phone.

“Francesca, is that you?” Sonny said. “What can I do you for? Debbie and I were heading out the door. We’re getting her cousin from Wisconsin some brains.”

“You’re not going to do that to an innocent stranger.”

“Hey, he says he thinks he’ll like ’em. We’ll find out.” Sonny laughed wickedly. “You called me. What do you need?”

“I want to ask you a couple of questions about Jack.”

“The poor bastard,” Sonny said. “We gave him a real biker’s funeral. About forty of us rode in the funeral procession and then we went to one of his favorite bars. Listen, how soon do you need your questions answered?”

“Uhh,” I said.

“That means right now. Debbie and I really are ready to run out the door with Arnold. Why don’t you meet us there and we can talk? We’re taking the kid to Dieckmeyer’s. I don’t have to tell you where that is. If nothing else, it’s worth the trip to see Arnold’s face.”

I wondered if Arnold knew what he was in for. In St. Louis, going to get some brains didn’t mean you went to school or the bookstore or the library. It meant you went out for deep-fried brain sandwiches. Brains are not beautiful. Slathered with ketchup and onion, which is the way we eat them, they look like a lab experiment. And if you think looking at a brain is bad, try eating one. It’s a death-defying act. Brain sandwiches have the highest concentration of cholesterol on the planet. A dietitian once gave me these horrifying figures: Brains have 3,392 milligrams of cholesterol, 30 grams of fat, and 500 calories. And that’s if you don’t order the fries.

If you came from a German family, like I did, then you ate brain sandwiches. You didn’t think about what they were, if you’ll pardon the pun. They were dinner. They were lunch. They were cheap—or at least they used to be. Germans never wasted anything, not even organ meats. St. Louis Germans figured if you could fry something or cover it with sugar, you probably could get it down. Brains were fried. My grandma made some dandy ones. Cleaned them and fried them into little patties and put a big slab of Bermuda onion on top of each one and served them on hamburger buns. She made a few hamburgers for the squeamish who wouldn’t try brains, but most everyone ate brains then, except for one Irish relative who didn’t know any better.

Nowadays very few people made brains at home, but you could still get them at a handful of bars. Dieckmeyer’s was an old family restaurant that was famous for its brains. It was decorated like your living room, if your living room had tables for four and a long bar, and it was probably cleaner than your house. Bud Dieckmeyer had died a few years ago, but his wife, Lorraine, and their children, Nancy and John, ran the place in the old tradition. Now poor Arnold from Ohio was going to eat his first brain, and because he didn’t get them as a kid, he was going to have to think about what he was doing.

Arnold turned out to be a nice lad in his mid-twenties who had his head shaved and an earring in one ear. He’d convinced himself that he was tough. He was going to eat a brain sandwich, and so what? No big deal. He downed a beer to keep up his courage. Debbie and Sonny had matching grins on their faces. They were enjoying this. They both wore black Harley T-shirts and drank beer out of the bottle, biker style. Bikers don’t like draft beer.

Finally the sandwich arrived. Plopped on two pieces of rye bread was something that looked like a brain, except it was covered with golden breading. You could see all the furrows and ridges. You could practically hear that sandwich think. Arnold turned a delicate shade of green.

“Er,” he said. “It sure looks fried.”

“Taste it,” we said, sitting there like a pack of ghouls, waiting for him to take a bite.

“Sure. Sure. Let’s let it cool off a bit first,” Arnold said.

“Oh, you don’t want to eat cold brains,” said Sonny.

“That’s not smart,” Debbie said, laughing.

Arnold turned even greener. With the ketchup bottle in one hand, he was starting to look like a Christmas display, except he wasn’t very festive. He poured ketchup on the sandwich until it looked like an accident scene. “Right,” he said. “Bite. Just don’t think about it.”

“Its thinking days are done,” said Sonny, who was enjoying this hugely. “Brains are food for thought.”

Arnold couldn’t stomach any more of Sonny’s awful puns. He closed his eyes and took a big bite, then chewed slowly. “Not bad,” he said, his voice quavering.

“What’s it taste like?” we asked. Everyone has a different description.

“Sort of like a liver soufflé,” the kid replied.

“Here, gimme that,” Sonny said, putting Arnold out of his misery. “Brains are scarce these days. They shouldn’t be wasted on someone who doesn’t appreciate them.” He smiled. “You’re all right, Arnold. Most people aren’t as brave as you. We’ll take it from here. Get yourself something else.”

Sonny and Debbie divided up the sandwich. Arnold, manhood confirmed, happily ordered a hamburger, which came from a cow, too, but wasn’t so obvious about it. I had Lorraine’s chicken and dumplings. While we ate, Sonny and Debbie told us stories about some of the one-percenters, the outlaw bikers, that were making the rounds.

“One of these guys was going with the ex-girlfriend of a Saddle Tramp,” Sonny began.

“That’s a biker gang, like the Hell’s Angels,” Debbie explained to Arnold.

“The ex-boyfriend put out a contract on the new one,” Sonny continued. “The new boyfriend started carrying two or three guns in his saddlebags. Then he realized he might not be able to get to them in time. So he started wearing three sticks of dynamite on his chest. He figured if they got him, he was going to take them with him. So far as I know, he’s still riding around with the dynamite strapped to himself.”

“What’s his bike look like?” I asked. “There are a lot of potholes on the streets these days. My luck, I’ll be the car behind him.”

“You don’t have anything to worry about in your Jag,” he said. “That car is built like a tank.”

By the time we ordered apple pie, Sonny was telling us “All these one-percenters got girlfriends, along with the wife. I know one who leaves his wife at home and takes his girlfriend along on long trips. She sleeps in the weeds on the side of the road with him. These are not rich guys. They don’t have money for hotels.”

“Was the girlfriend hot-looking?” Arnold asked. If he expected a romantic biker babe, Sonny took care of that notion.

“Skinny as a drowned rat,” he said. “That beer bottle’s got a lot of meat on it compared to her calves.” Arnold looked respectfully at the beer bottle, as if it were one of the players in this drama.

“Didn’t his wife ride?” I asked.

“She used to,” Sonny said. “Then a couple of friends got in a bad accident and she got scared. But this girlfriend and wife business gets interesting. I heard about the biker woman whose husband roughed her up once too often. She called her boyfriend and told him, ‘You get over here and do something.’ Then she took a shower. While she was in the shower, her boyfriend came over. When her husband answered the door, the boyfriend blew him away.”

“That’s doing something, all right,” Debbie said. “Tell her about the Saddle Tramp’s funeral.”

“One of the Saddle Tramps got killed,” Sonny said. “It was a foggy night, and he and his girlfriend were out riding on one of those country highways. His bike quit, just like that, in the middle of the road, and he was rear-ended by a car. He got killed and his girlfriend wound up in a wheelchair. We went to the funeral. It was weird. There was his wife, talking about what a fine Christian man he was, and there was his girlfriend in the wheelchair, sitting right there. About half the funeral was outside. Those were the local biker crowd. Inside were all his wife’s churchgoing friends. It was like two funerals in one.”

“I’ll tell you, if my husband died with his girlfriend, you’d have to send me pictures of the funeral, because I wouldn’t be there,” Debbie said, but the way she looked at Sonny you knew there was no chance of that. They’d ridden thousands of miles together and got along fine. They’d even been to Sturgis, the wild summer party of the biker world. “Biggest danger there at Sturgis is getting drunk and passing out and getting run over, or having a drunken biker run over you when you’re asleep. I know guys who got their arms and legs broken that way.”

“You ever ride anything but a Harley?” I asked.

“I had a Jap cycle before I knew better,” Sonny said. “Now I don’t ride anything but Harleys. It’s almost like I’d be committing adultery if I rode anything else. Except that adultery might be fun, and riding anything but a Harley wouldn’t.”

Debbie threw him a glare that should have peeled the Harley emblem off his black shirt, but he just laughed at her and rubbed her shoulders. “You know I’m just talking, baby.”

“You better be,” she said.

He grinned his rabid chipmunk grin. Then he got serious. “The working man is getting priced out of the Harley world. It’s getting to be a real issue for us. Harley approached money people like Malcolm Forbes about riding Harleys, and it set the stage for people of means to buy them. Harleys are a good investment. You can’t lose—the price always goes up. When the money people got involved, the prices really went up. Now the waiting list for a new Harley is one year, and regular working guys have trouble affording them. If you have three kids to feed, it’s hard to justify twenty thousand dollars for something for yourself.”

Sonny’s speech gave me the opening I needed. “I think that’s why Jack tried to sell me the name of Sydney’s killer—he wanted to pay his bills before he lost his motorcycle,” I said.

Sonny looked surprised. “He tried to sell you the name? Jack? He must have been really hard up.”

“He never was too bright,” Debbie said, “but I didn’t think he’d do something like that.”

I told them the whole story, and how I didn’t believe him and how he was found dead on a back road in Illinois and why I thought he might have been doing some dirty work for Hudson Vander Venter.

“How’s he going to meet Hudson Vander Venter?” Sonny said. “Show up at one of their black-tie parties? Invest with his firm? No way they’d know each other.”

“This is St. Louis, Sonny,” I said. “Everybody knows everybody else if you dig deep enough.”

“Get out your shovel then,” Sonny said. “But I don’t think there’s a connection.”

“Let’s start with the son, who’s now living in Richmond Heights,” I said. “Do you think Jack would know Hud?”

“I don’t think so. How would he know Hud?”

“The kid has—or had—a drug problem,” I said. “Jack ever sell anything?”

“A little,” Sonny said. “Only to friends. He wouldn’t sell to a Ladue kid. That’s asking for trouble.”

“Did he ever work for the father, Hudson?”

“At the investment house?” Sonny said. “Are you kidding?”

“Did Jack ever do any handyman work, carpentry, lawn mowing, leaf raking, brush cutting?”

“Not if he could help it,” Sonny said. “And not in Ladue. They wouldn’t let someone like Jack ride around in Ladue. The police would chase him out, the way he looked. He couldn’t go near the Vander Venters on a Harley.”

“What about a pickup truck?” I said.

“He might,” Sonny said. “Except Jack didn’t have one. Might have borrowed his brother’s pickup.”

“I didn’t know he had a brother in St. Louis,” I said.

“He doesn’t. He has a brother in Washington, Missouri. You’d never guess him and Jack came from the same gene pool. His brother Eddie is a good Christian man. He never drinks, never smokes, works hard. He has steady habits and he’s very trustworthy. Eddie does a lot of work for the rich St. Louisans who have farms and weekend places around there. Those rich folks guard his name and phone number like it was the family jewels. Keep him loaded with work. Sometimes, if he got really busy, he’d ask Jack to come down and help him out. Offer him good money, too. Jack did it a few times and then he stopped.”

“Why?”

“I’m not sure,” Sonny said. “There may have been some kind of trouble like something missing at one of the houses, or clearing brush may have been more work than Jack wanted to do. I just know he did it for a while, and then he quit.”

We were close. I knew it. I just had to ask the right question. “The Vander Venters have a farm out that way,” I said. “Did Eddie work for them? Did he ever have Jack help out around their farm?”

“Might have,” Sonny said. “Wait a minute. I remember something. Yes, yes, Jack did some work for his brother on the Vander Venter farm. I remember now. I don’t think it lasted very long, but Jack sure bragged about it.”

“He bragged about working for the Vander Venters?” This didn’t sound like the Jack I knew.

“Nope,” Sonny said. “He bragged about not working. About how he took the money, sat around and drank beer, and did next to nothing. Got eight dollars an hour for it. He didn’t talk about it until after he took up with Sydney. Then he told us about it. I remembered what he said, too: Now he’d screwed both Vander Venters.”
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Finally I had the information I wanted. I’d established the first connection. Jack knew Hudson. Tomorrow, when I saw Hudson’s mother, I’d try to find out just how well Hudson knew him and what other work Jack did for him. And if they were in contact during that fifteen minutes Hudson couldn’t account for the night of his wife’s death.

I thanked Sonny and Debbie and congratulated Arnold on his successful introduction to St. Louis brains. I was so elated, I picked up the whole check, which wasn’t that big, anyway, even for a Gazette expense account. It was nine-thirty when I got home. There were no spots in front, so I parked Ralph in back and went up the back stairs. I’d barely dropped my briefcase by the door when I heard the doorbell ring.

I wondered if it was Mayhew, returning. I wondered if I could look him in the eye. I blushed again just thinking about our encounter. What would it do to our friendship? My front door was a big panel of beveled glass, set in a wooden door. Like all proper South Side households, it was covered with a sheer white curtain. If we South Siders stood at the top of the steps and didn’t turn on the stairway light, we could get a pretty good idea who was standing at our door.

I studied the form. It was a man, taller than I, and he had a bunch of flowers in one hand. It wasn’t Mayhew. It was Lyle. I was in no mood for him right now. I ran down the steps, prepared to send him and his flowers packing.

“What are you doing here?” I said. “I’m too old for you.”

“Shhh. Shhhh,” he said, as if he were quieting a child. Lyle folded me in his arms. “I’m sorry. So sorry this ever happened. It was so unnecessary. I know how much you love your grandparents. I’d never want you to give up their place. I just want you with me as much as possible.”

I started to cry, but I didn’t want him to see me. “What happened to Ashley?” I said, sniffing.

“She talks about her horse Pumpkin and her cat Pookie and she complains constantly about how her roommate doesn’t clean up,” he said. “She spent thirty minutes telling me how her roommate hung a wet towel over the shower curtain and it will mildew if she keeps that up. She also said my wardrobe was too-old and I dressed like her dad. There’s a good reason why I dress like her dad. I found out I’m three years older than her dad.”

I snickered. I couldn’t help it. I don’t think Lyle heard. He kept talking and stroking my hair. “She wanted me to wear an Armani suit. I told her I’d look like a gunsel. She didn’t know what a gunsel was. Every morning she read me my horoscope and actually believed it. It was the only thing she read in the Gazette. She said Bosnia was boring.

“When I mentioned Woodstock, she thought it was the bird in the Snoopy cartoon. I was wrong about her not having problems. She has lots of problems and they aren’t nearly as interesting as yours. Francesca, could we please try again? I love you so much. I don’t want to be without you.”

He kissed me softly, as if I were very fragile and valuable. I kissed him back. I smelled the familiar Lyle smells of coffee and sandalwood soap. I unbuttoned a button on his shirt and saw his nice hairy chest. He didn’t look like a bear. In fact, he looked just right. He leaned me up against the wall in the entrance hall and kissed me softly and then harder and I kissed him back and realized it had been a long time. . . .

“Do I need to wait for the results of a blood test?” I said, between kisses. I was not getting into bed with Ashley and all her boyfriends and her horse, too.

“Francesca, you don’t have to believe me, but we didn’t get much further than some heavy necking,” he said, kissing me again. “But if you want to wait . . . I’ll leave right now and get tested in the morning.”

“No, I believe you,” I said. “I can imagine exactly how that’s possible.”

“You can?” he said happily, kissing me harder.

“Oh, yes,” I said. I let out a long sigh. It looked like the poor and the orphaned were off the hook. I wasn’t going to give up sex and devote my life to good works. I’d overcome the trauma of the Mayhew disaster in less than four hours. An amazing recovery.

Lyle was frenching me with an interesting rhythm. He started to lower me to the stairs when I stopped him. Oh, no. Not the stair treads again.

“Upstairs,” I said. He didn’t hesitate or argue. We ran up the steps without stopping. We didn’t even notice the holy picture on the wall over the TV, and if the eyes of Christ followed me into my bedroom, I didn’t know it.
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The next morning I woke up and smelled the coffee.

Lyle was standing beside my bed with a large latte and an Asiago cheese bagel from the St. Louis Bread Company. “Good morning,” he said, and smiled. “I went for a walk. I thought you might like these.”

I smiled back, stretched, and drew him down for a good-morning kiss. Then I sat up and took the bagel and latte. Last night had been wonderful. How could we have wasted so much time being angry at each other? He sat down on the bed to drink his own latte, and I tickled his ear.

“So it’s decided,” he said. “You’ll move in with me but keep this place.”

“And if it works out,” I said, “we’ll think about getting married.”

“We will get married,” he said, kissing me firmly.

“We will,” I repeated. I hadn’t said when. I’d just said I would. Someday.

He looked at his watch. “It’s eight o’clock. I have to be at the university for my eight-forty class. I’ll call you this afternoon. Maybe we can have dinner if you’re not tied up at work.” He said it without a trace of sarcasm. He meant it.

“I’d like that,” I said. “I love you. After last night, this day will only get better.”

Boy, was I wrong. If I knew what was in store for me, I’d have never gotten out of bed. But I was in a rush to greet this day. I got up and dressed, taking time only to admire the flowers Lyle had brought last night, a big bunch of fragrant white lilies with deep pink throats. Star Gazer lilies, he said they were.

Now it was eight-thirty in the morning, and I was heading down the back steps to get Ralph. I had a Voyage meeting at ten-thirty. This time I wasn’t going to be late. I was going to listen and keep my big mouth shut . . . I screamed. Someone had attacked Ralph. They’d hurt my beautiful blue Jaguar, the love of my life, after Lyle, of course. All Ralph’s windows were broken. Every single one. Both windshields, front and back, plus all four passenger windows. Glass sparkled on the concrete parking pad like pieces of ice. It crunched underfoot when I went over for a closer look. I didn’t have to go far to see what had broken Ralph’s windows. Lying by the right rear tire was a concrete cinder block. It had glass on it, too, and one corner was chipped. But the block didn’t make those deep scratches in Ralph’s blue paint. That had to be a key or some sort of knife. Probably a pocketknife, a sharp one. Sharp enough to cut through the leather on the front seats. Even under the drifts of bluish ice-glass, I could see stuffing poking out of both seats. I had no idea Ralph had so much glass. It was safety glass, so most of it broke into pellets. There were huge sparkling mounds of glass on the backseat and in the window wells. There were smaller mounds on the floor, the stick-shift console and the dash. Glass had scratched the burled walnut trim and filled the map pouch on the doors. Glass pellets sparkled like jewels on the handle. Heaps of glass glittered on the trunk and the bumper. There was even glass in the treads on the Pirelli tires. I didn’t touch anything, because I didn’t want to disturb it for the police. But I looked in through the empty front windows at the front seats. The damage was worse than I thought. Someone had used the knife to carve three words in the driver’s seat. The person had a hard time making the Bs, but I still got the message, BEAT IT BITCH, it said, in the Isis blue leather.

And then, for one final, nasty touch, the vandal had opened the glove compartment, where I kept an ice scraper for the windows I no longer had, a pair of extra pantyhose, a box of emergency Tampax, tapes, and other junk. The vandal dumped them all on the floor, except the pantyhose and the Tampax. The pantyhose were slashed, but that was no great loss. They had a hole in the toe that I’d fixed with nail polish. I only kept them in the car in case I got a bad run in my nylons and couldn’t go home to change. All the Tampax had the paper covers stripped off. The vandal made a hole in the car seat with the knife and stuck one stripped Tampax right in the hole. It looked violent, malicious, and personal. I felt hot, angry tears in my eyes. Ralph was a beautiful car, a sculpture on wheels. Who did this? And when? It had to be last night, after I got home from seeing Sonny and Debbie. Lyle came over about ten, and we were making enough noise of our own that we didn’t hear anything out back. Then we fell into a sound sleep.

Maybe Mrs. Indelicato heard something. She lived in three rooms behind the store. I knocked on her back door, but she didn’t answer. She must be in front, in the store. I ran through the concrete gangway and threw open the door, nearly knocking over a rack of Lay’s potato chips. No customers were in the store. Mrs. I, a thin, gray woman, was stocking soup on the crowded shelves. Campbell’s Cream of Mushroom was one of the great white sauces in this neighborhood. Today the usually friendly Mrs. I wore a starched shirtwaist dress and a look of disapproval.

“Mrs. I, Mrs. I, someone attacked my car. Did you hear anything last night?” I said.

“I heard a lot of things last night,” she said. “And in the afternoon, too. Things no decent widow woman should have to hear. You are my landlady, and you own this building, but I’ll have you know I run a respectable store. I cannot have you bringing bikers back to your grandparents’ home. What if children had come in here when you were on those steps with that man? The moans, the groans. I never heard such things in my life.”

She probably hadn’t. Not even when Mr. Indelicato was alive. He was a pallid-looking creature, about as exciting as the mushroom soup. Same color, too. But it was mean to make fun of Mr. In delicato. His wife didn’t deserve that. I was going to have to apologize to her sometime. I might as well do it now. I found some humility that I usually kept hidden away and said, “Mrs. Indelicato, I am so sorry if I disturbed you. I promise, as God is my witness”—that I will never go hungry again? What was I doing quoting Scarlett O’Hara? Mrs. Indelicato needed an apology—“that it will never happen again. I will never have that man here. I am back with Lyle.”

She smiled a little. “Lyle is a good, decent man with a steady job,” she said.

South Siders Mrs. I’s age did not call desirable men hunks. Here’s how they drool over guys: “He has a steady job.” True South Siders would pass up marriage to John Travolta because he’s out of work several months of the year.

“Lyle is cultured, too.” This was lavish praise. South Siders have an almost religious veneration of education. Mrs. I pursed her thin lips again and disapproved. “Not like that other one who rides motorcycles. A biker hoodlum, that one. A bum.” Not exactly. But if I explained Mayhew was a St. Louis homicide detective, I’d only make it worse. Her generation did not believe that Malcolm Forbes had changed Harley’s image. And she’d never believe the biker was really Officer Friendly.

“I have a problem, Mrs. I,” I said, finally getting around to the real reason I was there. “Someone vandalized Ralph last night. Broke out all his windows and tore up his seats.”

“But that is a terrible thing,” said Mrs. I, sincerely shocked and upset. Right now she wasn’t too sure about me, but she loved Ralph almost as much as I did. She said he was “good for property values,” the highest accolade on the South Side. “What is this neighborhood coming to? More and more of the wrong element”—she meant color—“are moving in. People with no respect for property. People only interested in what they can steal and sell to buy more drugs.”

“Nothing was taken, Mrs. I. Not even the radio.” Jaguar radios are designed so they don’t work outside the car without a code, and street smart thieves know this. Occasionally you got a really young or dumb thief who hacked away at the dash, trying to get out the worthless coded radio. He could do three or four thousand dollars’ worth of damage to your dashboard.

“So who do you think did this terrible thing to Ralph?” Mrs. I asked, as if a friend had been beaten up instead of a car. That’s how I felt, too. My friend Ralph had been hurt.

“I don’t know.”

I didn’t know. But I had a pretty good idea. That malicious destruction was a warning from either Hudson Vander Venter or his druggie son, Hud. It was pure meanness to break Ralph’s windows and rip his leather, and that tampon in the seat was a particularly ugly touch. It could have been the kid. Drugs can bring out a strange, mean streak in some people. But Hudson Senior seemed more likely. The man was a bully. Look how he called the publisher and threw his weight around when I tried to question him. He was ruthless to Sydney, even though he was at fault, dumping a faithful wife because he was faithless. He tried to run me down when I got in his way. I must be on the right track. I just wished I knew what it was.

Mrs. I had not heard anything unusual, except for the sound of glass breaking about two-thirty that morning. But she only heard one crash. “I thought someone dropped a beer bottle in the alley,” she said. “I went back to sleep.” She let me call the police from her store, and by the time the squad car arrived thirty minutes later, we were back on our usual good terms.

There were two uniformed officers, both black, one in his forties and one in his twenties. The older one was built like an athlete going to seed. The younger one was slender. Both were equally uninterested in the destruction of my car. I showed them the shocking scene. They looked around a little and shrugged. The older one said, “You got boyfriend trouble?”

“Do I have what? What’s that got to do with my car being attacked?”

“I don’t know,” the older cop said. “Maybe you had a fight with your boyfriend. Did you? See, I can tell by your face you broke up with him. Don’t ever play poker, lady. He got mad and got back at you, didn’t he? Man must know you love this fancy car, even if you don’t love him.”

“We made up last night, thank you. There is no longer any problem between us.”

“What about the lady he was seeing when you weren’t seeing him? Maybe she’s unhappy he went back to you. Maybe she did this.”

“Not a chance,” I said. Ashley wouldn’t risk her manicure.

The older cop stopped and suddenly stared dramatically at the sky, as if he had a divine inspiration. “I got an idea,” he said, hamming it up for his partner. “Maybe a certain police detective’s wife didn’t like you fooling around with her hubby.”

“I don’t know what you mean,” I lied.

“You don’t?” the older one said. “The whole Third District knew where Detective Mayhew’s motorcycle was parked yesterday around five o’clock. He was inside a good long time. Then a patrol car saw the great detective coming out of your place buttoning up his jacket and wiping dust off his knees.”

“Must have been down on those knees praying, huh?” the younger cop said.

I blushed. I had nothing to be ashamed of with Mayhew (okay, not too much), but my stairs had been a South Side disgrace.

“Happens to me all the time,” the older cop said. “I gotta get on my knees and beg my wife for sex.”

“I’m not married,” the younger cop said. “I just pray I’ll get lucky.”

While the two of them laughed at their own jokes, I pulled out my pad of paper and started writing down their comments. “Get serious, officers, or I’ll report you,” I said. I was angry. I was the victim of vandalism and I was getting this treatment.

“For what?” the older cop asked. He sounded surly and indifferent. He didn’t like me and I suspected he didn’t like Mayhew much, either. The department was rife with black-white resentment. “You going to complain to our superiors? You going to tell them we said you were having some afternoon delight with a homicide detective? Or maybe you’re going to write us up in your column? What are you going to say in a family newspaper about this situation, newspaper lady? I’d love to read it. Maybe you can offer your readers a prize for guessing how the great detective got his knees dirty.”

“Probably scrubbing floors,” the younger cop said. “Don’t they call these people around here the Scrubby Dutch?”

I’d had enough. I opened my briefcase, which was still sitting on the parking pad where I’d dropped it when I first saw Ralph. I pulled out my hand-held tape recorder, which for once had working batteries, and clicked the red button. “Maybe I should just tape record this conversation, officers, and your superiors can decide for themselves what they think at the citizen’s complaint hearing. A little more publicity won’t bother me,” I bluffed. “And the press is on my side because I’m one of them.” Another lie, but they seemed to buy it. “Now, are you going to do your job and call for an evidence van to take some prints off this car?”

“You can’t take prints off this metal,” the young cop said. “It’s too damp.”

I didn’t know if they were telling the truth or they didn’t want to bother.

“We will write up a report for your insurance,” the older cop said, sounding halfway polite. “If you get any leads, please call us.” It would sound good on the tape, but he didn’t even bother giving me his phone number or card. He didn’t mean a word. I knew exactly how much effort he’d put into this case. If I had any leads, please call. Yeah, right. I could imagine the fun he’d have if I told him I suspected Hudson Vander Venter or his son had vandalized my car. He wouldn’t believe me. He wouldn’t even believe Hudson was in this neighborhood. And come to think of it, why hadn’t anyone seen Hudson? A huge, expensive car like his would be noticed here. The old-timers drove modest, respectable Ply mouths, Fords, and Chevys, American cars that were scrupulously maintained. The yuppie newcomers drove beat-up Hondas, Toyotas, and Volvos, plus an occasional Jeep Cherokee. The rehabbers had pickups, and the poorest people on the South Side drove big old avocado-green or mustard-color junkers with coat-hanger antennas. Neighbors would comment if an expensive car like Hudson’s was parked nearby, even for a short time. They’d see it as another sign that the neighborhood was looking up. If nobody mentioned the car to Mrs. Indelicato in the next few days, I could be pretty sure he didn’t drive it. Maybe he drove Sydney’s Jeep. That might be less noticeable. Did he even have Sydney’s car now that she was dead? Mayhew would know. If I ever got up the nerve, I’d call him and ask. Maybe I’d wait until I talked with Sydney’s mother-in-law today. Elizabeth might give me more information on the Jack connection, or tell me how all the motor oil got in Hudson’s car. Mayhew would be glad to talk to me then.

Meanwhile, I needed some wheels. I called my insurance agent. Carl was properly sympathetic and promised to have an insurance adjustor look at Ralph today, so I could arrange to have him towed and start the repairs. “That car’s not fit to drive,” Carl said. “You have it towed. You can’t sit on that seat with all that glass and it will blow around the car. Don’t worry about the cost. It’s covered. Your insurance will provide a loaner car. We have a special deal with a company on Morganford Road. You can walk there. Nice folks. Their cars are nothing fancy, but they’re reliable. They always run. You tell Jimmy I sent you.”

Retread Rentals had a collection of ancient, anonymous clunkers in tan, gray, and brown. They looked like the cars undercover police used for surveillance. They were so anonymous, they might as well have had UNMARKED GOVERNMENT CARPOOL stenciled on their sides. Jimmy, a skinny guy with an acne-scarred face, gave me a dented gray Ford that looked like a filing cabinet lying on its side. Drove like one, too. The car actually had four square corners and swayed when I made a turn. It was at least twenty years old. The File Cabinet rattled and shook and idled so roughly, I was queasy by the time I drove it three blocks. The steering was mushy and the radio was permanently stuck on a shock jock radio station. After I heard the morning show DJ talk about how he masturbated because “ya don’t have to send Mrs. Palm and her five lovely daughters flowers, and your hand never has a headache” I decided silence was better than that. I entertained myself by watching my Dunhill briefcase bounce up and down on the red leatherette seat. A big tear on the passenger side was repaired with gray duct tape that matched the car’s exterior. Spiffy touch, that.

Why joke about it? After Ralph, driving the File Cabinet was a depressing experience. No guys flirted with me when I was in this ugly, square car or gunned their engines and challenged me to a street race. They probably thought I was a narc. But I didn’t have time to concentrate on my misery. I had to nurse the car at every red light, slowly feeding it gas, so it wouldn’t die on me. And I had to get to Frontenac as fast as the File Cabinet could waddle. It was now five after ten, and the Voyage Committee meeting started at ten-thirty, this time in a conference room at the West County Inn. The high-priced hotel smelled of bayberry. I followed the six-foot-tall silk flower arrangements and crystal chandeliers to a peach-colored conference room. Once again, I was the last one to arrive. Even Voyage Captain Jason was there, fiddling around at the podium, getting ready to set sail on another sea of psychobabble. The publisher looked at me like I was a bug in his bathtub. Georgia frowned. Vonnie the Steel Magnolia and Charlie the Mendacious Managing Editor both smiled. They were thrilled that I was in trouble. Roberto started to give me a polite nod, then caught a look at Charlie and made a split-second decision to support the boss. He bared his teeth in an unpleasant grin. The two business guys, Simpson Tolbart and Tucker Gravois, were busy discussing golf. That meant Brittany, Courtney, Scott, and Jeremy, the four business office clones, hadn’t been told how to think, so they kept their faces in their natural expression—absolutely blank.

Voyage Captain Jason tapped the microphone. “Good morning, people,” he said. “Good morning, Francesca.”

Evidently, I wasn’t a person this morning. Our captain had singled me out for special attention, so I knew the name of the creek I was up, and I didn’t have a paddle, either. He leaned forward and smiled at the publisher with his most engaging smile. The publisher smiled back, like the class homely guy who’s finally been noticed by the cutest teacher in school. Voyage Captain Jason addressed his remarks to this class of one.

“We are not here to build circulation but to build teamwork, which will in turn build circulation once we learn where we want to go on our Voyage of Discovery,” he said, profoundly serious. Based on that conversation, I figured we were going in circles. I wanted to go out the door and get some work done. I hadn’t been able to go trolling for columns at Uncle Bob’s this morning and I desperately needed a topic.

“Today we must learn to face our deepest divisions,” he said, and looked me squarely in the eye, “and heal them so we can go forward into the future. We want our efforts to prove fruitworthy—”

Fruitworthy? Was that a word?

“Ahoy, Francesca, are you home?” Captain Jason said. The guy was sticking to me like a barnacle today. He must have been really ticked at my display last time, and this was his way of getting back at me. But I’d resolved to behave myself, so I answered ever so politely. “I was lost in admiration at your unique use of the language, Captain, sir,” I said. Georgia’s frown cut a deeper furrow in her forehead. She knew I was making fun of Jason. Good thing the captain didn’t recognize bilge. He seemed to swallow it.

“Before we can sail into our new future, we must face death,” our captain said. “On this voyage, death must not only be met. Death must be conquered.”

The publisher straightened his shoulders, as if preparing for the struggle. Charlie straightened his tie. Vonnie crossed her legs. Each member of management prepared to fight the Conqueror Worm in his or her own way.

“But in our case, death is not the end of our journey. It is the beginning. We shall rise from this death and begin a bold, shining, successful new day at the Gazette. Ladies and gentlemen, are you ready to meet death?”

We all nodded. This was sounding suspiciously like a sermon. No one but me seemed uneasy with the semireligious tone. Maybe it was the devil in me. Voyage Captain Jason clapped his hands. The conference room door swung open. Six men dressed like undertakers in black suits, white shirts, and dead black neckties carried a coffin into the meeting room and set it on the conference table. It took up almost the whole table. Everyone hurried to move notebooks and coffee cups, so Death wouldn’t touch anything of ours. An empty foam coffee cup went skittering over the edge, but no one picked it up. We were too stunned. Besides, no one wanted to bow to death. I’d never been eye level with a coffin before. It was a real one, too, the cheap gray kind used for cremations. I’d done a story about coffins once and inspected several models. This one had shiny silver metal handles that didn’t melt when you burned the coffin. The lid was closed.

It was a little too authentic for one of the business office quadruplets. “Eeeuwww,” squealed either Brittany, Courtney, Scott, or Jeremy. All four looked disgusted, as if Voyage Captain Jason had exposed himself in the country club dining room.

“Some of you might find this shocking,” he said. “That’s good. We need to shock ourselves out of our old ways. The sands are running out on the old Gazette. But before we set sail into the future, we must sing our swan song.”

Then he gave each one of us a two-pocket black vinyl ring binder with THE VOYAGE COMMITTEE printed on the cover in gold. “In the future, this will be a place to store your committee reports and notes,” he said. “A free gift before we embark on our journey into the future.”

The publisher beamed. He loved free gifts, even if he was paying for them. He started to open his present.

“Don’t do that,” Jason said, like a mother cautioning an overeager child. “Don’t open it yet. It has a surprise inside—our swan song, which I wrote specially for the Gazette. Don’t open it now,” he said, rapping Roberto coyly on the head. Roberto had been caught trying to sneak a peek. “First let me pass out these.”

He gave each one of us several black-bordered white cards, engraved with one word, “Regrets.”

“These cards are to write down our regrets about the Gazette,” he said. “We can regret many things: our impatience with readers, our dissension with our colleagues”—once again he gave me a look—“our hesitation to take bold new steps. Let me give you a few moments to think about your regrets and write them down.”

Charlie and Vonnie were busy scribbling. Roberto peeked at Charlie’s card and then wrote something. Georgia thoughtfully chewed her ballpoint pen tip and then wrote. The publisher pulled out a four-hundred-dollar gold-banded Waterman fountain pen and wrote with such seriousness, you’d have thought he was signing the Constitution. Tucker Gravois and Simpson Tolbart both exposed their own expensive pens and wrote with a flourish, as if they were signing checks. Brittany, Courtney, Scott, and Jeremy looked like four students working on a tough term paper. Everyone wrote with surprising speed. I think they all wanted to go forward into the future—and get that blasted coffin off the table. Only I sat there. I had a lot of regrets about the Gazette, but I wasn’t going to write them down for this bunch. I regretted that I was stupid enough to ever think that runtlike rat, Charlie, was my friend. Lyle had warned me about him, but I didn’t listen. For almost ten years, I was one of his admirers. I think he reminded me of my father, another man who was good at betrayals. Dad was handsomer than Charlie, and a good foot taller, but they had a lot in common, and I knew it. I called myself a trained observer. I’d observed Charlie’s constant infidelities. I knew he pimped his girlfriends to the managing editor to advance his career. I knew he sold pot to his friends and jacked up the price. I knew he betrayed his male friends, sometimes to get ahead and sometimes just for the fun of it. I’d observed all of that. But I never thought he’d betray me. Until Georgia showed me the famous not-so-secret memo, where Charlie tried to ruin my career the way he’d destroyed so many others. After that, I avoided the little creep like E. coli.

Now I regretted the day he was born. I regretted the day he took over the Gazette, because no matter what Voyage Captain Jason said or did, with Charlie at the helm, we were rearranging the deck chairs on the Titanic. But I regretted most of all that I couldn’t say any of this. The publisher was crazy about the little toady and thought he was the greatest advance in the newspaper business since the invention of movable type. So with no regrets at all, I left my “regrets” card blank.

“Do we all have our regrets, people?” Voyage Captain Jason asked, as if he were talking to a class of low achievers. I nodded along with everyone else. After all, I had major regrets. I just didn’t write them down.

“Here’s what I’d like you to do. I want you to take all those regrets that you have written down and throw them into the coffin. I want us to bury our regrets and animosities. We will read them aloud first. And while we do this, we will sing this special song that I wrote for the Gazette. This is an important ceremony,” he said. “It is a rite of passage, a grave undertaking”—he gave a little laugh to let us know it was a pun—“so we can pass into the new bright future.” He tapped on the podium like a conductor and said, “I will begin singing the special hymn to the Gazette. Please join in. I know you know the tune. You may now open your books so that you can sing along with me. Our special song is called”—and he paused to smile at the publisher—“ ‘Amazing Gazette.’” And then, to the tune of that beautiful old Protestant hymn, he began singing these words, in a surprisingly good tenor:


Amazing Gazette, how great thou art,
To employ a wretch like me
I once was lost but now I’m found
I was blind but now I see.



I did see. It was blasphemy, pure and simple. I was about as religious as a rattlesnake. I hadn’t attended Sunday Mass since my grandparents died, and Catholics didn’t sing that hymn. But I had Baptist friends who did, who loved those words and reverently used them to praise their God. They would be shocked and horrified to know it had been put to this godless use.

“Okay, people, let’s sing it from the top, one more time,” Jason said, looking smug and pleased.

I waited for the publisher or Charlie to say that this display was in poor taste. Surely, after all the lectures I’d had on what was tasteless and what wasn’t, what was suitable for a family newspaper and what wasn’t, they knew when something was over the top. Even someone like me, who had most of her taste in her mouth, knew that comparing the Gazette to the Almighty was definitely tasteless, not to mention inaccurate. But the publisher was smiling benevolently, and Charlie looked impressed. I realized why they weren’t shocked. Most newspaper editors thought they were God, so a hymn to them was in order.

Everyone but me dutifully picked up their ring binders as if they were hymnals and sang the first verse again. The group had strong voices and they all stayed on key. I noticed that Jason had skipped the verse beginning, “‘Twas Grace that taught my heart to fear . . .” probably because if he substituted the word Gazette for Grace, he’d get something a little too close to God’s honest truth. Instead, the group launched into a verse where he had to change only one word—“God’s praise” became “your praise.” I hung my head in shame for the whole newspaper when I heard the committee sing:


When we’ve been here
Ten thousand years
Bright shining as the sun
We’ve no less days to sing your praise
Than when we first begun.



When they finished, they applauded themselves. I waited for lightning bolts to blast the room. Nothing happened, except that almost everyone looked pleased with themselves. The publisher was so happy, he vibrated like a tuning fork. Only Georgia wouldn’t look at me. I think only she had the saving grace to be ashamed. Even for a penthouse overlooking Forest Park, I wouldn’t sing that wretched song in praise of the Gazette. But I had promised her—and myself—that I’d keep my mouth shut. That’s all I had to do. Shut up. Shut up. Shut up. I repeated it to myself over and over like a mantra.

When the applause died down, Jason took a little bow, then gave two sharp claps. The six undertakers appeared again and opened the coffin. It was lined with white satin. Inside was a wreath with black silk flowers and a big black satin bow. I wondered if the thrifty Jason used silk flowers so he could reuse the wreath at other papers’ mock funerals. I wondered if “Amazing Gazette” ever became “Amazing Times” or “Amazing Tribune.”

“Thanks, people,” our captain said modestly. “Now, to complete the ceremony, I’d like us to once and for all bury our regrets about the old Gazette, so we can sail off into the future. Please read your regrets aloud before you put them in the coffin. The publisher will of course go first.”

The publisher took out his card, put on his reading glasses, and said, “I greatly regret that I occasionally have not shown more firmness of leadership.”

Amen, brother, I thought. The publisher tucked his regret gently under a black silk rose. He had publicly admitted a fault. An admirable fault, perhaps, the fault of compassion, but still it was a fault. After he said that, everyone piled more faults upon themselves, and some of those sounded oddly like praise for themselves. Of course, all the leaders admitted that they too lacked firmness of leadership, to identify with the boss. Charlie also regretted his impatience with readers and “their stupid phone calls.” The publisher smiled down on Charlie. This was just the right thing to say. The publisher, too, suffered from the outrageous stupidity of readers. Absolute nobodies called him because someone had misspelled their name or the paper dropped a comic they liked. But now the publisher would manage the paper more forcefully. He would tell his secretary he was too busy to take calls from those halfwits who read the paper. That’s why he paid editors. Let them talk to the idiot readers.

“Georgia?” Jason said, raising one eyebrow.

Georgia was sly. “I regret any time I spent at the Gazette that wasn’t spent working” she said. I knew she meant regretting any time she spent in meetings like these.

But the publisher graciously said he couldn’t imagine any time when she didn’t have her nose to the grindstone, and everyone laughed because he was the publisher. Then Tolbart said she had such a small nose she must have spent a lot of time grinding it down to that size, and everyone laughed but Vonnie, because she didn’t like to see any other woman get attention.

Roberto couldn’t wait to list all his faults. He said he too lacked leadership, and also regretted his impatience with the morons who complained that the newspaper ink came off on their hands—that got a big laugh—and then he added a new fault. He regretted he sometimes got angry at his underlings, although he felt forceful leadership called for anger at times, and therefore he managed sneakily to erase his fault, although I don’t think anyone but me noticed. Tolbart also regretted his lack of leadership, although he felt he had enough to lead us into fiscal stability. But now he wanted to make oceans of profit—that sentiment was thoroughly applauded—and he regretted being too lenient with the office supply distribution to the various departments. These supplies needed to be monitored. I regretted his regrets, because it meant we’d have to account for every paper clip.

After Tucker Gravois regretted his lack of leadership he also said he regretted he was too lenient with the papers’ unions, and if he was indeed a leader then the Gazette should not have another set of man agers boring from within, and he would be firmer with them in the future. This sentiment was cheered by everyone but Georgia and me. I thought the Gazette was pretty boring inside and out. But that’s not what Tucker meant. He wanted to destroy the unions, and after our last limp contract, he was well on the way. After the cheers, someone made a joke about being totally at sea, and we all had a good laugh. It was turning into a jolly party. Brittany, Courtney, Scott, and Jeremy didn’t have any leadership to regret, but they said they were sorry for the times when they weren’t team players. I couldn’t imagine when that was, but the publisher smiled on them like a doting grandfather.

They were the last of the group, except for me. I was hidden behind the open coffin lid and hoped Voyage Captain Jason wouldn’t notice me. I even hummed the tune while everyone put their regrets in the coffin, hoping I could blend in. But this was not my lucky day. Jason singled me out. “Do you have any regrets to bury, Francesca?” he asked.

I looked at the coffin. All I had to do was say something, anything. I didn’t even have to write it down. No one would know my regrets cards were blank. But I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t join the ranks of slimy sucks like Charlie and Roberto. Then I had a flash of brilliance and saw a way out of this tunnel.

“I haven’t any regrets that I can say,” I said. I thought that was remarkably tactful and truthful at the same time. Shows what I know. As they say, the light at the end of the tunnel is the headlight of the oncoming train. The publisher did not look pleased by my statement. He looked angry. Very angry. Then I realized what I did wrong. He’d confessed to a public fault, and I wasn’t admitting one. I wasn’t playing the game. I wasn’t abasing myself properly like the rest of the committee.

“Young woman, our captain asked you a question,” he said in his first attempt at firmer management. “You owe him the courtesy of a serious reply.”

Charlie took the helm with his own effort at new, firm management. “Francesca, you must name a regret. That is a direct order. Under the Guild contract, you cannot refuse a direct order.” He smiled his weasely smile, and I felt his trap closing on me. Time seemed to stop. The room grew silent. The laughter died. Everyone watched the showdown. I could see Georgia, pleading with me with her big brown eyes. I could almost hear her thoughts, unless they were my thoughts: “Tell him something, anything. Tell him you regret not being a team player.” Except I didn’t. I didn’t want to be on this team. “Tell him you regret your anger at your editors.” But I didn’t. They deserved it. “Tell him you regret impatience with your stupid readers.” But I didn’t think my readers were stupid. I thought they were smarter and funnier than the editors who sneered at them.

“I’m waiting,” Charlie said.

“We’re all waiting,” the publisher said impatiently.

“Please, Francesca, we need your contribution so we can continue our voyage into the future,” said Jason, in a pleading tone. “Please help set the Gazette on course.”

But that was the problem. The Gazette was so far off course, it would never get back. We were playing silly games when we should have been running the paper. My job was to interview people and dig up stories, not play office politics. But I could go back to doing what I was good at, if I could just say something.

I tried, I really tried to open my mouth and come up with a regret. But the words stuck in my throat. Maybe I’d been chanting “shut up, shut up” too often. Now I couldn’t talk. And if I didn’t, I would be fired on the spot. This was strike three, and I was out. I couldn’t refuse a direct order. I must be crazy. I made good money. I had a good job. I had readers I loved. I was respected in this community. Was I going to throw it all away for false pride? I’d lied before. Why couldn’t I lie now?

“Now, Francesca, or you’re fired,” Charlie said. “You have two warnings in your file. This is the third. Everyone in the room is a witness to your recalcitrance. Tell me your regret or you are fired.”

Then I felt the paralysis loosening in my throat. Thank God. I could say something. I said, “I regret . . .”

The whole room was literally waiting on my next words. I looked at them all, except Georgia. I couldn’t bear to look at her. But I saw the publisher, and Charlie, Roberto, Tolbart, Tucker, Vonnie, and the quads. Why was I kowtowing to these soulless creatures, who were destroying a once-great newspaper? These people couldn’t save the Gazette. They couldn’t save string. I couldn’t save the Gazette by myself, either. My career at this mediocre paper wasn’t worth saving. All I could do was save the few shreds of dignity I had left.

So I took a deep breath and put a nail in my own coffin.

“I deeply regret that I ever got involved in this foolishness,” I said.
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“That’s it, Francesca. You’re fired,” Charlie screamed. “You’re out of here!” I figured I was, too, but I kept that to myself.

“She refused a direct order,” Charlie snarled to the Voyage Committee. “She’s insubordinate. She’s fired.” He couldn’t quite keep the satisfaction out of his voice. He’d waited a long time to say those last two words.

Everyone else sat there stunned and silent, except Georgia. “Francesca didn’t refuse,” she said. “You asked for her regret and she told you.”

“It wasn’t a proper answer,” Charlie snapped, glaring at me. He was so angry his bald spot glowed red through his carefully combed hair.

“Legally, her answer satisfied your request,” Tolbart answered levelly. Charlie took a deep breath but didn’t reply. He recognized that word “legally” for what it was, a warning. Tolbart had touched on the Gazettes unspeakable little secret. The paper had a slew of EEOC suits filed against it by angry employees. The paper settled the suits out of court. It couldn’t risk being judged by a jury of disgruntled readers, who had been insulted when they called the Gazette with a complaint or had their paper thrown in the bushes that morning.

Voyage Captain Jason, now that he knew which way the wind was blowing, weighed in with his opinion. “I fear Georgia is correct,” he said. “Francesca was perhaps not in tune with the spirit of this voyage, but she did comply with her editor’s command.”

At this, the publisher managed a weak smile, the first one since my outburst. He’d reacted to my anger as if he’d been singed. The publisher hated any strong emotion. He loathed disagreement. He had an intense dislike for loud voices. He spent his days in a museumlike hush, as if he were one of the art treasures he collected. That’s why he had surrounded himself with soft-spoken flunkies, toadies, and attorneys. They were supposed to protect him from anything unpleasant. He did not appreciate this mutiny during his Voyage of Discovery. The whole table waited for his pronouncement. As if to compensate for my noise, the publisher spoke in almost a whisper. “Charlie has handled the situation with commendable firmness and has elicited a proper response,” he said.

Charlie relaxed, and his angry red bald spot faded to a soothing rose pink. Charlie knew he was not going to take the blame for my scene. The rest of the table gazed expectantly at the publisher, waiting for him to say more. Instead, he fumbled with his four-hundred-dollar pen. He seemed totally at sea on this voyage.

But Voyage Captain Jason knew exactly what to do—throw me overboard. “There is a difference between discussion and dissension,” he said. “I think perhaps Francesca would be happier if we found someone else to take her place on our voyage.”

The others nodded happily. They were eager to be rid of me, too. Vonnie the Steel Magnolia preened, anxious to assume her accustomed role as the most decorative woman in the room. Even Georgia secretly agreed that I was a pain in the ass and better off out of the committee. But she didn’t say anything. The room erupted into an animated discussion of who should be chosen to replace me. I used the time to slip out the door and find my miserable excuse for a car. Georgia followed me, running across acres of flowered carpet until she finally caught up with me on the parking lot. I hadn’t gone anywhere yet because I couldn’t find my car. I was still standing there, in aisle T, trying to remember where I parked the File Cabinet. How could anything that big be so anonymous? Maybe I could put a flower on the antenna to help locate it. Somehow I couldn’t picture a perky fake flower on the gray File Cabinet. I wondered how duct tape would look on the antenna.

“There you are,” I heard Georgia yell. “What in the hell did you think you’re doing?” She scolded me like a mother whose toddler had wandered off in the mall. Her small blond person seemed overwhelmed by her heavy gray suit. She should have looked ridiculous. But she didn’t. Georgia looked formidable. She folded her arms and stared at me. “Well.” she said. “I’m waiting.”

“There was no point in hanging around watching Charlie gloat.”

“I don’t know what you mean. Charlie was as close to eating crow as I’ve ever seen him. But you didn’t even stay to enjoy it.”

“I’m sorry, Georgia,” I said, and I meant it, at least a little. “But I couldn’t stand what that idiot Jason was doing to that fine old hymn. ‘Amazing Gazette,’ indeed.”

“Why do you care?” Georgia said. For a small person she could be surprisingly forceful. “You haven’t been in a church in years. You don’t even believe in God.”

“That’s not true.”

“Whatever,” Georgia said. “That hymn doesn’t mean a rat’s ass to you, and you know it, so don’t go all noble on me. Why did you make a scene?”

“Because it means something to other people.”

“You’re hopeless,” she said. “Now let’s get back there. With any luck the committee will have chosen your successor and I’ll have missed listening to more of their bullshit.”

“How can you stand it?” I said. I was really puzzled.

“Because it’s hot air,” she said. “Your problem is you take it seriously. It doesn’t mean anything, Francesca. I can’t make you understand that.”

“But why do it, if it doesn’t mean anything?” I said to her gray wool-covered back. She was already walking toward the building.

“Because my fuckin’ building is going condo,” she said, nearly hitting me in the face with the door. When we got to the conference room, she went in first and left me to face the committee on my own. It was a lot harder going back into the room than slipping out of it. I could feel the committee’s dislike and see their distaste as I stood at the door of the conference room. The publisher looked at me like I was a hair in his mashed potatoes. I tried a smile. Everyone looked at the publisher to see how he liked it. Not very well. He didn’t smile back. He looked like one of those animatronics figures you see at Disneyland: lifelike, but not really alive.

Voyage Captain Jason let me know I’d sunk myself for good. “Francesca, your hostility is in danger of shipwrecking our Voyage of Discovery,” he said. “We must have a calm and peaceful journey. I am sorry to say that you are a disruptive influence. You are a talented individual, but I believe you will be happier if you set your own course and sail alone, without us.” In other words, I was not a team player, the most damning insult in any corporation.

“In your absence we have chosen a compatible crew member, thanks to Charlie. He has suggested Wendy, the Family editor, and the committee has wholeheartedly approved his choice. Wendy will join us for the duration of the voyage, starting with our next meeting.”

Wendy the Whiner? This was getting better and better. If she was on the Voyage Committee, she wouldn’t be bothering the Family section staff. But this was no time to let my glee show. Instead, I nodded slowly, as if I’d just had my rank stripped off my uniform. I was afraid to say anything, in case Charlie figured out how happy I was to be out of this boondoggle. I heard Voyage Captain Jason say something about “a more appropriate choice.” It sounded like my court-martial was almost over. I couldn’t wait to escape this room and get back to writing. I needed a column and I needed some lunch. I could get both at Uncle Bob’s. Grease, here I come. I could see a plate with my name on it. I could see a column with my name on it, too. I knew I’d have something if I went to Uncle Bob’s—probably an extra five pounds of fat. But it was going to be a nice day after all. Later that afternoon, I’d take tea with Queen Elizabeth Vander Venter at her Ladue mansion. After that, I’d call Mayhew, because I was too chicken to face him in person, and tell him everything I’d been able to pump out of Elizabeth. I’d also tell him about the destruction of Ralph, because I was sure that was done by a Vander Venter, too. Then I’d casually mention that I was back with Lyle, and could we just be friends, huh, and forget we’d ever seen each other in our underwear? I mean, it wasn’t that big a deal. I’d seen smaller swim suits. Not on me, maybe, but they existed.

Charlie must have sensed my delight. He put an end to my plans for a pleasant day. “Oh, Francesca,” he said. “Since you’re free right now, and I know you’re always looking for a column, I want you to cover a noontime GEEP class at Chesterfield Mall.”

“GEEP?” I must have looked puzzled.

“Geriatric Excellence Exercise Program. This one meets at Chesterfield Mall. All those sweet old people in their sweat suits. I know exactly what you’d want to do with a story like that,” the little twerp said, and gave his most insincere smile. Of course he knew what I’d want to do with a story like that—and where I’d like to shove it. This was more than just a dull assignment. It was an insult. It was the kind of fluff piece usually given to a junior reporter and buried in the Metro section.

“But . . .” I said.

“You don’t have to thank me,” Charlie said. “You don’t have time, anyway. The GEEP class starts in”—he glanced at his watch—“twenty minutes. You can get to Chesterfield in time if you leave now.”

So I left. All the way there, I devised curses for Charlie. I wished that all his hair would fall out and the only places it would grow were his ears. I tried to imagine Charlie totally bald. I wondered if his head came to a point, or was it round like a bowling ball? When he got angry, the bare patch on his head glowed red. If he was completely bald, his head would look like the bulb on a thermometer. This image cheered me up so much I was smiling by the time I got to Chesterfield Mall.

The GEEP program was in a storefront on the lower level. It was a white rectangle of a room with hardwood floors and three walls of mirrors. A white door opened into a back area that must contain dressing rooms, because the exercisers were coming out now. One was a cute, cuddly, elderly woman with a figure like a melting ice cream cone. Her baby-pink sweat suit matched her round pink cheeks. She looked like the ideal grandma. The woman following her did not. She had made titanic efforts to look younger, which somehow made her look older than Grandma. Her hair was dyed black and sprayed so stiff it would stay in place in a tornado. Several face-lifts had pulled her skin so tight I bet she had to bikini wax her lip. Her makeup was artfully applied, right down to the false eyelashes. Her nails were bright red—the same color as her red leotard and tights with flame designs on the legs and hips. Thirty years ago, this woman must have had a hot body. Now, as Gypsy Rose Lee used to say, she still had everything, it was just a little lower.

Another woman followed her out of the dressing-room door. This one looked like a stick figure: stick arms, spindly legs, and springy steel-colored curls. She was talking to a tall, stately woman who was a symphony in gray: dark-gray exercise togs, lighter gray tights and straight silver-gray hair. Ms. Silver made gray hair seem like something you wanted to achieve. After her came a couple of gnarled old guys with baggy exercise shorts and hairy legs. Behind them was the class teacher. She was a permanently perky blonde in her mid-twenties named Janni. I introduced myself to Janni, while other elderly exercisers streamed out. “Oh, you must join our class!” Janni said, jumping up and down with enthusiasm.

“Er, sorry, I didn’t bring any exercise clothes,” I said. I wasn’t sorry at all.

“That’s all right,” the instructor said. “You look about my size. You can wear an extra pair of my shorts and a T-shirt. Working out with us will give you a real appreciation for what we do. Don’t you agree, class?”

“Yes! Yes!” said the class. I was being smothered with senior vim and vigor. Oh, heck, I might as well try it. How tough could it be? The youngest person in the class was sixty-five years old. Janni found me some navy shorts and a white GEEP T-shirt. By the time Td changed and come back out, the class of about fifteen people had arranged itself in three long rows. Black exercise mats, like giant mousepads, stood in front of each person. Lined up on the mats were hand weights and stretchy rubber exercise tubes and long rubber-coated exercise bars. Someone had set up a place for me. I was grateful to see it was in the back row of the class. Janni put some bouncy music on the boombox and started her patter over the music:

“Okay, now, class, let’s start with our warm-up. Reach straight up. Up, up, up, put those arms in the sky, but don’t raise your shoulders, keep those shoulders down and bend your knees for support.” I looked around the class. These directions seemed to make sense to them. They were smiling and stretching their arms. By the time I figured out what everyone was doing, Janni was on to the next exercise.

“We’re going to march to warm up our legs! March, march, march!” she said. “March left, left, left!” The class began taking giant steps to the left, except for me. I went right and ran into Ms. Silver. She smiled and shrugged, letting me know it didn’t matter.

“Now, right, right, right!” Janni said. I went left and ran into Ms. Silver again. She still smiled. I tried to smile back, but I was breathing like I’d just run the four-minute mile. Only fifty-five more minutes to go, and we weren’t even through the warm-up exercises. This was going to be the most humiliating hour of my life. By now, I realized I was a dyslexic exerciser. When the class went left, I went right. When they were up, I was down.

Janni had the class pick up their weights. She was yelling “Biceps, triceps, biceps, triceps,” like it was some weird mantra. Ms. Silver was swinging her five-pound weights like a couple of Q-Tips, while I struggled to lift a pair of three-pounders. Even more embarrassing, the plump, pink-suited grandma was hefting two three-pound weights in each hand. The woman in the flaming suit had ten-pounders and hadn’t even broken a sweat. She hadn’t even broken a fingernail. The woman was a Fitness Fashion Plate. I’d seen younger versions of her at the kind of gyms where people like to show off their bodies. It looked like the FFP could be any age, from eighteen to eighty. A true Fitness Fashion Plate works out in full makeup, including false eyelashes, and she always wears the latest gym togs. She never has a hair out of place. Of course, it was pretty heavily shellacked.

While I struggled to keep up with the seniors, I sneaked a peak at the two men. They turned out to be Gaper Twins. They were sweating—but not from the exercise. Every time Janni said “Move those glutes” and showed us her bouncing bottom, the Gaper Twins’ eyes bulged. Ditto her demonstration of this command: “Lie on your back, bend your knees, and lift those hips—Up! Down! Up!” They nearly hyperventilated when she said, “Push those chests out. Push!”

When the Gaper Twins weren’t watching Janni, they were studying the rest of us with awed delight. But we couldn’t get mad at the Gaper Twins. They never said anything sexist, or even stared at the women too long. The Twins looked like teenage boys who accidentally walked into the cheerleaders’ dressing room. They couldn’t believe their luck and they hoped no one noticed them. This was probably the one time when exercise was bad for the heart.

My elegant Ms. Silver belonged to a different category of exerciser. She was a Sweater. She grunted. She groaned. She flogged herself during a workout until she was sweating like she’d been stoking steel-mill furnaces. Sweaters wear gray gym clothes, to show off their sweat to the best advantage. Naturally, they always wear sweat bands.

At first, the whole class seemed to be working equally hard. Then I noticed some people didn’t complete the exercise sets. They started out vigorously, but then these Slackers would quietly lie down on the job. The Stick Woman was the worst offender. She would do three pushups and spend seven resting on the floor. She lifted the body bar over her head four times, then rested it for six counts. She was an expert at not drawing attention to herself, so she was rarely reprimanded by Janni the instructor. The Stick Woman would fit in well at the Gazette. I bet she could sleep in front of the computer with her eyes open, so she looked awake.

I tried to be a Slacker during the stomach crunches, but Janni caught me. “Now, Francesca, no lying down on the job. Only six more crunches, I promise. You can do it. You’re so much younger than our other exercisers.” The whole class turned around and smiled. They were clearly enjoying watching me sweat.

Finally, the hands of the clock neared 1:00 P.M. “Now, bend over so your ribs are on your thighs,” said Janni. The exercisers folded themselves neatly in half, with their rear ends in the air. I tried to do that, but I seemed to be lacking a couple of hinges. Then everyone but me gracefully straightened up. This class was not just strong, they were limber, too. “Now stretch toward the sky,” said Janni, and they did. At precisely one o’clock, Janni said, “Good job, everybody.” She applauded them, then the class applauded themselves.

I was impressed. My South Side grandparents would never have gone to an exercise class. I thought of Grandma as frail and old, but she could shove a mahogany dining table across a room to wax the floor. But I still clung to my stereotypes about older people. I would have a good column after all, which would certainly upset Charlie. By the time I interviewed Janni and some of the GEEP exercisers and checked my answering machine for messages, I barely had time to make it to tea with Queen Elizabeth. Now, after an hour of being shamed by senior fitness buffs, I was looking forward to an afternoon with an old woman who didn’t lift anything heavier than a teacup.

I hoped this would be a useful visit. I wanted to find out more about Hudson’s missing fifteen minutes and her grandson’s drug buy. I wanted her to tell me how Hudson wound up with a trunk full of oil. I wanted to know what Hudson Senior and Junior were doing last night, and if it included trashing my car.

The Vander Venter mansion was still impressive. So was Elizabeth. But she seemed different. She caught me off guard when she answered the door herself. The woman had definitely defrosted. In fact, she was almost human. “Come in, come in,” she said. “I admire your column so much. When I had an opportunity to invite you again, I just had to take it.”

She did? What caused the big change?

“When I told my friends that Francesca Vierling was in my home, they were so impressed.” Ah. That explained it. She wanted to impress her friends by hobnobbing with a local celebrity.

“And they heard how you solved those other murders. Fascinating.”

“I didn’t solve anything,” I said. “I was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

“You South Siders are so modest,” she said, taking my coat and steering me out of the hall. “I want to ask you all about your detecting methods. But first, let me get the tea. It’s Cordelia’s day off, so you’re stuck with me.”

“Can I help?” I said, then realized the proper thing to say was “May I help?”

“No, no, you make yourself comfortable in the living room,” she said. “Too many cooks, you know. I’ll be right out.” I heard a teakettle whistle, and then a few minutes later, she returned. She brought out a huge silver tray loaded with a silver teapot, a plate of crustless cress sandwiches, cream and sugar, and fragile porcelain cups. She carried it all into the living room without spilling a drop. The grossly ornamented silver was covered with flowers, fruit, and scrolls.

“That’s an amazing silver service,” I said. It was, too. It looked like it had a disease.

“Early nineteenth century,” she said. “From my husbands family. Philadelphia silver in the French style.”

She had wrists an Uncle Bob’s waitress would envy. For an older woman, Elizabeth was certainly strong. Once again I thought how we underestimate older women. Some of the ones in that exercise class could lift twice the weight I could. Queen Elizabeth poured the smoky-tasting Lapsang souchong tea and chatted about her garden. She was considering a shade garden near the pool. She was fond of caladiums, but they were so difficult to find. I tried to steer the talk to the night of Sydney’s murder, but it was hard to lead the conversation back to her bludgeoned daughter-in-law when Elizabeth was rattling on about herbaceous borders.

“I’m thinking of putting in an orchid greenhouse and I want my son to help me with the plans, but he’s so busy these days,” she said.

Ah hah! Here was the opening. Maybe I could find out what his alibi was for last night, when Ralph was being pounded into rubble. “He does seem to have many important dinners and events,” I said. “I know he was at the big cigar smokers’ dinner. My friends say it was a huge success.” Of course, his wife’s murder might have put a damper on his evening, or maybe not. Elizabeth said nothing.

“Our paths seem to cross a lot,” I said. Unless I jumped out of the way.

“Wasn’t your son at some other major event just last night? I can’t remember the name.” Because I don’t know it. I was just fishing. But I’d finally hooked the old trout. She said, “Oh, yes. He was at the Bar Association dinner last night.”

Must have gone with his lawyer love, Brenda, I thought.

“Where was that?” I said.

“At Windows on Washington in downtown St. Louis,” she said. “They’ve renovated the old International Shoe Company building on Washington Avenue, and they now hold dinners and other events there. Hudson told me the views from the upper windows are magnificent, but I don’t approve of him going downtown. It’s so dangerous. He assured me that the area is secure. He must have had a super time because he stayed until two o’clock in the morning, and Hudson is not a late-night person.”

“You were with him last night?” I said, wondering how she knew when he left the event.

“Certainly not,” Elizabeth said a trifle sharply. “I haven’t been in the city since the Women’s Exchange moved out of the Central West End. If the city isn’t safe for them, it’s no place for me. My son called me to talk about the evening. He often calls in the morning.” I could hear the maternal pride in that last sentence. If she kept it up, I might actually come to like Queen Elizabeth. I’d like her even better if she gave me another important piece of information. Windows on Washington was not far from my place. If her son left there at two o’clock, he was less than twenty minutes away from my apartment. He could have easily been bashing Ralph’s windshield by the time Mrs. Indelicato woke up and heard glass breaking at two-thirty. Maybe he had Brenda with him, and they made wrecking Ralph their shared delight. Maybe they went there in her car, and that’s why no one in my neighborhood saw Hudson’s large and luxurious vehicle. Now I knew the senior Hudson Vander Venter was definitely a possibility. I wanted to find out about the junior one.

“Windows on Washington is just as safe as my neighborhood, near Tower Grove Park,” I said. “I think I’ve seen your grandson in the coffeehouses on South Grand.”

“Recently?” she said sharply. “Did you see him there this week?”

“No, I don’t think so,” I said. “I’m sure it was some weeks before that.” I hadn’t seen the kid there ever. I’d been trying to find out if he hung around in my neighborhood, because the cops caught him buying drugs nearby. Lots of twenty-somethings went to the South Grand area, for the restaurants, offbeat shops, and coffeehouses. There was even a body-piercing parlor.

Elizabeth relaxed a bit and smiled. “I don’t want my grandson in that area. I know it’s bohemian and you enjoy it, Francesca, but it’s not a proper environment for my grandson. He needs to be with his own kind. South Grand is not safe. There are young people there who use drugs. I don’t want him with drug users.”

It would be hard to keep the kid away from himself, I thought. He was one of the drug users blighting my neighborhood. I wished the kids with too much money would stay in the burbs, where they belonged.

“Can I tell you something in confidence?” she asked, patting my hand. “I’m paying him an allowanee to stay away from that neighborhood. I hope you won’t tell his father. I thought the money was a bargain if it would keep him away out of an unsuitable area.”

I wondered if the crafty kid took her money and went there, anyway, but I didn’t think about that for long. Elizabeth had given me the opening I needed.

“Speaking of bargains,” I said. “I hear you are the ultimate bargain hunter. One of my friends spotted you at the Discount Barn, of all places. She said you scored quite a bit of motor oil.”

“Your friend is mistaken,” she said tartly.

“I don’t think so,” I said. “You’re a very striking person.”

“I said she is mistaken,” she said, giving me a glare like I hadn’t seen since Sister Fulgencia Joseph nailed me for talking in class. Then she rearranged her face into something that resembled a smile. “Not that it makes any difference if she did. But it’s easy to be mistaken. One old woman looks like another.”

Bingo. I’d definitely hit a nerve. Maybe I should probe a little more and find out why. “No, no, she was sure it was you. She recognized your car, too.”

I smiled. She smiled. Or rather, she tried to turn her lips up. The rest of her face was frozen. She said through clenched teeth, “I . . . would . . . never . . . shop . . . there.”

“Oh, I can understand why you’d deny being there. I mean, it’s not exactly Neiman Marcus, but really, bargain hunting is an art. I admire someone who is successful at it and doesn’t confine herself to those boring luxury shops. What a bargain hunter you are. And generous, too. You must have shared some of your bargain bounty with your son. I saw he had a good half-dozen quarts of oil in his car. Did you give them to him?”

She smiled primly. “Surely you have more important things to worry about than where I shop?” She reached out and grabbed the teapot. Her hand trembled slightly. She squeezed the silver handle so hard I thought she was going to bend it into a new shape.

“Will you have more tea?” she said. Every time there was a pause in the conversation, the Queen pushed more tea on me. You’d have thought her quarterly dividends depended on how much tea I drank. I’d downed four cups now, and I definitely needed a bathroom. The interrogation would have to hold. I couldn’t. Damn. Just when I was getting somewhere. Columbo didn’t have these problems. You’d think if you’d designed someone as big as me, you’d put in larger kidneys. At least make them as big as my feet. The doorbell rang as Elizabeth was in the middle of telling me “It’s upstairs and to the right. I have to answer the door. Cordelia isn’t here.”

“It’s Dudley, here to pick up your clothing donations for St. Peter’s Episcopal Church bazaar,” I heard. This Dudley had a strangely feminine voice. I tiptoed down the upstairs hall and peeked out the window, which looked down on the front of the house. Dudley was a woman. I could see the top of her blond head. I couldn’t see her face, which was too bad. She sounded interesting.

“I have these sweaters for you. They’re cashmere,” Elizabeth said, sounding as if she was giving away her firstborn. She handed out a stack.

“They’re so . . . vintage,” Dudley said tactfully.

If Elizabeth was donating items that met her usual lousy standard, those sweaters were so worn I wouldn’t use them for dust rags.

Then I heard a different tone. Dudley sounded pleasantly surprised.

“Oooh, these shoes hardly look worn,” she told Elizabeth. “They’re a sensible style. They should sell. And so will this big, black purse. It looks new.”

“It’s not my taste. But it’s been used only once,” said Elizabeth.

Suddenly I knew exactly when the purse and shoes had been used—the one night Elizabeth murdered her daughter-in-law, Sydney. She carried the drive chain in the big black purse. She was the old lady seen in the alley, wearing a dark coat.

I remembered what Cutup Katie had said: “A small strong person could have killed her if very angry,” and Elizabeth was strong and extremely angry. And now I knew why. Parts of my conversation with Sydney’s Chicago friend Jane floated into my mind and rearranged themselves so I saw a pattern. Jane had talked with Sydney the day she died. Sydney seemed happy. She was on the paper trail to uncover her husband’s hidden assets. She was sure she would get the money due her in the divorce. Sydney said she had a breakthrough thanks to her boyfriend, Jack. He found some papers that would change everything in the divorce. She wouldn’t tell Jane how she got them. “Don’t ask,” Sydney told her friend. After Sydney’s death, Jack had papers that he wanted to sell me. Papers with the murderer’s name, he said. Papers that he stole for Sydney. She didn’t need them now and Jack needed the money to save his Harley. But he had a little honor. Before he used them to blackmail Sydney’s murderer, he tried to sell them to me. When I wouldn’t buy them, he sold them back to the killer. Who was that—Hudson? He was my first choice. But Jane said Hudson didn’t have “the guts to murder anyone.” Hudson would have given Sydney everything she wanted to prevent her lawyer from serving those papers on his business partners. He couldn’t take the embarrassment. Hudson wasn’t strong enough.

But Elizabeth was strong. Mentally and physically. I saw her carry in that heavy tray. Sydney was after the family money, and that hit Elizabeth where she lived—literally. The subpoenas were going to be served the next day, and Hudson would have caved in to save face with his partners. Elizabeth knew her son Hudson wouldn’t kill his wife. But Elizabeth could. Elizabeth didn’t approve of her daughter-in-law living in the city, but she used it to her advantage. She killed Sydney and made it look like a biker murder. Elizabeth’s expensive clothes would be out of place in South St. Louis. So she stole Cordelia’s coat—Cordelia told me herself that her coat was missing. It would stay missing, too. The coat was probably drenched in blood. Elizabeth was smart enough to toss it somewhere far from the scene. So why didn’t she throw out the purse and shoes, too? The answer floated up from the front door.

“I’d like a tax letter for one thousand dollars,” Elizabeth crisply told Dudley.

That was it. Greed. Elizabeth’s motive for the murder. The strong killer’s weakness. Elizabeth was so tight she squeaked. She wanted that charity deduction. If the purse and shoes had any blood on them, Elizabeth wiped it off. I knew she was cold. Could she calmly clean off her daughter-in-law’s blood to get a tax deduction? Of course she could.

“We’d have to have them appraised,” said Dudley, who was shrewd enough to know Elizabeth’s donation wasn’t worth that much.

I didn’t listen to any more of the conversation. I felt sick. I headed for the bathroom, flipped on the light, and saw myself, pale and shaken, and greener than the old-fashioned bathroom tile. I wanted out of this house of horrors. I would grab my briefcase and leave. I’d tell Mark Mayhew everything I’d found out—if he was still speaking to me—and let him handle Elizabeth. She was too much for me. I don’t know how long I was in the bathroom, but I was still shaky when I started down the stairs.

That’s why I was clutching the stair rail tightly, and that’s what saved my life. When my foot caught on the clear plastic fishing line stretched across the third step from the top, I plunged forward but managed to hold on to the rail.

“My dear, you almost had a very nasty fall,” said Elizabeth, standing at the bottom of the steps. She guided me toward my seat by the tea tray, and I was too shaky to resist. “You could have been killed.”

“I thought you usually used bike chains,” I said.

“I have no idea what you are talking about,” she said. But her eyes were colder than the winter sky.

“You killed your daughter-in-law. You killed her biker boyfriend when he tried to blackmail you. You tried to kill me because I figured it out.”

“You are distraught, Francesca. Would you like more tea?”

She was the coolest woman I ever met. She was going to pour me more tea when I’d just accused her of murder. I watched her pick up the heavy silver pot. She took a swing at me with it. I ducked and knocked over the little table covering the hole in the rug, then held the table in front of me like a shield. It shattered with one blow of the silver teapot. Lukewarm tea splattered across the Kirman rug. I rolled forward to the mantel and reached up for an ugly green vase I saw there. The thing was acid green trimmed with gold and looked like the vase my aunt Gracie won at a carnival.

Elizabeth froze. “Put that down, you idiot,” she commanded. “It’s Meissen. It’s worth a fortune. Seventy thousand dollars for a matched pair.”

As long as I held on to the vase, I was safe. I could back out the door with the vase and run for my car.

But I didn’t get a chance. She came running for me, like a springing lioness I’d seen on a National Geographic special. I made a run for the front door, but she blocked my way, swinging the heavy silver teapot. I had to run, either back into the living room or upstairs. I chose the stairs, remembering to step over the fishing line on the third step from the top. I managed to hang on to the vase, too. Elizabeth ran right after me and leaped the line like a spring lamb.

About then I realized I’d made a dumb decision. I was trapped upstairs. I had to get back down those steps again so I could get out the door. I ran into the bathroom and locked the door behind me. Elizabeth pounded on it. “Come out, Francesca, come out. We can get you help,” she said.

Wonderful. Now I was the crazy one. Well, I was sitting on the commode, holding a vase worth more than my annual salary. No doubt Charlie the managing editor would believe Elizabeth before he believed me. If it were up to him, I’d be wearing a jacket with wraparound sleeves. After about ten minutes, Elizabeth quit pounding and pleading for me to come out. I could hear her go into the bedroom across from the bath and quietly pick up the phone. Who was she going to call? Her son? Charlie the managing editor? The police?

I didn’t wait to find out. I opened the bathroom door and started down the steps. Very carefully, I stepped over the fishing line again. Then I moved faster. But she heard me. I could hear her drop the phone and then I saw her at the top of the steps. I was still a long way from the bottom and the escape to the outside.

“Come any further, and I’ll drop this over the side,” I said. I plastered myself to the banister and held the vase out over the slates in the entry hall.

“Francesca, I’m sure the newspaper will get you the best care,” she said. “I won’t file any charges, if you’ll just put down the vase.”

The vase wobbled in my hands. “I’m putting it down all right, unless you tell me how you killed your daughter-in-law.”

“People in my position don’t murder,” she said. “You’re the one who comes from murderers and suicides. With your past, who’d believe anything you’d say about me? Especially when . . .”

Was that an admission? I didn’t find out. She made a lunge for me in midsentence, trying to grab her precious vase. She forgot about the fishing line she’d tied across the third step. It caught her by the foot and flipped her right over, headfirst. Her head bounced on the steps going down. Then she landed on the foyer slates with a sound like a watermelon falling out of a window. I hope I never hear that sound again. A pool of very dark blood began spreading around her head. She never moved. She would never move again. Elizabeth was dead.

I was numb, but I could feel a cold raw fear starting in the pit of my stomach and spreading outward. She’d never admitted that she had committed the murders, and she couldn’t confess now. What if she didn’t murder Sydney and Jack? I’d been wrong before. Was I wrong again? Had I killed an innocent woman?

I realized I was still on the stairs and still clutching the vase. I tried to walk downstairs. I made it, wobbly and sweaty, to the last step when the doorbell rang. I guess the sound startled me, and the sweat made my hands slippery. The ugly green vase slipped out of my hands and crashed to the floor. It lay there broken and ruined, like its owner.
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“Good God, you’ve killed Mother!” Hudson Vander Venter said. He’d rung the doorbell and used his key to let himself in for an afternoon visit with Elizabeth. Now he stood in the slate-floored foyer, staring at her broken body. Even from where he stood, it was obvious she was dead. He did not run over and touch his mother. Probably didn’t want to get blood on his good suit. But he did take a step or two closer. Bits of the acid-green vase crunched under his feet. After three crunches, he realized what was making that noise: the vase I broke when he rang the doorbell.

“Good God,” he said again. “You’ve destroyed a matched pair of Meissen.” I couldn’t tell which disaster left him more shattered—the loss of his mother, or the Meissen.

“It was an accident. I didn’t mean to,” I said, sounding like Dorothy when she threw the pail of water on the Wicked Witch of the West.

“You killed her, you wretched woman. You’ll pay for this.” He grabbed his cell phone from his briefcase and dialed 911. I grabbed the phone by the couch and called Mayhew’s office. He wasn’t in, but I left an urgent message. My voice shook as I said, “Tell him that there has been a major break in the Vander Venter case. He should get to Elizabeth Vander Venter’s house in Ladue immediately.”

Then I called the Gazette to tell Georgia what happened. I was halfway through my explanation when Hudson grabbed the phone out of my hand and hung it up. “You may NOT use Mother’s phone,” he said, peevishly. I tried to wrestle it back to call Lyle, but gave up. I could hear the sirens of the approaching police cars. After that, it was nothing but confusion, accusations, and explanations. Mayhew arrived about twenty minutes later, and Georgia blew in half an hour after Mayhew with a matched pair of Gazette lawyers, who promptly told me to shut up, the same advice that Georgia always gave me, except she didn’t charge to say that. I was done talking for a while, anyway. I’d already told my story half a dozen times, and now the police were checking it. There was plenty of evidence to support my version, from the shattered table to the fishing line on the stairs. Only Elizabeth’s fingerprints were found on and around the fishing line, so Hudson couldn’t say I’d used it to kill his mother. Hudson wasn’t saying anything at the moment. His lawyers had arrived, and they told him to shut up, too.

I wished Lyle was there, but I was also glad he wasn’t. Shock was setting in. My teeth were chattering and I felt cold. Someone offered me a cup of hot tea, but I didn’t think I could ever drink tea again. Georgia gave me her jacket to wear, but I couldn’t stop shivering. I’d killed Elizabeth. Maybe not on purpose, but my intentions didn’t matter. I told myself that she’d tried to kill me. If I wasn’t such a klutz, if I hadn’t held on to the stair rail, she might have succeeded. But knowing that didn’t help. I wished I could feel sorry that she was dead. I wished I could feel sad. I wished I could feel anything but what I did feel: cold. I was so cold I didn’t think I’d ever be warm. For months afterward, I would dream that Elizabeth was chasing me through the house and down the stairs. I could see her foot catch in the fishing line. I would watch her fall down the steps and I would hear once again those dreadful thumps. Suddenly it was me who was falling. I was trying to grab on to something, but I couldn’t stop falling. I always woke up before I hit the bottom. I would be shivering and sweating, but so cold.

It was hours before I got out of that house. Hudson was making threats when I left and his lawyers were trying to muzzle him. But he couldn’t do anything. The power of the Vander Venters was as broken as the vase.

The police found plenty of proof that Elizabeth was the killer. Sydney’s blood was on the shoes and purse that Elizabeth donated to the church bazaar. One of Sydney’s hairs was in the purse. Elizabeth’s skin fragments were in the drive chain used to beat Sydney to death. The cast of the tire matched the front tire on Elizabeth’s car. In the trunk of her car were smears of motor oil. Police found credit card receipts for three cases of Exxon motor oil (twelve quarts to a case, eighty-nine cents a quart) and a motorcycle drive chain from the West Alton Discount Barn. The site of Jack’s murder was a few miles across the river.

But the best evidence was in the can, just like Sydney told her friend, Jane. Elizabeth used a coffee can safe to hide the papers that showed all the devious ways she and her son were defrauding Sydney. She put the can on a shelf in her refrigerator. Too bad Jack missed the ruby necklace Elizabeth kept in the vegetable bin in a fake head of lettuce when he went through her refrigerator—that would have been enough lettuce to get him out of town. Jack wouldn’t have had to blackmail the lethal Elizabeth. The crafty old woman devised a perfect way to take out a big, mean biker. After she murdered Jack, Elizabeth didn’t destroy the papers. She returned them to her coffee can safe in the refrigerator. It was a stupid move by a smart woman.

“I can’t believe she kept a ruby necklace in the icebox,” I said to Mayhew. Elizabeth’s death took care of any awkwardness between us. When he showed up at her house, the last thing I worried about was what he thought of me after our afternoon together. Now we were back to being old friends. Mayhew gave me an update over breakfast at Uncle Bob’s, while Marlene sedately brought our food and didn’t say a single snotty word.

“You’d be surprised what rich people do,” Mayhew said. “I know one guy with an incredible art collection—Monets, Cézannes, Picassos, the works. He has it guarded with the cheapest possible alarm system. I wouldn’t have it at my house to protect my CD player.”

No one is exactly sure how Elizabeth found out the papers were missing, but I liked Mayhew’s theory. Here’s what he thinks happened: “Cordelia complained to Elizabeth about those muddy footprints on her kitchen floor,” he said. “At least, Cordelia says she made a fuss.”

“I know she did,” I said. “Cordelia even complained to me about the footprints.”

“I think Elizabeth saw the footprints and knew someone had been in her kitchen,” Mayhew said. “She waited until Cordelia left for the day, then checked the safes. The ruby necklace was untouched, but the coffee can safe was empty. She immediately suspected her daughter-in-law, or someone acting for her, took the papers. Who else but Sydney would benefit from them?”

“Did Sydney know about the coffee can safe?”

“Hud Junior told us she often joked about Elizabeth’s cut-rate security system. Sydney thought the refrigerator was the first place a burglar would look for cold cash and valuables. It’s probably the first place she had Jack check when she gave him the key to her mother-in-law’s house.”

“How did you know she gave Jack a key?”

“We found it on his key chain. We didn’t know what door it matched until after Elizabeth’s death. We think Elizabeth decided to kill Sydney before her daughter-in-law claimed her share of the family fortune in the divorce. Elizabeth found the perfect way to make herself invisible. She dressed like a dowdy, respectable old woman. Elizabeth stole Cordelia’s coat. She bought the sensible black shoes, felt hat, and a big black purse at a store in Florissant, about as far away from Ladue as she could go—but conveniently on the way home from the Discount Barn. We found that credit card receipt, too, and the clerk definitely remembers Elizabeth.”

Mayhew can’t prove his theory, because nobody ever found Cordelia’s coat. But it made sense to me. Why else would a tightwad like Elizabeth buy Cordelia a new coat?

“Did you ever find out what Hudson was doing in those missing fifteen minutes?” I said. That was the question I couldn’t answer.

“He just might have been in the bathroom, like he said,” Mayhew said. “We pressed him about it again after his mother died. This time he was scared enough to tell us he had diverticulitis—a bowel problem that could keep him in there for a while. The great financier said he was too embarrassed to admit he had this ‘weakness.’ Hudson even gave us permission to talk to his internist, who confirmed he had been treated for an inflammation of the large intestine.”

Hudson also admitted his mother gave him six quarts of oil, but he swore he didn’t know that she murdered Jack. Hudson said he never changed his own oil. He planned to give it to his handyman on the next visit to the farm.

Hudson still denied beating my car with a cinder block. So did his lawyer-lover, Brenda, when the police questioned her in connection with the case. Hud Junior said he didn’t do it, and I believed him. Maybe it was Elizabeth, but crude vandalism didn’t seem subtle enough for her clever mind. It could have been the neighborhood kids. But I didn’t think so. The incident nagged at me.

But I had too many good things to think about. Lyle and I are getting along fine. I’ve moved in with him—almost. I still keep a few clothes and things at my grandparents’ place, and I go there whenever I need a break from living with Lyle. I slop around in an old hairy pink bathrobe, order pizza, eat tuna out of the can, and sleep sideways in the bed. Single-mindedness dies hard. Besides, I have to go back to clean those steps.

But after a day or two, I go home to Lyle. I miss him. I still have the dreams about my parents, and I wake up with my heart pounding. But then I tell myself that Lyle is not like my father, and I am not like my mother. If I don’t say that, Lyle does, which is another reason why I like him beside me. Often he’ll kiss me to reassure me that everything is all right, and then my heart ends up pounding for another reason.
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Sonny and the other bikers thanked me for clearing their names. I told them the truth: I didn’t do anything. But they insisted on being grateful. Stephanie gave me a T-shirt that said BITCH WITH A BAD ATTITUDE. I appreciated the compliment. Crazy Jerry gave me a fifth of Jack Daniel’s and a twelve-pack of Busch, so I could learn to drink like a biker. Streak solemnly gave me his card, which had only his street name—“Streak”—a PO box, and “Viet Nam Vets MC.” That stood for Motorcycle Club. He signed his name on the back. “Show that if you’re ever in trouble,” Streak said. I put it in my wallet. I’m always in trouble.

I politely declined the new-looking CD player Gilly brought me, but I did accept two tickets from Sonny for the next Leather and Lace Ball. They were the hottest tickets in town. This time Lyle went with me. We danced to “Born to Be Wild” while the Harley roared around the room. We both enjoyed looking at the extreme outfits. But Stephanie and Crazy Jerry weren’t the most outrageous couple this year. They’d split. Oddly enough, they both turned up wearing the same thing: black jeans, black boots, and faded black Harley shirts.

Nothing has changed at the Gazette. I like my readers and I like my job, and I consider myself lucky when the editors leave me alone. I suppose I owe that to the Voyage Committee. The committee commissioned a telephone survey of three thousand readers and nonreaders. The survey found that I was the most popular columnist at the Gazette with women readers—exactly the people the Gazette advertisers were eager to court. Nobody on the committee could figure out why readers liked me—they took it as more proof the folks who buy the paper weren’t real bright—but the committee decided I should keep on doing whatever I was doing. Georgia slipped me the survey information and said, “With your readership, Francesca, they’d have to be morons to fire you.” She seemed to think that sentence would reassure me, but I didn’t see it as job security. I still had those two warning letters in my file, and I knew Charlie, that toad, was eager for another excuse to fire me.

Georgia also told me that Voyage Captain Jason gave me his blessing after he cast me off, so the publisher wasn’t too unhappy with me. Jason told the committee, “Some creative types are happier if they sail alone. Francesca seems to be one of them.” I thought Jason was all wet, but as long as I didn’t have to go to meetings, I wasn’t going to make waves.

When Wendy took my place on the Voyage Committee, the whole department enjoyed peace for six months. For once, we were one big happy Family section. The committee met more often as the end approached. They were busy writing white papers and confidential reports. Wendy, looking dumpy and self-important, would bustle into the office maybe two days a week. The other three days were like a vacation. We knew it couldn’t last and finally, eight months after it had begun the Voyage of Discovery was over. The final report would be delivered at three o’clock Friday. Attendance was mandatory, which made the staff surlier than usual. Most Friday afternoons we were long gone by three o’clock. Paychecks were delivered at noon, and only the staff with Sunday deadlines hung around after that. Now we were all stuck at work, and we were about as happy as a class kept after school. We draped ourselves on desks and leaned against pillars, waiting sullenly for the announcement, so we could start the weekend. I found a place behind the fire extinguisher.

The entire Voyage Committee assembled in the newsroom, minus me, of course. Georgia hid her small self behind the tall Tolbart. The less she was associated with this boondoggle, the better. The publisher looked as tanned and relaxed as if he’d been on a real voyage. He stood proudly next to Voyage Captain Jason, who still wore his uniform of jeans and work boots. Jason looked like a Marin County poster boy. He did the talking. “Eight months ago, the Voyage Committee embarked on a journey of self-discovery,” he said. “The voyage was not designed to fix what was wrong with the Gazette”

“Nobody could do that,” I muttered under my breath.

“The purpose of the voyage was more important. We are preparing the Gazette to sail into a brilliant new future, and it gives me great pride to say that we have reached four major conclusions about the Gazettes needs in the future,” Jason said. He held up four fingers and then counted them off, one by one.

“Number one, the paper needs younger readers and more women readers.

“Number two, the Gazette needs more reader involvement.

“Number three, the Gazette needs lighter, brighter, shorter stories.

“Number four, the Gazette needs more local stones.

The publisher gave a stately nod to seal these conclusions. Voyage Captain Jason continued, “Therefore, the Voyage Committee recommends the following four policies be implemented to reach those objectives:

“First, a series of ‘Tell Us What You Think’ features will begin immediately, to promote reader involvement.” The entire staff groaned.

“Second, the feature section will include one celebrity interview each day.” The entire Family section groaned.

“Third, no story will be longer than thirty inches.” The editorial page, famous for mind-numbing seventy-inch “think” pieces, groaned.

“Fourth, all stories must have a local angle. There will be no exceptions.” The staff was struck speechless at this particular piece of stupidity.

“Any questions?” Jason asked.

There were lots. This was not a happy crew. The reporters were so upset, they didn’t even care if the publisher was present. They peppered Jason with angry questions:

“Are we going to skip covering world events now? How on earth can we make a typhoon in Taiwan local?” Jasper demanded. For once, his vile temper was turned on the right person.

“You can localize that story. Write about the St. Louis relief effort to help the victims,” Jason said brightly.

“What about stories covering the conflicts in Africa and Eastern Europe?” asked Clay, a serious cityside reporter. “How do we make international news local?”

“Interview the refugees who resettle in St. Louis,” Jason said.

“How do we explain what these people are doing here in the first place, if we don’t cover the wars that made them flee their countries?” Clay pressed.

“I know you’ll find a way,” said our captain, who obviously hadn’t a clue about news gathering. This wasn’t a Voyage of Discovery. It was a shakedown cruise. Captain Jason looked longingly at the door, as if he wanted to bolt for the exit before the crowd turned on him. “One more question,” he said.

My hand shot up first, and the other reporters held back, waiting to see what I had to say. I wanted something cleared up before Voyage Captain Jason took off, and I wanted his answer in front of witnesses, so our esteemed Family editor couldn’t waffle later and stick us with the blame.

“How can the Family section do stories about national celebrities if you want only local stories?”

Voyage Captain Jason had an answer ready: “We will localize the celebrity interviews by asking the person ‘What do you think of St. Louis?’”

That was the last treasure from Captain Jason.
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Charlie had his triumphs, too. The whole town talked about his new Go Away section for weeks. They hated it. Three thousand readers called up and complained about Go Away the first week it was launched. They hated the name, and they hated the tabloid format. I could have told the paper that tabloids work only in commuter cities, where people read the paper on the subway or the train. But I didn’t charge half a mil and call myself a consultant. Hundreds of people canceled their subscriptions. But the new section was still considered a great success. Marketing had told the publisher to expect five thousand complaints. When the other two thousand complaints didn’t materialize, Go Away was pronounced a hit. Still, there is talk of a graphics makeover to stimulate more circulation.

Charlie succeeded in getting rid of the old Family office manager, Louise. After struggling through six miserable months of computer training, Louise was put on the 12:00 to 6:00 A.M. shift in the morgue. Nobody in their right mind worked at the Gazette at that hour. People who were crazy, or crazy mean, roamed the deserted streets around the paper after dark. The parking lot closest to the building was reserved for the bosses. Louise would have had to walk more than two blocks through some of the city’s meanest streets. When Smiling Steve, Charlie’s right hand, offered her a paltry five-thousand-dollar retirement incentive, she took it. “I know when I’m beat, sweetie,” she told me, and she did look weary. “No job is worth dying for.”

The staff chipped in and bought Louise and her husband a trip to Cancun. At her retirement party, she seemed happier than she had in years. But the party was still a sad event. Charlie had triumphed. Scarlette presides over the Family section now. The phones ring unanswered, the vacation checks are late, and the freelancers’ payments are often screwed up. When Charlie canceled sixteen contracts with local freelancers, Scarlette forgot to stop their weekly payments. An audit caught the four-thousand-dollar overpayment six months later. The Gazette rudely demanded that the freelancers pay the money back. Only two bothered spending thirty-two cents on a stamp to tell the Gazette to go to hell. The rest just dropped the letters in the circular file. Charlie made up the shortfall by taking four thousand dollars from the Family department travel budget. He continues to stop by daily to stare down the front of Scarlette’s sweater. I consider it pay-for-view.

It took a full month and five thousand dollars, but Ralph was restored to his former beauty. In fact, he never looked better. His body shone with six coats of lacquer. His chrome glowed like well-polished silver. All the little dings and chips that a working car accumulates were gone. So was the rust that had bubbled up around the windshield. Inside, his Iris-blue seats had the intoxicating smell of new leather. Thanks to the redone Ralph, I was getting more exercise. I parked him way in the back of the parking lots, far from other cars, to protect his new paint job.

The first day I had Ralph back, I took him to Uncle Bob’s for breakfast. I was hiking in from the farthest corner of Uncle Bobs lot when I saw Mayhew leaving with a woman. Oh, please, God, don’t let it be his wife, I thought. I felt bad enough about what happened without meeting her. The couple was heading in my direction, toward three cars parked near the Dumpsters. As they got closer, I saw this wasn’t May-hew’s round soft little brunette wife but a skinny hard-faced blonde in tight jeans and high heels. She had to be Sheila, the girlfriend Mayhew sometimes brought to Uncle Bob’s, the one the waitresses hated because they liked his wife. I’d get an earful from Marlene today.

Should I say anything? They were so close now, it would be awkward to ignore him. “Hi, Mayhew,” I said and waved. Mayhew looked trapped and uneasy. When she saw me, Sheila clamped her hand on his arm like he was a felon about to escape. She gave me a glare that should have peeled off four layers of my skin. The woman was possessive. I continued talking anyway. “Look at Ralph. He’s good as new.”

“They fixed your car already?” Mayhew said, sounding genuinely pleased.

“Already? It took a month!” I said. “But everything is back where it should be.”

“Even the Tampax?” Sheila sneered.

Mayhew blushed bright red. By the time I said “How did you know about that?” he had steered Sheila to her red Firebird. She locked the doors like I was a carjacker and drove off the lot with an angry screech of tires. He was running for his car by the Dumpster.

“You’ve got some explaining to do, Mayhew,” I yelled, running after him.

“Can’t stop to talk,” he said. “My beeper just went off. Gotta run.”

He did have to run. Because when I caught up with him, I was going to get an explanation of little Sheila’s statement. Where did she get such intimate knowledge of my car? Not from me. I couldn’t see Mayhew talking about Tampax with a girlfriend.

He evaded me for a week and a half, but finally, I found him at Uncle Bob’s one morning, eating his waffle. I plopped down at his booth and said, “Okay, Mayhew. Confess. You know who attacked my car, and it wasn’t any Vander Venter.”

Mayhew turned the color of the Strawberry Dee-Lite Waffle. But he told the truth. “It was Sheila,” he said. “She’s . . . uh . . . a little possessive.”

“I saw the way she grafted herself onto your arm,” I said.

“She’s insecure. You have to understand her position,” he said.

“Missionary?” I said snidely.

He looked wounded. “Francesca, I was honest with her, just like I was honest with you. I said I loved my wife and could never marry her. Sheila said she understood, but I guess she really didn’t. She gets a little jealous sometimes. She lives over on Hartford, and she recognized my Harley parked in front of your place that afternoon and thought I was in Mrs. Indelicato’s store. She went in to see me. But Mrs. I said I wasn’t in the store. Then Sheila heard some . . . sounds from us on the steps and . . . uh . . . thought she knew what they were. She left without making a scene in front of Mrs. I, but she brooded on it all day, and that night she took a cinder block to Ralph.”

Jeez. I’d had all the disadvantages of a fallen woman and none of the fun. I didn’t belong in the adultery game.

Mark was contrite about what Sheila did to Ralph. “I’m sorry, Francesca. I meant to tell you before this. It’s my responsibility. I’ll pay for the damage.”

“Forget it, Mark,” I said. “My insurance covered it.” My insurance covered all but five hundred dollars. But I didn’t want any man to pay for Ralph.

“I feel guilty,” he said. “I’ve hurt your car.”

“Ralph wasn’t hurt. He came back better than ever. In fact, he’s perfect.”

Almost perfect. But I wouldn’t find his one flaw until months later, on the first warm day of spring. Then I turned on Ralph’s air conditioning and heard a rattle. It sounded like a small piece of window glass was trapped inside. I could have taken the car back and had the rattle removed, but I didn’t. I keep it there. When I get too hot, the rattle reminds me to cool off. And keep my hands off other women’s husbands.
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That happened in March. Soon St. Louis was in a green and glorious spring. When the dogwoods were in bloom, I took the afternoon off and went to see Sydney. She was buried at Bellefontaine Cemetery, in North St. Louis. The Gazette liked to say that some of the city’s oldest families were buried there, but I figured we all came from old families, or we wouldn’t be here, right? Certainly some of the city’s richest and most notorious families were planted in these hills. Thomas Hart Benton, Missouri’s first senator, was with the silent majority at Bellefontaine. Adolphus Busch, the beer baron, did not bury his pride even in death. His mausoleum says VENI VIDI VICI. He came, he saw, and he conquered . . . what? The boss’s daughter? Adolphus didn’t found the Anheuser-Busch brewery. He married Eberhard Anheuser’s daughter, Lilly.

The gloomy and arrogant monuments were softened by the white clouds of dogwood. They looked beautiful in the spring sunshine. Sydney was not buried with the family that killed her, but with her own people. A pink dogwood wept over her pink granite stone. In a vase was a single white rose. The rose was fresh. It rested just below her name and dates, against the inscription: “Beloved Mother.” Her son must have done that.

I owe you an apology, Sydney, I thought. I misjudged you. I thought your life was silly and useless. I thought I was superior to you because I have a career and I am a local celebrity. But your son loves you. And you loved him. I could not put “Beloved Mother” on my mother’s tombstone. I could not love her. And she could not love me. You have something that I will never have.

I stood by Sydney’s grave for some time. I heard the birds singing, and the grass being mowed in a distant section of the cemetery, and a car going by. But from Sydney, there was nothing. No sign. No word. Beloved Mother was enough for her.

[image: ]

Sydney’s son continues to honor her memory. So far he’s stayed off the drugs. I saw him recently at Has Beans, the Clayton coffeeshop, but this time he was a customer. The kid looked good. The dark shadows were gone from under his eyes. He seemed like another twenty-something, maybe a little more serious than most. Hud told me that the cop scared him into virtue when he picked him up in that South Side alley. “I was afraid my father wouldn’t bail me out if I got caught,” he told me. “My heart was pounding so badly I could hardly breathe. I knew a city cop would love to run in a rich kid like me. When he didn’t, I went back to Eric’s and collapsed. I locked the door and didn’t move all night long. I couldn’t believe I’d escaped.”

One month after his mother’s death, Hud went into drug rehab again. This time he made a serious effort to stay clean. He’s back in school, on a scholarship, in the top 10 percent of his class.

Hud’s going to need that degree. He won’t have a job waiting for him in the family firm. Investigators discovered that his father, Hudson, through a series of entangled corporate ownerships, had been funneling his money into offshore banks to avoid Sydney. Alas, Hudson Senior had also avoided the IRS. The IRS settlement and penalties are said to be enormous. Brenda left him, I’m sorry to say, when Hudson lost his money. He had to sell his Ladue mansion and his mother’s home, along with the family’s personal effects, right down to the ugly silver tea service, now slightly dented. He tried to recover some money by suing the Gazette for damages when I dropped the vase, but the case was dismissed.

Of course, poverty for a Vander Venter is not the same as poverty for the rest of us. Hudson was still able to afford what I would call a nice home. In the Chevy Chase section of Olivette.
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