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      The Family Genius mysteries were conceived in a politically fraught era (I’m not sure I remember when politics weren’t fraught) when I was looking for escapism. They’re told in the tradition of tall tales with tongue in cheek and a dash of wicked humor. Do not expect reality, or even CSI.

      I am not capable of writing fast enough to produce an entire series within the single year in which these stories take place. I have left current events and technology as if it were the year I wrote the first book. Anyone with a modicum of political knowledge will recognize that ten years after 9/11/01 does not correspond with a Senator Paul Rose—or anyone similar— running for office. All characters are fictional and entirely the product of my warped imagination and probably my bad upbringing.

      What is truly amazing—all these years later—is that nothing has really changed.
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        Rathbone Maximillian – Magda’s father, a meddling Hungarian-American billionaire

        Anastasia Devlin – age 30; self-employed as virtual assistant and self-appointed family caretaker; daughter of Magda’s first husband, Brody Devlin, an Irish revolutionary never long for this world.

        Nicholas Maximillian – age 25; Magda’s illegitimate son by Lord Terence Arbuthnot; educated in Britain and has a dual passport

        Patra Llewellyn – age 23; journalist; father Patrick Llewellyn, English journalist who embedded in one too many war zones.

        Tudor Bullfinch – age16, educated in Britain

        Elizabeth Georgiana Maximillian (EG) – age 9; illegitimate daughter of Senator Ewell (Tex) Hammond; half-sister of Eloise, Tex’s legitimate daughter.
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        Amadeus Graham – Maximillian Rathbone’s protégé; currently residing in his attic

        Sean O’Herlihy – political investigative reporter for DC newspaper
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      In which EG and Nick arrive bearing trouble.

      

      My name is Ana, and I’m a doormat.

      I’m also one of the best virtual assistants in the world, if you’ll pardon my modesty. Being a virtual assistant and a wuss often go hand in hand. Most of us are introverts who prefer to work in cyberspace because human nature is messy and unpredictable and computers aren’t. My excuse is that my family is messier than most and so far beyond volatile as to establish whole new spectrums of the definition, so being their doormat involves a great deal of mud and muddle that I couldn’t take anymore.

      So four years ago, I left my family half way around the world, and I never had reason to believe they had interest in finding me until my doorbell rang. I lived and worked in the basement of a Victorian tenement in Atlanta. Expecting the usual FedEx or UPS delivery, I ran up to the foyer, blinking to adjust to the sun filtering through the dirty transom before opening the door. I blinked again, and not because of the sun.

      The last time I had seen EG, she was only five. I fiercely missed my eccentric half-siblings, but once I developed the gumption to quit enabling my mother’s dysfunctional lifestyle, I had no choice but to walk out.

      Since then, I’ve been practicing hard to overcome my doormat tendencies. Granted, it may not seem that way since I’m small and dark and work at blending in. But invisibility means I’m not my flamboyant family, giving me hope of establishing a normal life, with a real home someday.

      I’m not angling for sympathy, but growing up as the eldest of a family of drama queens, I felt responsible for their welfare. It took assertiveness, the best therapists my mother’s government health plan could afford, and twenty-six years to conquer my need to act as mother-hen. And apparently, four for my family to find me again.

      If I was as good a virtual assistant as I believed, I wouldn’t have been so surprised when EG appeared like a raven of doom that August afternoon.

      “I’ve brought my own bed,” she announced.

      In the gloom of the boarded up sidelights, I stared down at her shiny black hair. Since she was only nine, she was still shorter than me.

      “EG? How did you get here?”

      As far as I was aware, my mother never crossed the Atlantic. Panicked questions like How long were you on an airplane alone? and Who died? ran rampant but repressed.

      EG favored me to some extent, with long, straight black hair, slender build, and a mind like a steel trap. Unlike me, she wore her hair in bangs that hid her Irish-green eyes, although EG might be the only one of us who is pure American. I smothered an unexpected urge to hug her. EG wouldn’t have understood a genuine demonstration of affection. We’d been raised to be detached citizens of the world. We air-kissed but never hugged.

      From beneath the long fringe, EG regarded me incredulously. “Lost a few IQ points since last we met?” she asked, proving my point. She dragged in a wheeled Pullman nearly as big as she was. “The Hungarian Princess gave me her credit card to buy schoolbooks, and whoops, I guess I accidentally booked a plane ticket instead. You know, if you rented that empty apartment upstairs, we wouldn’t have to share the coal cellar.”

      My family was used to EG’s ability to answer questions before they’re asked and solve problems before we know we have them. Unfortunately, the rest of the world found it a little disconcerting. Our mother, Magda—referred to as the Hungarian Princess for her fairy tales about our background— once had a boyfriend who invented the Evil Genius sobriquet after EG nailed him as a gambling addict just before he ran off with Magda’s last divorce settlement. EG’s real name is Elizabeth Georgiana.

      “I didn’t know another apartment was available or that I needed a new one,” I said, letting her roll her own bag. “Did anyone come with you?”

      There hadn’t been anyone on the sidewalk. I checked. Brought up as we had been, we learned to take precautions—and not necessarily against bad guys. Lost nannies, unpaid taxi drivers, even a camel could have waited on my doorstep.

      “Nick will be here shortly.” Sidestepping my question, she shoved her bag down the stairs and let it explode on the antique Persian carpet I’d spent a month’s wages on at a flea market. It was the genuine thing, centuries old, frayed, worn, and I’d had high hopes of one day having a real home to put it in. I may as well have hoped the carpet would fly.

      As promised, EG’s suitcase explosion produced an inflatable mattress and air pump along with her horde of books, two pairs of shorts, a silk robe that looked like a cast-off of our mother’s, and some T-shirts.

      “I figured you’d need my help when Nick got here,” EG continued, gathering up her books and arranging them in a stack beside the textbooks on my computer table.

      The textbooks were left over from an assignment that was as yet unfinished—mainly because my client had disappeared. At least he’d had the decency to pay his bill in advance.

      Her books were old hardcovers with faded writing that I’d probably have to explore to make certain none of them said something like Sorcery Made Easy.

      “Nick hasn’t the attention span to find me,” I told her, although it came out more question than statement.

      EG, like me, had led a nomadic life, never knowing whether we’d be stationed in mud huts or palaces from one day to the next. Loosely speaking, our mother was part of the government diplomatic core, a foreign correspondent, and/or a camp follower, depending on what man she was with that year. All of us were well versed in the cheapest way to travel to Marrakesh. Still, that a nine-year-old had taken the time and found the resources to locate me made me very, very uneasy.

      I gathered up EG’s clothes and heaved them back in the suitcase that would have to serve as her dresser. “Nick disapproves of my lifestyle,” I told her. Or lack thereof. As a VA, I stayed safely inside four walls. I communicated with fascinating people who lived exciting lives, without the necessity of bandaging bleeding torsos or chasing baboons out of the kitchen—services my family had been known to require. “I can’t imagine why Nick would want to find me.”

      “Because his latest lover stole his car and ran off with his hair stylist, and he’s depressed and has nowhere else to go.” EG plopped her skinny, jeans-encased rear in my computer chair and began accessing her e-mail. All in black, she looked like a miniature me. I even recognized her avoidance technique. She was hiding something. My insides knotted as I imagined all the disasters my brilliant half-siblings could incur.

      Magda had named us after royalty. I assume Magda was on a Russian kick when she named her two eldest. I’m Anastasia. Nicholas is four years younger than me. Nick was named after the late czar, rather appropriately as it turned out. He possesses the royal savoir-faire Prince Charles lacks.

      I didn’t ask how EG knew he was on the way here. It’s a waste of time asking. She just knew and the sooner one accepted it, the easier it was to move forward.

      To outsiders, it might sound as if my family is totally weird, but look at the statistics. Most families end in divorce these days. Single-parent homes are the rule, not the exception. It’s just that in our family, we’re all overachievers, and we had our exceptional mother to thank for that. Had we actually possessed the wealth of royalty—or at least the American equivalent—we would have been lauded as the next generation of Kennedys, capable of running the country or corporate boardrooms. Instead, Magda expressed her ambition by overcompensating with powerful men and numerous offspring.

      I was already hyperventilating, imagining the disasters that would divert EG and Nick to my doorstep. Having my most lucrative client disappear leaving a mysterious e-mail message about envelopes, poison, top hats, and pow was as much insanity as I was willing to tolerate.

      “Look, this area crawls with drug dealers. It isn’t safe for either of you,” I said, as if EG needed to be told what she no doubt already knew. “What did her Highness do to set you off?”

      Pecking away at my keyboard, EG hit the Send button and probably notified the entire planet of my whereabouts. “I’m out for summer vacation, and she wants to visit the ski slopes of Switzerland with the sheik. Since we’re temporarily homeless. . . ”

      She didn’t have to finish. I knew the routine by heart. Our mother loved to live like the royalty she claimed to be, but the crown jewels were long since pawned, and nannies could only be paid by men with better-paying positions than Magda’s. Not that we ever knew precisely what her position was. I gave up asking long ago.

      “Set up your bed,” I agreed in resignation, once more returning to the role of family doormat. I didn’t want to talk to Magda, but even I realized I’d have to let her know EG was safe. “The cupboard is bare. I have to run to the grocery if you’re staying.”

      EG shrugged and waved me off.

      None of this was really the kid’s fault. The schism had always been between my mother and me. I believed in homes, security, and routines. Magda was a staunch advocate of chaos.

      In rusty caretaking mode, I tugged on my running shoes, grabbed my shoulder bag, and jogged up the stairs and out the tall front door, making mental grocery lists.

      Another sister would have felt guilty for leaving a nine-year-old in a run-down apartment house riddled with druggies and psychotics. I was confident EG would have erected an elaborate security system and conned, coerced, or otherwise convinced an alarm company to arm it before I returned. That wasn’t just EG’s genius. It’s what our family’s lifestyle had trained us to do. We are the future—prepared for any event from nuclear holocaust to Martian invasion. Of course, the commonplace, like going to the supermarket or living in houses, eluded the rest of my family. That had always been my job.

      I longed to pound out my frustration on the punching bag at my favorite gym down the street, but I didn’t trust EG alone in my apartment that long. A good run would have to suffice.
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      EG breathed a sigh of relief now that she was inside the apartment. Ana might huff and puff, but everyone in the family knew she was the safe haven they could rely on. It had been a little scary when Ana had dropped out of sight, but the Oracle had been extremely helpful in locating her after EG had quizzed a search engine.

      She didn’t know who Oracle was, but the instant she’d explained her problem, his e-mails had given her Ana’s screen name. Their computer geek brother, Tudor, had helped trace Ana’s IP. Nick had instructed her on the best methods of transportation since she’d never been in the States before, although she had an American passport because her parents were born here.

      The last time EG had seen Ana, she’d been only four or five, but she distinctly remembered the visit. Magda had dumped several of the younger kids at the Italian villa where Ana had moved after she’d declared her independence and run off with her new computer. At the time, Magda had signed on for some African junket as a newspaper correspondent. Or spy, but no one ever said that aloud. Whatever, she’d needed a nest to leave her cuckoos in.

      Magda had left a nanny to help Ana out, but the nanny had a tendency to smoke pot in her off hours, which seemed to be 24/7. Ana had come home to find the kitchen stove on fire and the stoned nanny admiring the blaze.

      Grinning, EG recalled the image of her petite sister as heroine that she’d cherished over the years. Four years ago, Ana had been growing out her bangs. She’d pulled the odd lengths of her shorter hair back with little butterfly barrettes that marched across her scalp in single-file lines. She’d been barefoot and in some gauzy ankle-length skirt, looking no older than a teenager. Walking into the kitchen, Ana had morphed from caretaking sister to berserker in two seconds flat. She’d competently slammed a cover over the flaming pan, grabbed the stoned nanny by the arm, and with a nonchalance that had left EG open-mouthed, flipped the nanny off the balcony into the patio umbrellas and shrubbery below.

      She’d then taken them all out for Italian ices while the smoke cleared.

      Of course, the nanny had threatened criminal action, and Ana had been evicted from her apartment for almost setting the building on fire. She hadn’t blamed anyone for the episode. She’d just efficiently packed them all up and found a new home until Magda returned, and Ana had disappeared for good.

      EG wanted to be Ana when she grew up.

      Even in her adoration, EG knew she was imposing on her sister’s limited goodwill. But Ana was the only hero she knew.

      She desperately needed a hero right now.

      With a click of the keys, EG switched the computer to the MSNBC website to check the latest headlines and tried not to cry when she read the top story.
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      I couldn’t say if it was instinct or luck that caused me to take the long route to the grocery. With my size, I look like a victim, but in my first few months of living in downtown Atlanta, I’d firmly corrected that impression. I now had an unspoken pact with the local street thugs— they disappeared when they saw me coming, and I didn’t send their mamas photos of what they’d been doing. Life was good.

      Besides, I didn’t expect trouble on a steamy August afternoon. Most people had the sense to stay indoors until night cooled the city streets. I was grappling with my frustration with my feckless mother and still contemplating stopping to kickbox a few rounds to work it off, when the jeering young punks on the street corner ahead of me raised all my protective antennae. Without EG’s warning of Nick’s potential arrival, I might have turned down a side street and avoided a confrontation.

      On second thought, given my need to punch something, probably not. I might be a doormat for my family, but I have an attitude twice my size as a result.

      “I trust you’re stopping a purse snatcher,” I called loudly enough to be heard over the taunts.

      Most people would think one diminutive white female in baggy black T-shirt and capris from Goodwill wouldn’t be heard or listened to in a fight involving hulking adolescents in a salute to the street’s ethnic diversity, and they might be right. That’s why I carried a cap gun in my purse that sounded like a rocket launcher.

      I pulled the trigger.

      The thugs with enough brains left to connect noise with danger jumped three feet off the ground. The ones familiar with my dirty fighting glanced over their shoulders, grimaced, and melted down an alleyway, leaving the last baggy-pants combatant and his victim revealed.

      “Greetings, Ana!” Nick shouted—well, gaily. He really was a cheerful fellow, even when provoked by hoodlums with no fashion sense. “Would you be so kind as to explain to this bloke that I need to keep my necklace?”

      Nick’s father is a British lord. That didn’t give him an excuse to adopt a posh accent since he mostly grew up with the rest of us, with only an occasional interim in one of those expensive all-male Brit public schools. Still, he sounded good. I’d missed that barmy accent.

      Grinning in appreciation at recognizing Nick and the show that would follow, I crossed my arms over my insignificant chest, cap pistol prominently displayed, and waited for the last wiseass to wise up and depart.

      Apparently on a coke downhill slide, the thug popped his blade and glared menacingly at me. “Cute, real cute,” he sneered.

      “I know.” I smiled big and fluttered my lashes, and Nick almost cracked up. In the decades of protecting my family in foreign lands, I’d learned that coolness in the face of bullies showed them we were as crazy as they were. Took them aback and gave me time to figure out an escape. “Take my brother’s necklace, and he turns mean.”

      The thug laughed and turned his back on me. Big mistake, but one I had counted on. As did Nick.

      He’d learned a new move or two since we’d learned basic judo from a master. A little tae kwan do was my guess. Whatever. Nick hit first, showing off by swinging agilely to kick the punk with an upper thrust of his heel. Going for the balls is usually a bad option—the target is too small. But Nick knew what he was doing. We’d had lots of practice, after all.

      The guy bent in two to protect his valuables, bringing him down to my level. I bopped him on his do-rag with the cap pistol, and he toppled, howling.

      My therapists tell me I may have a few repressed anger issues. I’m cool with that.

      Nick stepped on his attacker’s wrist and captured the knife, flipping it closed and slipping it into his pocket in one smooth move.

      A crowd of young punks watched from across the street. If this had been some gang initiation, our victim was lucky he failed. Maybe he’d live to grow up and be a lawyer. If it wasn’t an initiation, we were about to be set upon.

      “Just like old times,” I murmured, spinning around to jog toward the apartment with Nick on my trail. At least he’d been bright enough to leave his luggage elsewhere.

      “And you’re looking more like Magda with every passing year,” he agreed in his own oblique way. “What is that you’re wearing? Pajamas? Why don’t you wear something to flaunt what you have instead of hiding behind that abysmal disguise?”

      “What, and repeat Magda’s mistakes?” I asked in incredulity, reaching for my keys as we approached the apartment door. “I don’t need the attention, thank you very much.”

      “Some things never change,” he agreed with good humor. “Do you ever intend to grow up and quit competing with her?”

      “I’ve changed,” I declared. “I’m working on the important stuff inside and not the superficial stuff on the outside. I don’t need to compete with anyone.”

      “Tell me another one, Dr. Faustus.”

      He looked good today, as usual. We both have our mother’s angled cheekbones, but Nick inherited her blond hair as well. I don’t remember his father, but he apparently had a firm square jaw with a nice cleft that he passed on. And Nick got the height in the family as well. I figured him for movie star material, but he had absolutely no memory for words. He did, however, possess an aptitude for mathematics that served him well in Monte Carlo.

      “I like to believe I’m on the side of the angels,” I countered. “Cover my back.”

      “Turned chicken since last we met?” he taunted, scanning the street, while I undid the locks.

      If I didn’t know him so well, I’d take that as a reference to my refusal to compete with my mother, but Nick isn’t that deep. He was referring to the punks behind us.

      “Until today, I’d taught them to leave me alone. It would have been nice to keep it that way.” I let him into the foyer and secured the bolt behind us before taking the stairs down to my rooms.

      Showing her training, EG had already made herself at home. She’d borrowed my extra set of sheets to make up her air mattress, tucked her suitcase under my cot, and was pigging down my raspberry yogurt.

      “Hey, Ee-zhee.” Nick slurred the initials into a Slovakian name. “It really is like old times, isn’t it? How long have you been mooching off the czarina?”

      I left them to catch up and did my usual introverted disappearance by retreating to my inner sanctum. My family hadn’t been here for an hour, and already I was a marked target in the neighborhood. This was not an unusual development.

      On my own, I might have fought the odds just to keep from moving again. I liked the old Victorian I’d made my home these last few years. Admittedly, my two-room coal cellar wasn’t the most gracious home in the world, but it was mine, and I treasured the few possessions I’d collected. I liked my antique iron bedstead with the flowers painted on it, and the copper and black Persian rug with the moth holes. They were mine, and I’d worked hard to earn them.

      But until I knew what to do about EG, I needed a safe house, and this wasn’t a neighborhood for kids, especially one like EG who got in trouble by opening her mouth.

      As usual when I had some hard thinking to do, I sat down at my laptop. Writing was a recommended anger management technique that I hadn’t practiced enough. As soon as I poured my frustration into these pages, my brain started whirring.

      The first thing I acknowledged was that we’d just made ourselves targets for every gang member in the area. The humiliation of being beaten by a pip-squeak and a gay male model would incite the hoodlums like rabid gunslingers. They’d have to come after us just to prove they were still top dogs.

      I’d been through this enough times to know it was fruitless hoping trouble would go away. Once the rabble discovered my family’s eccentric propensities, we were hounded into either retaliation or escape. Not for the first time, I wished my family were normal with a huge house someplace safe and boring where we could live in peace.

      I didn’t follow that thought to its logical conclusion immediately, because in my family, it wasn’t a logical conclusion. No, the next step of logic was to wonder again why EG and Nick had arrived on my doorstep on the same day and conclude that my first intuition had been right. Something was vastly wrong.

      Had I kept typing, I might have reached the right solution sooner, but the realization that I’d been scammed drove me out of my seat and back to the front room again.

      “All right, no more evasions.” I waited in the doorway, hands on skinny hips, trying to look formidable. “I want a good explanation of why you’re here.”

      Nick had the experience to look suitably innocent. EG didn’t. She shoved a spoonful of my raspberry yogurt into her mouth to cover up, but I had two decades of practice over her. I snatched the cup away and pointed at the door.

      “I get the whole story or I’ll put you on the first train to DC and your dad if you don’t spill.” This last was directed at EG. Nick could take care of himself.

      EG’s lower lip trembled, and Nick sighed in resignation. Another woman would have felt guilty yelling at a crying kid, but I crossed my arms to hold in my gut-wrenching dismay and gazed at my half brother for explanation.

      Nick shrugged. “Don’t you ever read the newspapers?”

      “Why? They only make me want to walk the street carrying a sign saying Repent or the world shall end tomorrow.” I hadn’t buried myself in the basement just to avoid family. There was a whole world out there that I would avoid if I could. That way, I could live with the fantasy that the rest of the universe contained sane people, and it was only my piece of it that was nuts.

      EG went to my computer, hit a few keys, and called up a news channel. There, in big bold letters I couldn’t miss, was the headline: SENATOR TEX HAMMOND A SUSPECT IN AIDE’S MURDER.

      Tex was EG’s dad.
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      Ana visits the ancestral home and talks to a lawyer

      

      The knowledge that the family I loved and hadn’t seen in five years had tracked me down so I could solve a murder brought me to the logical solution I’d failed to reach earlier. I’d always believed my younger half-siblings belonged with their influential fathers, but I’d never had the money to ship them half way around the world to whatever distant outpost they inhabited.

      Suddenly, I realized even their ambitious fathers might be questionable as caregivers. A senator accused of murder? That was a new low even for us.

      EG had followed Tex’s career for as long as she was able to spell his name, which was to say from about the age of one. She idolized the man. Nobody said geniuses were any less stupid than the rest of us.

      Watching EG’s heartbreak, I kicked myself for not seeing the obvious sooner. I wasn’t the only one who needed a permanent home. We needed a safe harbor—together—when the world turned on us. I was already reaching for my crusader’s helmet.

      Maybe it was realizing that the senator was in DC and that EG would want to go to him that made me wake up to what I should have seen before—why shouldn’t the man who’d let the Hungarian Princess loose upon the world support his progeny’s progeny in their time of trouble? Magda might be chronically bankrupt, but I knew from research that my grandfather wasn’t.

      And Grandfather Maximillian lived in DC.

      How sweet was that?

      In all the years we traipsed around Europe, Asia, and Africa, Magda had never mentioned her father except in fairy tales of kings and queens and lost princesses. I hadn’t seen him since before Nick was born. My memory of him was dim, but as far as I was aware, our grandfather had never exhibited any interest in us since we’d left DC. But that was a minor consideration. I remembered my grandfather’s house. It was huge. And surrounded by equally large and secure residences. It was the ideal safe haven.

      All I had to do was show him the wisdom of taking in his own kin before Magda turned them into terrorists. Or their fathers turned them into murderers. For my family, confronting a rich old stranger was as natural as sunrise.

      I reached into the refrigerator for my raspberry muffins. Both EG and Nicholas followed my every move as if I could solve world peace and hunger at the same time.

      I handed each of them a muffin. “I’m not rowing this boat alone. If you want me to help, then we’re all in it together.”

      They waited expectantly, not having a clue as to what I was talking about but apparently willing to find out.

      “Our grandfather will know the truth about the senator,” I announced. “Book bus tickets to DC and start packing.”

      If silence could be frozen, I’d accomplished it. They hadn’t known Maximillian existed.
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      “You’re going to regret this,” EG warned for the thirty-millionth time since we’d left Atlanta. She was hunched up with her arms wrapped around her skinny knees between me and Nick in the back seat of the taxi as it maneuvered DC traffic. The cab had no working a/c, and clouds of exhaust fumes and hot August humidity mixed with our anxious perspiration into a decidedly unwholesome atmosphere.

      I was still astonished that sophisticated Nick was willing to accept my terms. I’d made him promise to handle nanny duties, using the excuse that I was the only one in a position to make a living at the moment. Have laptop, will travel, and all that. Apparently he really was depressed, or as curious about our past as I was. He’d agreed without a qualm.

      “It’s time we met our grandfather,” I insisted over EG’s pessimistic attitude. “We can’t live like vagabonds forever. You need a real home.” That’s what I’d wanted when I was EG’s age, but then, I wasn’t on quite the same genius level. Maybe geniuses didn’t need homes, but at nine, even EG couldn’t live alone.

      I had a small nest egg that might have set us up elsewhere, but if we had to be in DC, my money wouldn’t last long. DC is an expensive town. I was still ambivalent about helping Tedious Tex, EG’s dad, but I was bouncing with excitement at the idea of someone else contributing to the family effort.

      Grandfather had come to mind first, but now that we were here, Tex had a lot to account for as well. The man paid child support, but to my knowledge, he’d never otherwise acknowledged the existence of his brilliant daughter. I could easily believe a parent that pathetic guilty of murder, but he was EG’s father. She wouldn’t believe it. She was still a kid who wanted to love her charismatic dad. The grass-is-always-greener syndrome, I called it. Most children of separated parents suffer from it.

      “You haven’t heard from Grandfather in how many years?” she asked. “You should have given me time to do the research.”

      Grandfather Maximillian had been alive and well when I’d checked at Christmas. At the time, I’d been lonely and dreaming of family, but I hadn’t acted on my foolish dreams beyond research. Sentimentality is so not me.

      I wasn’t about to house my half-siblings in Atlanta for the time it would take to run a full inquiry into our grandfather. There had been a bus leaving within hours of Nick’s arrival, and I’d made certain we were on it. Uprooting myself—again—required determination.

      “If we live here, you could go to a real school.” I knew the school argument would divert her from her gloomy prognostications.

      “I do not need a school.” The subject silenced her as anticipated.

      I was feeling apprehensive enough without her wet blanket attitude.

      I was curious about our grandfather, of course, but I figured anyone who had fathered our mother wasn’t the kind of stable authority figure little kids needed. Given what I’d learned in my research, I had him pegged for Mafia.

      I also assumed my mother would never have left a luxurious nest if it was available, so there had to be a major flaw in the household, even though I had this vague memory of his home as a welcoming shelter. I’d just been three at the time and recalled the house only because I adored the heavy bronze spaniels guarding the fireplace. I’d never been allowed to have pets, so I must have thought of them as real dogs.

      That Magda hadn’t mentioned her father’s name in a quarter of a century was proof enough that returning to the ancestral home was akin to opening Pandora’s box.

      I don’t remember a grandmother, and our mother’s bedtime stories tended to end in the tragic death of the beautiful Hungarian queen, so I had to assume she was out of the picture.

      “You should have checked the address again before we left,” Nicholas murmured as the taxi cruised down a narrow street of historic DC mansions. Half of them looked like foreign embassies—the substantial kind with turrets and enough brick and stone to pave a path to heaven. Or hell. We gaped like hayseeds. I don’t know about EG and Nick, but my mind boggled at the idea of Magda coming from one of those castles. Maybe she really was a princess.

      “I think God must live here.” Nick echoed my impression.

      “Or George Washington,” EG muttered.

      Admittedly, the sense of history contained in the towering Gothic Victorians and eccentric Romanesque Revival houses was overwhelming, but unlike my siblings, I felt at home here. Maybe it was the familiar urban landscape of belching buses and tacky commercial signs that welcomed me. I just knew the old houses whispered security. Maybe in my heart of hearts I longed for the home that three-year-old child in me remembered.

      “The man has lived here for over seventy years. Why would he move now?” I dismissed their fears as if I had none. Big sisters are supposed to be reassuring.

      “I can give you at least three reasons,” EG replied. “And if you had given me even half a second to check—”

      “I don’t care if he’s dead, or in a nursing home.” I didn’t inquire into the third possibility. The first two were scary enough. “The fact remains, we are his only living kin. Whatever Magda did to him shouldn’t be blamed on us. I’m sure he’ll learn to appreciate our talents.”

      Nick snorted at the reference to “talents” but generously refrained from a cocky remark for EG’s sake. “I can’t believe we really come from a background like this,” he said with a measure of awe as he gazed up at the historic mansions.

      Our ensuing silence evoked our agreement. We’d really thought the “coming from wealth” part of Magda’s story was simply a line in her well-embellished fairy tale.

      “By George, if he lives alone in one of those, he won’t even know we’re in the house.” Recovering, Nicholas smoothed a blond swathe of hair off his forehead, straightened his square shoulders, and morphed into his Prince Charming mode. It’s positively amazing how he does that. “These places are large enough to house a circus.”

      “Which they will, if we move in,” I murmured as the taxi pulled up to the curb.

      The houses on this block were more urban and less awesome, but we stopped in front of an impressive brown brick Italianate mansion complete with square tower, gingerbread gables, and a covered porch. Unlike many of the townhouses around it, it was on a corner and set off slightly from its neighbor by an alley. I recognized the black wrought iron fence overgrown with ivy and the green marble Chinese lions guarding the steps. I had nicked the ball beneath one paw with a croquet mallet.

      In disbelief and astonishment, I realized I had once actually lived in a mansion.

      Funny, how memories poured back when primed by a familiar sight or smell. I’d never pegged myself as a sentimental person, but gazing up at that ugly house as Nick paid the taxi driver, I was practically choking on a lump of nostalgia. We’d checked our luggage at the bus station until we knew what kind of reception waited for us. I was half inclined to return to the taxi and catch the next bus out. On my own, running away had always been the best strategy.

      Did I really want to know why we had been banned from the Garden of Eden?

      “I told you so,” EG gloated as I froze at the gate.

      I drew a deep breath and took confidence from my geek shield of denim jumper and tight French braid. As a teenager, I’d adopted the quiet confidence of Princess Leia as my role model, but the braid was just to keep my waist-length, black Irish hair out of my face. Chin high, I strode up the short walk to wallop the brass knocker against a mahogany door. I wasn’t letting a house intimidate me, even if it was larger than the high school I almost graduated from.

      I’d ordered EG to wear her blue jeans and a white T-shirt so she looked like a normal nine-year-old and not a tiny Goth, but I hadn’t been able to persuade her to put her long black hair in pigtails. Nicholas looked his usual spectacular James-Bondish self, although the yellow ascot was a dead give-away that he was as nervous as I was. What could I say? He deserved his armor as much as I did. We had good reason to hide behind stereotypes.

      No one answered my knock.

      “The shrub border has been weeded and watered,” Nick noted. “Someone lives here.”

      “Not Grandfather,” EG warned—again.

      “It’s our ancestral home. We have a right to visit.” I slammed the knocker in a rapid tattoo that should have echoed through the Halls of Montezuma.

      I could hear air conditioning running inside. A place like this had to have servants.

      “May I help you?” a voice intoned from the intercom hidden behind a pot of pothos cascading from a sphinx head near the door. I calculated the sphinx as a bronze original and not one of those cheap plaster things adorning Atlanta garden walls. I had an eye for historic detail developed over a lifetime of drooling over other people’s houses.

      “Anastasia Devlin here,” I informed the disembodied voice. “I wish to see my grandfather.”

      Nicholas elbowed me, and EG scowled, but I didn’t see any purpose in terrifying the old guy by telling him a regiment of Magda’s offspring was at the door.

      The silence following my announcement was striking. I opted for the fantasy of imagining a supercilious butler progressing through marble hallways, dusting the woodwork in his anxiousness to garner the approval of the prodigal grandchild.

      “There are no grandfathers present,” the voice finally replied, striking a blow to my comfortable reverie.

      I am not normally a combative person. I say please and thank you when called upon. But there were times my Irish temper blew off the top my head—

      Seeing the gleam in my eye, Nicholas grabbed my elbow and jerked me down the stairs. “Come along. We can take a hotel room and discuss this.”

      EG scampered for the gate without waiting.

      I shook him off and returned to slam the knocker again. “What have you done with my grandfather?” I shouted at the sphinx, rattling the door.

      And I was serious. I remembered this house. I remembered a tall man with thick pepper-and-salt hair and a bristly mustache, and I wanted his hugs back again. If these monsters had done anything to my grandfather, I’d make them pay. Tears actually stung my eyes as I slammed the knocker. Disappointment and grief spilled into the fury. I wanted my childhood back.

      I knew I couldn’t have it, but EG deserved a real childhood with kitchen tables and schools and laughing friends. No kid ought to be brought up as I had. I would claw the face off the damned sphinx to give EG the home she needed. This home. Ripped from my subconscious, it had become my reason for existence. To hell with Magda and whatever argument had taken us out of our grandfather’s life. I intended to change all that.

      All right, so I had a lot fermenting in the murk of my subconscious, and denial was my middle name. No one ever said therapy helped.

      “Maximillian no longer lives here,” the voice intoned again in an accent more posh than Nick’s. “He passed on two months ago.”

      EG gave her “I told you so” shrug, sat down on the gate step, and began searching the three-inch band of lawn for four-leaf clovers. I knew she’d been covertly hoping her hitherto unknown relative might help Senator Tex, but EG was not only smart, she’s a cynic. My heart bled watching her give up hope.

      Apparently as affected by her plight as I was, Nicholas stepped up to the intercom, shot his cuffs to the proper width from his coat sleeve as if someone could see him, and purred with his best British accent, “Then I suggest you open the door to his heirs, or we will be forced to consult with our attorneys.”

      The plural was a nice touch. Attorneys, as if we had an entire firm at our disposal. Nick had learned a few useful things in his ritzy schools besides how to discern sexual proclivity in the object of his interest.

      If I could have packaged the silence that followed, I’d use it the next time Magda breezed through to tell me I needed a man. Such splendidly evocative stillness would quell a magpie.

      To my amazement, one massive door creaked open. In its place appeared a stiff, barrel-chested man several heads taller than me. Graying hair, of indeterminate age, and his clothing of impeccable tailoring, he could have been a foreign diplomat.

      I recognized him. “Mallard!” The name leaped to my tongue from the primeval ooze of my subconscious. I had come home. I immediately stifled that nonsense, but I couldn’t crush the excitement as I stood there idiotically awaiting a joyous welcome.

      Mallard gazed uncomprehendingly at me in my nondescript denim, then to Nick, who had opted for aristocratic nonchalance. I doubt that he could see EG at the gate, fortunately.

      “I beg your pardon,” he replied with a frozen expression. “Do I know you?”

      “I’m Anastasia,” I repeated, foolish hopes neatly doused. “I put the nick in the Chinese lion, remember?” The gargoyles were staring at me reproachfully. “Why did no one notify us of Grandfather’s death?”

      “Mallard, the door is open,” a mechanical voice proclaimed from the interior. “Do you need assistance?”

      Looking as if he’d swallowed hot coals, Mallard glanced over his shoulder, back to me, and heaving a mighty sigh, stepped out of the way. “We have visitors, sir.”

      I brushed past, grateful to be out of the sticky heat and in the cool dimness of a long corridor. No wonder I had a penchant for dark basements. I’d spent my formative years in a mausoleum. I immediately traversed the marble floor to the doorway of the front parlor. The bronze spaniels were still there, and my heart did a little pitter-patter of happiness. I almost expected my grandfather’s voice to call for me. He’d had an accent, I remembered now. Hungarian, perhaps?

      “I don’t accept visitors,” the disconnected voice responded—definitely not Grandfather’s gruff baritone.

      Now that I was inside, the voice was less mechanical and more male, but it contained as much inflection as a robot’s.

      The confidence that I was on home turf intensified. The voice was the usurper. I walked straight up to the brass speaker in the wall as Nick and EG entered. “Then you may leave,” I said with the quiet authority I had to have learned from someone other than my excitable mother. “I will call the executor of my grandfather’s estate and demand an explanation of your presence.”

      I would like to have known how that bear of a man died, but I was saving the big guns for last. Questions like that were fraught with emotions, and I wasn’t skilled at dealing with them.

      It was far easier to calculate that if our grandfather had died only two months ago, an estate the size of his couldn’t have been legally disposed of without notifying his descendants.

      Mallard looked as if he might expire at any moment. Unable to perform such unbutlerish acts as screaming or stamping his foot, he tugged on his stiff collar and turned purple during the ensuing silence.

      I ran my finger over the eighteenth-century drop-leaf hall table and nodded approval at the lack of dust. As if I owned the place—which I was quite certain we should since I’d done the research and knew my grandfather had no other family—I swept into the Victorian parlor to inspect further. It hadn’t changed an iota. It still smelled of must, my grandfather’s hair pomade, and stale cigars. I’d never been homesick a day in my life, but I felt the tug of nostalgia now.

      “I purchased the house from the estate the day it appeared on the market,” the cold voice informed us through the speaker in the hall. “I suggest you depart the premises and invade Brashton’s territory if you require explanations.”

      I raised my eyebrows at Mallard, who tugged even harder at his collar. “The executor,” he whispered.

      “You won’t find him,” EG said. Apparently having overcome her earlier fear now that she could see we wouldn’t be met with armed Nazis, she dropped onto the plush horsehair sofa, causing an explosion of dust in the fading sunlight seeping past the maroon velvet draperies.

      Alarmed by EG’s warning since she seemed to be batting a thousand, I stuck out my hand to Nicholas. Understanding my gesture, Nick handed over his cell phone. Avoiding contact with my family meant I’d never seen the purpose in owning any additional means of privacy invasion —like cell phones. Besides, I never went anywhere to need one.

      “The full name of the firm?” I asked of the air.

      The disembodied voice ignored me. The owner was no doubt calling security or the cops. I disliked dealing with authority, but I’d done it enough times to know how, so I wasn’t particularly intimidated. I was simply trying to tamp down the swirl of memories and anxieties and the overpowering longing not to be ejected from this house that I knew was meant to be ours.

      Ever efficient, Mallard produced a business card from a file in the hall table drawer. If I hadn’t grown up in a series of strange situations, this disastrous conclusion to our journey might have alarmed me. But living with my chameleon mother had taught me that all is not as it seemed, which developed my healthy sense of curiosity.

      Even dysfunctional childhoods could be useful.

      Settling into a high-backed wing chair by the window, I pulled on a drapery cord to let in daylight. I didn’t mind basements, but this room was suffocating with all the heavy velvet and horsehair. The furniture was huge and overpowering. Two of me could fit into the chair.

      As if I had all the time in the world, I regally punched in the telephone number on the card and worked my way through the phone tree until I had the extension for one Reginald Brashton the Third. A secretary answered. I gave my name and grandfather’s and asked for the executor of his estate. An awkward silence followed.

      For the first time in my life, I disliked silence.

      After putting me on hold, she returned. “Let me put you through to Mr. Johnson.”

      I assumed she’d made a frantic call while she had me on hold. This couldn’t be good. EG’s bored expression said she knew it wasn’t good, but she’d bide her time while I proved it. She’d discovered a shelf of ancient tomes by the mantel, so she was making a good show of not caring if I made an idiot of myself.

      Nicholas wasn’t in sight. Neither was Mallard. Presumably, he’d followed Nick to protect the silver.

      “Blackwell Johnson,” a frosty baritone said into my ear. “May I help you?”

      I repeated the routine in my best virtual assistant voice. I didn’t often have to use telephones, but I knew the clipped tones that commanded respect. Having lived around the world, I had no regional accent to label me, and business-like sentences worked better for me than my mother’s purring flattery. Granted, she could squeeze papaya juice out of barnacles with her charm, but it also came accompanied by voluptuous curves, Slavic cheekbones, and slanted, long-lashed eyes that promised naughty sex.

      I might have the cheekbones and the eyes, but seduction had never been my style. I had long ago decided I wanted respect for who I am and not what I look like. Darned good thing since I looked like a twelve-year-old shrimp.

      The baritone on the other end of the line cleared his throat. “Ah, Miss Devlin. We have been unable to reach you. Or any of your family. It’s only recently been ascertained that Reginald had not yet notified you."

      I waited. I could hear the nervousness in his voice. This wasn’t going to be pretty, but it might be entertaining. He knew who I was. After years of anonymity, recognition was almost pleasing.

      I was still struggling with the concept that Grandfather had died. I mourned the loss of the mustached figure in my memory. He couldn’t have been much more than seventy. Why hadn’t I come here sooner? Look at how much I had wasted, how much I might have learned, had I pulled myself out of my self-centered world. And now it was too late. What else had I lost while hiding?

      Rationally, I knew why I hadn’t come here, and that Grandfather was more guilty than I in the avoidance department, but that didn’t alleviate the pall of sorrow and raw guilt.

      “Could you please tell me how my grandfather died?” I asked, surprising even myself.

      “A debilitating illness. He had been incapacitated for some time. I believe there were several factors, including heart failure.” The lawyer tried to sound soothing and sympathetic, but he failed utterly. He was hiding something. I was certainly in a position to recognize avoidance when I heard it.

      The very real possibility that my grandfather had left his estate to the King of Mulgravia or Catholic charities or some such had occurred to me the instant I’d heard of his demise. As much as my instincts told me that this house ought to be ours, I didn’t intend to torment myself with it until I had the facts. But I wanted the facts, now. Blackwell Johnson had said he’d been looking for us. It must be for a reason, and I was frantically praying the house was it.

      “We will need your credentials, of course,” the attorney stalled.

      “My mother is Magda Maximillian Devlin Bullfinch Hostetter. . . ”

      EG produced an address book from her backpack, and I read the list of my mother’s various married names with aplomb, concluding with “the only child of Rathbone Maximillian and owner of this house where I’m standing. I can produce a birth certificate and passport, of course, but at the moment I am in the awkward position of defending my right to stay in my grandfather’s home. I wish to know at once why his direct descendants weren’t notified as required by law and how the estate could be sold without our knowledge.”

      Johnson cleared his throat again, but before he could speak, the disembodied voice intervened—this time from a black marble lamp near the chair where I was sitting. “It seems we have a problem.” The intruder’s phrasing expressed no emotion, but his tone possessed a sumptuous male wrath that appealed to the female fury in me.

      I glared at the lamp and waited for the lawyer to spit it out.

      “It seems we have a problem, Miss Devlin,” echoed from the cell phone. I rolled my eyes. EG waited expectantly. Even Nicholas returned, sipping from an eggshell china teacup imprinted with royal purple and gold, his pinkie finger delicately extended. Mallard followed with a silver tea tray of goodies.

      We’d found our natural habitat—a mansion with a butler to take care of us and antiques to pawn.

      “It seems the estate’s executor cannot be found,” said the attorney, “and we cannot locate his files for the Maximillian property.”

      “I paid cash for the house, free and clear,” the lamp intoned ominously, as if he could hear every word said.

      Cash? For a house like this? Furnished? Bull hockey.

      “Under contract law, a purchase made in good faith is valid, and it is up to the wronged party to prosecute the criminal and recover the stolen proceeds,” the lamp recited.

      I remembered that from an on-line contract law class I’d taken when establishing my business. That didn’t mean I had to believe it. I can be an optimist when it served my interest.

      “My grandfather’s executor sold the house without our permission?” I inquired, trying to sort out their wildly conflicting statements.

      While I waited for explanation, I idly toted up the sum of the antiques in the parlor. I was certain they were the same ones that had been there in my childhood. Why would anyone move into a mansion like this and not bring their own furniture?

      I calculated the furnishings alone would pay for a nice snug cottage in a small town in Georgia. I might know antiques, but I couldn’t hazard a guess as to how much an entire mansion in DC might command.

      More throat clearing on the other end of the line. I waited. “According to the bank, the Maximillian estate has been cleared from the books and the moneys disbursed,” Mr. Johnson finally admitted.

      “Disbursed?” The Catholics win again? Or maybe Grandfather was generous and left it all to the homeless. That ought to include me. And just about all of his grandchildren. I sure hadn’t seen a check.

      “Possibly inappropriately disbursed,” Johnson murmured apologetically. “We cannot determine.”
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      A deal is struck and an assignment is given.

      

      The lamp remained funereally silent, perhaps in respect for the massive blow I’d just taken. We may have inherited millions, but it was all gone? In two months? Gone?

      An earthquake couldn’t have been more shattering. I knew. I’d survived a few.

      After verifying with the attorney that the children of Magda Maximillian—not Magda herself—appeared to be sole heirs to the estate, I made an appointment to speak with Blackwell Johnson in person the next day. I handed the cell phone back to Nick, trying not to shake too hard. I stared at the faces watching me expectantly.

      I was too devastated to even want to kick something. Probably because the only thing in the room deserving a kick was me.

      I’d learned to deal with disappointment in my life. It’s no big deal. You dust yourself off and move on. I’d done it dozens of times—on my own. I’d never had the hopes and dreams of someone else depending on me. I watched the curiosity die out of EG’s eyes and the anticipation fade from Nick’s lips, and I knew why Magda kept deserting us. She couldn’t handle the responsibility for all our lives and futures. She could barely handle her own.

      But I had spent a lifetime proving I wasn’t my mother. Reginald Brashton the Third, lawyer thief, would be mud beneath my feet shortly. And I would take extraordinary pleasure in rubbing his face in it.

      I spoke to the lamp. “Mr. Graham, might I have a moment of your time?” I had learned his name from the lawyer: Amadeus Graham. At least he was a real human being and not a computer ensconced in the attic somewhere.

      “No,” the voice replied curtly. “The house is legally mine, and I wish you to leave.”

      He might be right, but I didn’t want to argue the point until better armed. Besides, we had nowhere to go. My instinct for survival insisted that possession was nine-tenths of the law, and commandeering other people’s houses was what our upbringing had taught us.

      “I need access to a computer,” I replied calmly. Never let them see your fear. It was surprisingly easier to talk to a marble lamp than a real human being. “I can settle this matter quite amicably once I locate my grandfather’s executor.”

      The lamp remained silent.

      EG and Nick watched me with fascination. We hadn’t seen each other in a few years, and I’d never been prepossessing. My denim jumper and black cotton shirt hid any womanly attributes, and my feet barely reached the floor. Despite my thirty years, I dare say I looked like Barbie’s wicked younger sister. They had every right to be doubtful.

      “With the proper equipment, I can locate Mr. Brashton,” I told EG and Nick as much as the dismissive Mr. Graham. “If I could set up my laptop here, I would be able to find him within a week.”

      “Absolutely not.” The voice remained adamant. “This is a private home and not a hotel. You will leave at once.”

      He sounded formidable enough to have bodyguards descending on us. I tried to keep a stiff upper lip instead of shivering in my sandals. At least he couldn’t see me, and I could sound bigger than I am.

      “I am an excellent research analyst,” I insisted. “If we are forced to leave here, I will find a library computer and research the legality of the deed to this house and the owner’s suspect acquisition of an estate meant to support homeless children.” I could also exaggerate on a moment’s notice.

      I had no idea which statement stirred our host’s interest. I simply knew I achieved the result I intended. No bodyguards heaved us out.

      “You are skilled at computer research?” the lamp base asked. I could hear the doubt and wondered if he had a camera in the ceiling.

      “I have credentials from the Association of Virtual Assistants and references from numerous clients,” I agreed. “Have you need of a skilled assistant?”

      Thunderous silence. I could almost hear lightning strike and clouds clash. I wanted to meet Mr. Graham. Any man who could create such evocative silences was my kind of person.

      EG had gone wide-eyed. I could see her fighting hope, and my heart pinged. I would have this house and everything in it, now. For her. Although what she really needed was a father.

      It must be hell to be a real mother.

      “I need quiet in which to conduct my research,” he intoned ominously, although I thought I detected curiosity behind his Wizard of Oz act.

      I tried to picture the mysterious Mr. Graham, but I could see only my grandfather’s face in here. I had no recollection of how my grandfather amassed his fortune, but I’d seen enough mansions and rich old men to picture his replacement. And judging by some of my clientele, if this old man needed a research assistant, he was probably a fusty antiquarian hunkered down in his rotting library, scribbling away with a quill pen at some obscure theory on the origin of Culicidae and their correlation with the plagues referred to in Exodus, Chapter Eight. Or if he’s into prophesy, maybe even Revelations. I was liking my creative image already.

      Or he could be like my missing corporate client and want me to research textbook publishers and media conglomerates. Boring, but more lucrative than the professorial types.

      “We are an extremely quiet family,” I responded. Not that I had a clue if Nick and EG had learned to stifle their dramatic tendencies. “I insist on order while I am working,” I added for good measure.

      It wasn’t that I was adept at lying. It’s just that I’d changed my persona so often that almost everything was the truth, in the past or the future. I was sure we could be quiet and organized if we wished.

      “Give me references,” he demanded.

      That’s always a bit tricky since many of my clients preferred their privacy, and I knew them only by their e-mail addresses. But I had several who had agreed I could use their names. I gave them to the lamp base and held my breath.

      I would have turned purple if I hadn’t let it out again. The lamp didn’t immediately respond. EG, Nick, and I stared at each other wordlessly in the subsequent silence.

      “Your credentials are impeccable.” Returned to mechanical mode—even if it did sound a trifle grudging—the voice intruded on our tense thoughts some minutes later.

      He had a computer—and wielded a communication network to rival mine. Interesting.

      “I have several research tasks you might perform in return for the use of the first floor for the next week while you pursue estate matters,” he continued with a tone of snide arrogance that raised my hackles. “If you cannot accomplish them, you will leave.”

      “And if I accomplish them, may we stay longer if it’s necessary?”

      “That’s unlikely. Do not disturb me for any reason.”

      I don’t think the speaker system actually clicked off, but it might as well have. The sound went dead, and I knew he wasn’t listening. Did he mean it was unlikely that I’d accomplish his tasks? Or that he’d let us stay? Or both? I didn’t see him as the nice old antiquarian anymore.

      Nick grinned in relief. EG looked suspicious, but she looked suspicious on a good day. I swallowed my anxiety and assumed an attitude of assurance.

      “We’ll need to send for our luggage,” I told them. “I’ll look for a place to set up my laptop until the Dell arrives. Nick, check out the bedrooms. Mallard, are there linens or do we need to provide them?”

      I was more comfortable with crisp authority than sentimental claptrap. My brain had served me far better than my heart all these years. I refused to show relief. This was my house. I just had to prove it. Once I had Reginald Brashton nailed to a wall and the intruder in the attic on the run, I would have time to find out if Senator Tex had been messing around with his aides.

      Researching the good senator’s peccadilloes wasn’t just a cynical penchant of mine. He was, after all, still married to another woman when he and my mother created EG—which is why he never acknowledged her existence except with a monthly check from some company he owned.

      Tex was a real rounder, and the aide he was suspected of murdering was female. Had he decided to cover up the hanky-panky with homicide this time?
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      A week. A blooming week in which to locate a sneaky, conniving, larcenous lawyer with millions at his fingertips. This was Tuesday.

      Nick retrieved our belongings from the bus station, and I had my laptop, but I was too overwhelmed to do more than stare at it as night settled in.

      Had our host cared to inspect the rest of his newly acquired home, he might have noticed that the only bedroom on the first floor had been converted from a large front salon. It contained a towering carved headboard and ancient mattress our grandfather had apparently used after he lost the ability to climb the stairs. None of us was prepared to take the bed he may have died in.

      There was a small suite off the basement kitchen that Mallard occupied. After EG commented on the lovely quaintness of his quarters, Mallard had been so kind as to inform us that the elusive Mr. Graham lived alone and never left the third floor. Not inhibited, we immediately hied ourselves to the second story family floor and spread out. It was only going to waste as it was.

      EG latched onto a hexagonal room in the turret at the far end of the main corridor. Robin’s egg blue with fireplace, bookshelves, and twin beds, it might have been a cozy nest for a child at one time. If we regained ownership, I suspected the room would be painted black and decorated in early Gothic. If this house could really be ours, I would happily buy a stuffed bat to begin
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requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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