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The telephone shrilled as I stepped inside the house. I was hot and thirsty, intent upon reaching the kitchen and a frosty glass of Gatorade, but, of course, I picked up the ringing portable phone from the move-scarred walnut table in my front hallway. Old reporters never ignore that imperious summons even when the days of deadlines are long past. I glanced at the small screen. Suddenly I was breathless.


Caller ID: James A. Lennox.


This was a call I had never expected to receive, certainly not on a casual summer morning, sweaty and relaxed after a jog on the university track. It was a slow jog at my age, but nonetheless I could still pick one foot up, put it down, take pleasure in exercise.


The ring sounded again. I struggled for breath, punched TALK. Hello.


Henrie O. The clear, resonant tenor was still youthful, without the dour droop of age. A dear voice. Once I had welcomed his calls, come to depend upon them, my spirits lifting when he spoke my name. Jimmy Lennox had long been a cherished friend and, once, my lover, but he took one road and I another. This unexpected call loosed emotions I had thought neatly packaged and filed in the past. I was swept by tenderness, unease, sadness, and a sense of foreboding.


I should have answered right away, but how do you respond to an old friend and former lover whose proposal of marriage you declined? The last time I saw Jimmy


Henrie O, please dont hang up. The appeal was utterly unlike confident, unflappable Jimmy. Lanky, laconic, and clever, Jimmy had become a part of my life with his quick curiosity, wry sense of humor, and lack of pretension.


When I spoke, I spoke with my heart. Ill never hang up on you.


His appeal and my response held a world of meaning for both of us. I knew Jimmy was upset. He knew I cared for him still, would never be quite certain how much was friendship and how much was love.


Ultimately Id felt there was not enough love for me to marry him. That decision haunted me still. I missed Jimmy, missed him intensely, but now he was married. I would always care for Jimmy. Hed achieved a measure of fame as a newsman and later as a biographer. In my memory he moved with his usual grace, lithe and lean, with an air of placidity that often fooled his interview subjects into thinking him a trifle slow. That was a mistake.


Whats wrong? We never minced words with each other. I swept off a calico headband, swiped at my perspiring face. In the mirror above the table, my cheeks still flamed from exertion and my silvered dark hair curled in damp ringlets.


I dont have any right to call on you. But youre the only person who can possibly help me. He was uncertain, reluctant.


Ive never been able to stay on the sidelines when someone I love is in trouble. What can I do?



He drew a deep breath. I havent talked to you since I married Sophia.


Deep in sleepless nights, I still willed away the emptiness Id felt upon receiving the wedding invitation. Sophia Montgomery. I remembered her well. I doubt she recalled me. Sophia lived in a blaze of excitement, attention, and achievement. Shed succeeded hugely in documentary films, recording everything from genocide in Rwanda to the shrinking of the polar ice cap. Id met her when she was in Mexico cataloging the struggle of insurrectionists in Chiapas. Along her way to fame, shed married an actor and later a financier. Twice a widow, she was now Jimmys wife. She was now in her fifties, almost fifteen years younger than Jimmy. And me, of course.


I looked again in the mirror at deep-set dark eyes in a narrow face with lines that mapped a lifetime of happiness and sorrow. Not a young face.


Id sent an elegant cut-glass bowl as a wedding gift. She and Jimmy had married last year at her home near Carmel. The nuptials were a celebrity-studded extravaganza. Id read about the glamorous guest list in People. Clearly, something had gone awry in this celebrated union. Of course. How is Sophia? Smart as ever? Intense as ever? Brilliant as ever?


She wont listen to me. I keep warning her, but she wont listen. Anger warred with despair. Ive got to have help or


I felt a twist of irritation. That easygoing Jimmy might end up at odds with Sophia came as no surprise. Sophia had a genius for barreling straight to the destination of her choice, disregarding both approval and opposition. I wouldnt have expected Jimmy to seek me out as a mediator for a troubled relationship. I almost cut in to say Id left my Ann Landers hat in someone elses closet, but he continued, the words anguished.


she may die.



I felt cold. I reached out, turned off the air-conditioning. Cancer? Sophia was in her fifties, the age when so many women are struck by that devastating disease. Was she a woman who would not take care, ignored danger signals?


God, I wish. You can cut it out, right? Even Sophia would pay attention to cancer. When a boulder crashed down a cliff yesterday and missed her by a foot, hey, thats just an unfortunate accident. Accident, my foot. Somebody pushed that boulder and it has to be one of the family.


I shivered in my clammy T-shirt and shorts. I walked down the hall into the cheerful kitchen, with its yellow tile floor, white counters, yellow walls, white kitchen table, and chairs. If I hadnt known Jimmy for almost a half century, known him in good times and bad, I might have dismissed his fear, as Sophia obviously had. But Jimmy was never an alarmist.


I squeezed the phone between my head and shoulder, pulled open the refrigerator, retrieved the Gatorade, poured a huge tumblerful. Five Ws and an H, Jimmy. It was the old journalism litany: who, what, when, where, why, and how? I grabbed a notepad from the counter and sat at the kitchen table, pen in hand.


He didnt waste words or time. Sophia walks to her office


I remembered a pic included in the wedding layout. Sophias office was a glass and redwood structure on a headland with a panoramic view of the Pacific. Caption: Filmmakers Eagles-Eye View.


at eight oclock every morning. Not a minute earlier, not a minute later. You could set Greenwich time by her. Yesterday, right on schedule, shes coming around a bend in the trail when a boulder crashes down on the cliff path. Its a hundred-foot drop from there to rocks and high surf. If shed been hit His indrawn breath left no doubt about the outcome.


I pictured a flailing figure tumbling to destruction.



The boulder didnt hit her. My tone was neutral. Boulders are known to bounce down unstable hillsides in California.


It would have if she didnt have the luck of children and fools. You know why it missed her? His voice rose in disbelief. She has a thing about snails. Sure, gardeners hate them. Trust Sophia to have a soft spot for snails. Shes hurrying along the trail because she always hurries and theres a big snail right in the middle of the path. She stopped to watch the snail ooze across. The boulder missed her by a foot.


Children and fools. Or maybe Sophias angel breathed purpose into a snail. Or maybe Sophia Montgomery still rode the wave of luck that had lifted her to the top. To succeed as the world measures success, it helps to be good, but you have to be lucky.


I heard the rumble and came out on the balcony of our room. I saw the scar on the side of the cliff where the boulder snagged and bounced and there was Sophia looking down at the water. One more step


Jimmy was struck by the small distance between life and death. I was focused on the huge leap between accident and willful murder. Boulders come loose.


Thats what Sophia said. Why then? Why at the precise moment shes walking to her office as she does every morning? I checked it out. I went up the side of the cliff. Pines screen that part of the cliff from the house, making it easy for anybody to get up there and back to the house without being seen. I figured out where the boulder came from. It was part of an outcropping behind a big fir. It looked to me like there were some depressions in a blanket of leaves where somebody could have stood and prized it loose and pushed. I think there were gouge marks where it had broken off. I came back down to the house, tried to find out where everybody was when it happened. Nobody could vouch for anyone else.



looked to me likesomebody could havethink there wereNobody could vouch


I sketched a rugged Big Sur cliff studded with pines and mounds of broken rock. No real evidence. No clear footprints. No one sighted. Possible scratches on split stone. No alibi for anyone but the hour was early. Nothing definitive to show a police detective. Nothing but Jimmys dogged conviction.


You havent heard the rest. The big why. Jimmy sounded grim. Sophia might as well be treading water surrounded by barracudas. Shes all that stands between her stepchildren and the kind of money you and I cant even imagine.


I drew jagged teeth in the snout of a torpedo-shaped fish aimed at a stick figure.


They were here, every last one of them. She married Frank Riordan


Venture capitalist Riordan had been Sophias second husband. The first was long dead and long forgotten. I have a good memory, though, and it snagged a name: Joe Dan Holbrook, a short-lived movie actor. After a few less-than-memorable westerns, a fiery car crash after an all-night party in Tijuanasans Sophiamarked the finale. As I recalled, Sophia was in a Latin American jungle at the time. She didnt make it back for a service, but had his ashes flown down and scattered from a mountaintop. Quintessential Sophia. This was pre-People, but the tabloids gave it a big play. My late husband and I had been in Mexico City then and Id read about it over breakfast one morning.


who was a widower with four kids. Not exactly the Brady Bunch. Sophia promptly got them settled in boarding schools. She wasnt the mean stepmother. She was the titular stepmother. Since she never had kids of her own, she didnt have a clue that kids need a personal touch. Frank ran a corporate family and he had never been the all-American dad anyway. The only exception to his boardroom rule was Sophia. She dazzled him until the day he died. That accounts for his will, which has him yanking strings in his childrens lives from the other side of the grave.


Where theres a will


But this was far afield from an errant boulder tumbling to the sea. I shifted uncomfortably on the wooden chair, aware that I was sticky and damp and increasingly puzzled by Jimmys call. Almost half the continent distant from California, what could I be expected to do about Sophia and the possibly dangerous Riordan clan? Wasnt it the foolhardy will that influenced him, made him see dark design in a near accident?


Jimmy and I had always spoken frankly to each other, even when truth was not especially welcome. You need to talk to Sophia, not me. If that wont work, send the guests home. If you cant do that, cause a scene. Announce that you know one of them tried to kill Sophia and any more near accidents and youre going to the police.


God, I love you. His voice almost held a hint of laughter. Direct as a bullet and twice as deadly. Id do it in a heartbeat if that would shake us free of them. But it wont. Thursday we all catch a flight at LAX to London. We overnight at the Heathrow Hilton, then take a Qantas flight Saturday morning to Copenhagen, where we board the Clio for a two-week cruise in the Baltic. Its all because of Franks will. Sophia got a letter from the lawyer. Each heir has been receiving incomesubject to Sophias approval, and thats another storyfrom a five-million-dollar trust, but this year the oldest child turns thirty. That triggers a provision where Sophia determines whether the trusts should be dissolved and the heirs receive full control.


Sophia? It seemed a great deal of power to accord to a not-very-engaged stepmother.



Thats how Riordan set it up. He ran his family with an iron hand and he couldnt give up control even when he was dead. Jimmys disgust was clear. If she decides one or all of them would be better served to have the trusts remain in place, there wont be another consideration for ten years and its up to her whether they get the income during the interim. As for the rest of his estate, Sophia has a life interest. Upon her death, all of it will be divided among the children. Talk about setting up motives for murder! The irony is that she doesnt care a whit about money. Never has. Shes made plenty. She puts the income from Frank into accounts for the estate. But she feels she owes it to Frank to try and make the best decisions possible for the future of his kids. Shes been crossways with them the last few years, but she decided to invite all of them to take this cruise. Her hope is to smooth things over and at the same time figure out if theyre ready to handle big bucks.


A command performance. It wasnt a question.


You bet your life.


Or Sophias.


Henrie O, Ive reserved a cabin for you, got plane tickets


Wait a minute, Jimmy. I sounded stiff. I felt stiff. It wasnt a command performance for me. Theres nothing I can do to help.


Youre the best reporter I ever knew. He spoke quietly but with conviction, a tribute from one professional to another.


That was another lifetime. I remembered old-time newsrooms with the clack of typewriters, unceasing deadline pressure, a heavy fog of cigarette smoke, and front pages hot off the press with ink that smeared. I remembered as well computers and quiet, college-educated reporters who could no longer read type upside down.


My career had spanned both. Newsrooms, whether noisy or quiet, always held a sense of urgency and excitement. I remembered. Id been good. But I wasnt a reporter now. I didnt teach journalism any longer. I lived the life of a retiree: travel, books, plays, films, family, friends. Friends


You have a knack. You read people. The plea returned to his voice. If anyone can spot trouble, its you. Maybe Im nuts. Id like for that to be true. Maybe Im seeing phantasms that dont exist, but I cant take a chance. Not with Sophias life. And youll know. Maybe well have a drink one night and youll tell me to stop seeing monsters under the bed. Look, Ive got it figured out. He was cajoling, insistent. You keep out of sight until we get to the ship. Well run into each other on the ship and it will be a big deal, bumping into an old friend. Ill invite you to hang out with us. Maybe there wont be any danger, but it has to make things easier, lessen the tension, if we have an outsider involved.


I would definitely be an outsider. Sophia was Jimmys wife.


Its a lot to ask. His voice was husky. Ive always felt I can count on you.


Jimmy was my friend. That trumped everything, but I didnt share his confidence. I doubted I could make a difference. I drew the bow of a ship on the pad.


His voice was hopeful. Maybe you and Sophia will get around to talking about the will


I shook my head at this suggestion.


and you can encourage her to let them have the money.


I dont recall Sophia as a let-down-her-hair gal. My tone was dry.


She says what she thinks and shes going to be thinking about the will. Henrie O, youre coming? His voice lifted with hope.


How much does the cruise cost? A two-week cruise could be very pricey. I dont have a bare-bones budget, but I look for travel bargains.


Thats taken care of. Suddenly his voice was eager. Youll come, wont you?



I cant let you buy my passage. Id always insisted on paying my share on our holidays.


Ive already done it. Everythings paid for. I dont expect you to pick up the tab here. Youre doing this for me


If I agreed, certainly my journey would be for Jimmy. Still


and its like an assignment. Travel expenses included. Henrie O, thank you. Relief and gratitude lifted his voice, restored the timbre I remembered.


FriendsYet my presence would ask more of me than he realized. How hard would it be for me to stand near, accept Sophias possessive hand on his arm? Harder than he would ever know. Yet the fact remained that deep inside I felt a certainty: if I called on Jimmy, he would come. I could do no less for him, no matter how difficult it might be.


I kept my tone casual. A Baltic cruise sounds wonderful. Sure. Ill do what I can and maybe together we can lighten the atmosphere.


He rushed ahead. Ill overnight everything. Tickets and background on the Riordans. Between us, well figure it out. Ill see you on board.
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The huge airliner, dim except for reading lights such as mine, was a capsule of drowsiness as it winged over the Atlantic. An occasional cough or snore, the quiet rustle as a steward moved past, the distant click of shuffled cards were the only sounds in this deep watch of the night. Id napped, comfortable in the reclining seat. Jimmy had reserved a business-class seat at a window. Now I was wide awake. I looked at the screen that reported the progress of the flight: speed, direction, time elapsed, time remaining, and theto melonely inching of the line marking the planes journey over emptiness.


I opened the packet Id received from Jimmy and slid out dossiers with information he had gathered about the family members I would soon meet. A good reporter digs hard before an actual interview. Jimmy had dug well. I started with Sophia. Much of it I knew, some I didnt.




Sophia Montgomery Holbrook Riordan Lennox: 52, b. in Laguna Beach, CA. Father Benton Montgomery, well-known seascape artist; mother Hazel Taggart Montgomery, poet. B.A. in journalism from UCLA. Member womens tennis team. First documentary job with Brittany Films. Started as an assistant to Joshua Abbott. Twice nominated for an Oscar for best documentary. Married actor Joe Dan Holbrook January 1, 1980. Widowed September 9, 1984. Married financier Frank Riordan June 22, 1990. Widowed March 19, 2000. Married writer James Allen Lennox October 4, 2003. Four stepchildren: Alexander, Kent, Rosemary, and Valerie.



Jimmy had appended a recent interview from the L.A. Times. The photo layout contained dramatic pix of Sophia atop an elephant, Sophia maneuvering a lever in a diving bell, Sophia at the keyboard of her computer, fingers flying.


The reporter described her as passionate about poetry (The imagery in The Waste Land touches my soul) and travel (Everythings different but everythings the same. We all live and love and hope whether in Constantinople or an Andean village or a dusty West Texas town).


I scanned the piece: a slightly built woman with a mass of blond ringlets, Montgomery exudes a wild and restless energy. Her blue eyes glisten as she speaks in staccato phrases. A thin hand moves in butterfly-swift gestures. The nails are colorless but a top-dollar diamond flashes


I raised an eyebrow. Jimmys taste ran more to a single golden band. Did she still wear Frank Riordans ring? If so, how did Jimmy feel about that? That wasnt any business of mine.


Montgomery is rarely still, hand moving, foot tapping, jumping to her feet to pace. She smiles often, a vivid, infectious smile. Her laughter is throaty, intimate, unaffected. Regrets? Her look of surprise is obvious. Who looks back? Why? She swipes a hand through her curls and looks more windblown than ever. Sweetie, who has time? I have projects up to here. She flips her fingers beneath her chin. Whos checking out under-the-counter steroid sales to high school kids who dont have a clue about Faustian bargains? Whats happening now with women in Afghanistan? How secure are our borders? Montgomery claps her hands together. As long as I have a camera, Im all right. Youre happy? For an instant, her sparkle dims. Happy? Thats a Walt Disney word. Ill settle for busy.


Happy? I wondered at the age of Sophias interviewer. Content. Challenged. Stressed. Engaged. Satisfied. Excited. Despairing. There are many emotional possibilities in life, but rarely does anyone over the age of thirty have the temerity to proclaim happiness. I understood Sophias answer. I found an interesting passage near the end of the interview: I believe in the ideal. Ive never reached it. None of us do. But we have to try. Im willing to cut anyone slack if they try. If they dont try, its sayonara.


If she applied this standard to her stepchildrens lives, Sophia might not be an errant heirs best friend.


A steward paused in the aisle, spoke softly. May I get you a snack? Some nuts and juice?


I smiled. Yes, and water, please. Its never possible to have too much water on a long flight.


When the steward returned, the mixed nuts heated, the orange juice cold, the water icy, I moved the papers on my tray. The nuts were delicious. When I returned home, would I take the time to microwave cashews? Probably not, but I enjoyed the ripple of sybaritic pleasure as I ate. I picked up the dossier on Frank Riordans eldest son.




Alexander (Alex) Timothy Riordan, 29, b. in San Francisco, CA. Father Frank Riordan, financier; mother Anna Nesbitt, civic leader. Private schools in San Francisco. Business graduate UCLA, masters in finance USC. Worked two years for WorldCom in Atlanta. Joined two friends in telecommunications company in China. Failed in December 2002. Next venture involved delivery of hybrid vehicles in Bolivia. Failed in March 2003. Invested in a whole foods restaurant in Berkeley. Failed June 2004. Trying to raise capital for a wireless venture in China. Accomplished mountain climber, biker. Married Margaret (Madge) Louise Brinker 2003 in Santa Monica. He met Madge at a UCLA football game. She was a cheerleader, aspiring actress, sometime model. Madge grew up in Long Beach, father a pharmacist, mother a secretary.


Kent Clarence Riordan, 28, b. in San Francisco. Private schools. English honors graduate USC. Worked as a reporter for newspapers in Pasadena, Long Beach, Santa Clara. Currently teaching as adjunct faculty at a community college in Marin County. Author of several short stories published by online magazines. Triathlete. Competed in Ironman Triathlon in Hawaii last five years. Single.


Rosemary (Rosie) Margaret Riordan, 26, b. in San Francisco. Private schools. Dropped out of Claremont. Spent a year as a singer on a cruise ship. Worked as a waitress in Las Vegas. Two years in Rio with an import-export company owned by one of Franks old friends. Currently working as a hostess on a dinner cruise ship out of Long Beach. Single.


Valerie (Val) Amelia Riordan, 25, b. in San Francisco. Private schools. B.A. in film studies from UCLA. Working for an independent filmmaker in Los Angeles. Single.


Evelyn Jessamine Riordan, 56, unmarried sister of Frank Riordan. Education degree from USC, taught French in high schools in Long Beach, Pasadena, and San Diego. Joined Franks household after the death of his first wife to assist with the children. Returned to teaching upon Franks marriage to Sophia Montgomery. Came to Carmel after Riordan was diagnosed with cancer and was there to oversee his care until his death. Still lives in the Carmel house.




That last succinct summary was studded with red flags. The children had been young when their mother died. How painful had it been for their aunt to see them dispersed to boarding schools when Frank married Sophia? Where was Sophia when Frank was ill? Why did Evelyn still live in the house? Why was she on the jaunt to the Baltic?


I stacked the dossiers, unfolded several sheets of ruled paper. Even in the dim light, Jimmys bold, unmistakable script was easy to read.




Dear Henrie O,


You know what you mean to me, what you have always meant. You are kind and brave and generous. You are also smart and tough and persevering. Thats why I know you will find the truth. Maybe Im wrong and theyre as innocent as babes. That would be wonderful. If Im right, the shock will be enormous. In the best of all possible worlds, Ill be wrong and well enjoy a wonderful holiday.


God knows Sophia has managed to upset or disturboh, I might as well admit italienate almost all of them. If I can plead her case, her decisions are based on what she feels Frank would have wished. She isnt motivated by greed or dislike or jealousy or indifference. She means well, but she has never been able to empathize. She has a curious inability to divorce abstract principles from emotional reality. Shes trying to do what she thinks Frank would have wished. Frank wanted his kids to be big, tough, take-charge Riordans. Thats not who they are. Heres who they are:


Alex is the oldest. He turns thirty in November, which triggers the provision concerning possible dissolution of the trusts. Hes a little guy who wants to be as big as his dad. You remember Frank, six feet three and built like a bunker. Alex is five feet five and scrawny. He took after his mother, short, redheaded, nervous. Hes been in one financial scrape after another, always thinking hes going to hit it big. He lost a bundle in telecommunications. Now hes trying to get in on a wireless boom in China. His wife never met an expensive piece of jewelry she didnt want to buy. Madge is an ice blonde with a frozen heart. No kids. Fortunately. Yeah, I dont like her. All the charm of a viper. Poor Alex. Nobodys ever made him feel like a big guy. We all need to be big guys at home. So like any approval-starved kid, he acts out. Swaggers, blusters, tries to bully, never with much success. If Alex relaxed, figured out who he is, liked himself, hed be a different guy. Hes a good athlete, runs a mile in under five, mountain climbs, shoots rapids. If hed yank the plastic away from Madge, hed roll a boulder off his shoulders.



I wiggled my toes in their airplane fuzzies. What Sophia lacked in empathy, Jimmy had in spades. I grabbed another handful of warm cashews and continued to read.




I dont have a handle on Kent. Id never met him until this week. He didnt come to the wedding. He and Sophia quarreled before she and I married. Ive tried to find out what happened and Sophia shrugs it off. All shell say is that anybody who wants to live with a lie is a fool. Hed be likable if he didnt radiate hatred when Sophias around. Hes a good-looking guy, about six feet tall, dark hair, blue eyes, sensitive face.


Rosies a pistol, as we used to say in West Texas. Red hair that glistens like hot lava. Green eyes. A body to lust for. Shes a knockout and knows it. She enjoys attracting men and blowing them off. At the wedding, she gave one of the toasts. I still remember it. Throaty voice, flute of champagne held high. To Sophia and Jimmy. May life reward each of them as they deserve. I looked at Sophia. Its never occurred to her that Rosie despises her. Thats when I decided Rosie was a woman to watch.



Val drifted around the wedding like a ghost. No smiles. No frowns. Shes a redhead too, but with none of Rosies fire. Val has a soft voice and a face that reminds me of a Minnesota lake on a windless day. Still. Quiet. But you know the water is deep and cold. When Sophia and I came back up the path after the boulder crashed down, Val was standing on the terrace. I yelled that Sophia had almost been killed. Val stared at us, cool as a Mississippi gambler, and said, It would have been a long way down. I swear she sounded disappointed. She gave a little nod and strolled to a chair and settled down with a book.


As for Evelyn, shes an enigma. When we got married, I told Sophia I was surprised that Franks sister lived at the house. Sophia laughed and told me that Evelyn couldnt make up her mind whether Sophia was a devil or an angel. A devil because she married Frank, an angel because she made him happy. A devil because she insisted the children go to boarding schools, an angel because that made them depend upon Evelyn. A devil because she kept on traveling and working when Frank was ill, an angel because that made Evelyn his companion. Sophia said after Frank died, she asked Evelyn to stay on and that was a plus on the angel side.


Sophia said shed send Evelyn away if I preferred. Frank left Evelyn comfortably fixed so money wasnt a problem. I told Sophia absolutely not, Evelyn was fine, leave her in peace. Everything runs beautifully and I like Evelyn. Shes cheerful and good-humored, always saying something positive.


Thats the happy family. Any one of them might have wobbled that rock loose.




Any one of them


I pulled out a sheaf of photos printed from a computer. There were several of Sophia but one I suspected was Jimmys favorite. She stood on a rugged cliffside, likely near her office, looking out to sea, a breeze stirring her golden ringlets, a slight smile softening her ascetic face. Her blue eyes were piercing and eager. The only hint of her eternal restlessness was the almost imperceptible lift of one hand. I wondered if shed thought of something she had to do or if she was commanding the photographer to hurry. I had no doubt the moment of inaction had dissolved into a flurry of movement. There was work to be done, scripts to write, films to make. Sophia Montgomery was not a woman to waste a moment. How like her to transform a decision about her stepchildrens trusts from a dry legal responsibility into a journey ofwhat exactly? Expectations? Reconciliation? Confrontation?


The five sheets of photos contained a montage for each of the family members with brief descriptions written by Jimmy beneath each photograph. I took Alexs sheet first. In his wedding picture, was he standing especially straight to seem taller? Madge was a beautiful bride. She looked triumphant, excited, pleased. She lifted a champagne flute to her husband but I saw no softening of her features. Where was the love? I could imagine the same expression after a big catch while deep-sea fishing. In the next picture, I felt a vicarious thrill as I looked at the sheer cliff face. Alexs narrow face ridged with effort as he climbed hand over hand up a rope. In an office shot, a beaming Alex shook hands with a much taller man. Alexs expensive chalk-stripe black suit was too big through the shoulders. On a tropical beach, a coconut palm suggested carefree days. Alex slumped in a webbed chair near a swimming pool, zinc oxide on his nose, bare shoulders an unlovely pink from sunburn, blue trunks baggy. He stared forlornly across the pool. His mouth had a sullen set. I wondered what he saw.


I looked at the second sheet. Jimmy had written: Kent would be likable if he didnt radiate hatredUnlike Alex, whose features were too sharp, too ferret-like for handsomeness, Kent Riordan was an attractive young man. Moreover, all the photographs reflected a shy charm. In one shot, he strummed a mandolin with a whimsical smile. He leaned against a wrought-iron lamppost, relaxed in a sky blue polo and worn chinos and leather sandals. In a beach scene, he ran barefoot and shirtless with an easy grace, hair tousled, baggy chinos rolled up to his knees, laughing. A studio portrait caught a look of inquiry. Lips parted, he might have been asking a question. In a snapshot, he opened his arms as his sister Rosie ran toward him. They were teenagers, features still not quite set. Their affection was apparent.


Despite reservations, I grinned at the third sheet. Ah yes, I expected that Rosie Riordan was indeed a pistol. Her studio portrait was impudent as the taunt of a street kid, red hair spiky, malachite-bright eyes challenging, voluptuous lips in a seductive droop. Each photo was distinctive. In a sailor suit dress, she looked like a winsome waif. In a gold lam gown molded to an exquisite figure, she was the eternal enchantress. A snapshot caught her cross-legged on the beach, wet hair plastered against her head, face spattered with mud, industriously excavating a sand castle.


Vals pictures were shockingly different. Val and Rosie both had the same classic bone structure, which they shared with their brother Kent. Only Alex missed out on the Riordan good looks. But Vals expression in a studio portrait was severe, remote, her gaze cool and reserved behind heavy and distinctly unstylish horn-rim glasses. On a movie set, her face was stern as she gestured to a group of men clustered around a camera. The glasses rode atop her head. She wore no makeup. An oversize dingy white sweatshirt hung almost to the knees of loose worn jeans. At a premiere, her black taffeta dress was high-necked and unrevealing. Again no makeup or jewelry. Always, her face was enigmatic, unreadable. One photo told a different story. I reached out and touched it with my finger. In a snapshot obviously taken without her realizing it, Val cradled a huge tortoiseshell cat in her arms, head bent, eyes soft, lips curved in love.


Was Val only comfortable offering love to creatures without power or expectations? Why was her face to the world as inhospitable as a barbed-wire barrier?


The final sheet made me smile. It would take a curmudgeon or a snob to resist Evelyn Riordan. At a glance, she was untidy, her Riordan red hair straggling from a shapeless, sagging bun, and unstylish, her clothes unimaginative and dated, but in these pictures with her brothers children she was gloriously, unrestrainedly effervescent, eyes shining, rosebud mouth smiling. Beneath the first, Jimmy noted: Alexs wedding. Evelyn was shapeless in a pink silk suit, but her face was alight with joy as she threw rose petals. Standing near a Christmas tree, she held out a wrapped package with silver paper and a huge red bow to a teenage Kent. Her gray cardigan drooped, lacking the bottom button, and a hem hung loose, but Santa couldnt have appeared more eager to please. On the beach, she walked arm in arm with a grown-up Rosie. Evelyn was smiling, her face eager as she listened to her niece. The last picture was as far from gaiety as a war-ravaged street from a peaceful country lane. A younger Evelyn was in funeral black. She bent her head against bright red curls as a child clung to her. Beneath it, Jimmy had written: Dont know whether it was Val or Rosie. Obviously a funeral. Maybe Franks first wife.


Suddenly weary, feeling buffeted by other lives and sensing emotional storms with yet-to-be-calculated damages, I swept the photomontages into a stack, slid them along with Jimmys letter and the dossiers into a folder. I looked up at the line that continued to inch across the small screen. The stewards and stewardesses were turning on lights, moving briskly up and down the aisles, bringing coffee and juice and sweet rolls. It wasnt far now to Heathrow and the true beginning of my journey.


I snapped shut the folder, but I could not as easily will away the memory of faces. Defensive Alex. Sensitive Kent. Unquenchable Rosie. Beleaguered Val. Affectionate Evelyn.


Was one of them the face of a murderer-in-waiting?
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After I reached the hotel, I wanted to sleep, but I knew better than to succumb. The only way to overcome jet lag is to fight through the wearying hours following a flight and remain awake until early evening. I decided not to wander about the hotel. The area was too small and the likelihood of encountering Jimmy and the Riordan clan too great.


Instead, I took the train into London. The day was unusually warm for London in August, the temperature in the nineties. I found a small caf near Bond Street and drank several cups of strong tea with a scone and determinedly did not think about the trip ahead. At this nadir of energy, I would regret the burden I had accepted. Instead, I spent a cheerful afternoon in Harrods enjoying shopping for my daughter Emily and her family. When all the gifts had been dispatched, I looked at the time with grainy eyes and walked back to the station. It was an effort to stay awake. Once again I traversed Terminal 4 and was too weary to scan the hotel lobby when I arrived.


I went straight to my room. I didnt expect any messages but I checked the telephone on the desk. The message light wasnt lit, which was all to the good. Unexpected messages rarely bring good news. I yawned, took a step toward the bed, then abruptly turned away. I needed to stay awake a few more hours to adapt to the time change. Id take a hot shower. As I walked toward the bath, a sharp knock sounded at the door.


I looked through the aperture. Jimmy, a haggard Jimmy, was lifting his hand to knock again. Id not seen him in several years. His hair was more white now than blond, but he was still a commanding figure: tall, well built, with an aura of vigor. I opened the door and knew that I still cared for him, that I wanted him to be the Jimmy I remembered, laughing and eager.


He shot a worried glance up the corridor. When his eyes met mine, I was shocked by the fierceness in his gaze. Fatigue emphasized dark circles beneath his eyes, but fatigue couldnt account for his somber expression.


I stepped back, held the door wide. I didnt try for a greeting. His arrival at my room wasnt according to his plan.


He stepped inside, grabbed my hands, squeezed them, held tight, a bridge over time. I saw you come through the lobby and I had to talk to you. Ive only got a minute. Theyre waiting downstairs. Were going to have an early dinner. He loosed his grip.


I gestured toward the single easy chair near the small desk. The room was small and seemed smaller now, a rather narrow double bed, a luggage rack, a desk, a straight chair, a cushioned chair, dark drapes drawn across the window, all within a dozen feet. Jimmy was tall and rangy. It seemed odd to have him so near and yet now, as the husband of Sophia Montgomery, always out of my reach. There had been a time when a hotel room spelled laughter and love.


He shook his head, remained standing just inside the door. Ill only stay a minute. I want to tell you what happened the night before we left. It may sound crazy, but I think one of them may have tried to poison her.


Poison? It is an ugly word for an ugly deed.


His face creased in a worried frown. Every night Sophia has a glass of cream sherry. I have Scotch and soda. Wednesday, our last night at home, I went down to get the drinks. They are always on a tray on the breakfast bar. Chandelle, our cook, has them ready. I was starting up the stairs and here came Evelyn, hustling down the steps. When she was even with me, she stumbled and knocked the tray loose. Everything spilled. Evelyn was all apologies. She claimed shed lost her balance.


The tension began to seep out of me. Jimmy had lost perspective. A household mishap was hardly the stuff of melodrama.


He saw my expression. It sounds innocuous, but if you had seen Evelyns face, you might understand. She was white as a ghost. I swear she knocked the tray down deliberately. Either she knew Sophias sherry was poisoned or laced with an overdose of barbiturate or she was afraid that was so.


I blinked, wished I didnt feel stupid from lack of sleep. Jimmy believed what he was telling me, once again saw a near escape from death for Sophia. I tried to focus through the numbness of fatigue. Theres no way death from poison would escape detection. Everyone knows that.


Maybe it was an overdose of sleeping pills. Who could prove that was murder? He squinted and I wondered if he saw faces in his mind. Maybe one of them has to have big bucks. Maybe dislike has turned to hatred. Maybe when the boulder missed, one of them decided to be sure. I tried to persuade Sophia to close it all down, announce to everyone that the trusts are going to be dissolved. She wont listen. Now shes furious with me. He blew out an exasperated spurt of air.



I wasnt convinced. Evelyns on the heavy side. She could have stumbled.


She looks clumsy, but shes athletic. He was emphatic. Shes a former dancer. Ballet. She still practices. Besides, I followed her downstairs to get a cloth to clean up the mess and fix another drink. I found the sherry bottle in the trash, empty. The night before, it was half full. I picked it up and Id swear it had been rinsed out. Somebody had emptied the bottle and washed it.


I sat on the edge of the bed, struggling to stay awake. You know what youre saying, dont you? If Evelyn knew the sherry was dangerous, either she doctored it or she saw someone put something in it.


I asked her.


What did she say? I tried to imagine that moment, Jimmy in pajamas, possibly in his blue and white seersucker robe Id given him one Christmas, standing there accusingly, demanding information from Evelyn. His questions would have been vintage Jimmy: What was in the sherry? Who put something in it? You? Alex? Kent? Rosie? Val?


She pretended shock and horror at the idea. She insisted the sherry was all right. I told her I knew the bottle had been almost half full. She waved her hand as if brushing away some pestering insect, said I was overwrought. Jimmys gaze was bleak. I told her, yeah, I was overwrought. I told her murder was a crime. I asked her how was she going to feel if Sophia was killed. He gave a weary sigh. Evelyn looked half sick. She shook her head, told me everything would be all right, nothing was going to happen to Sophia. With that, she turned and hurried into the hall. I watched her go up the stairs, graceful as a gazelle. His words were clipped. Thats where we are. Id better get downstairs. Sophia may wonder where I am. But maybe, after we meet on the ship, maybe you can get close to Evelyn. Shell like you. Everybody does.



I would have smiled at that if I hadnt been so tired. Everybody didnt. One of the pleasures of agemy agewas doing and saying what I pleased.
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