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			Murder is unique in that it abolishes the party it injures, so that society has to take the place of the victim and on his behalf demand atonement or grant forgiveness; it is the one crime in which society has a direct interest.

			—W. H. Auden

		

	
		
			1

			Pansy

			Pansy made her first kill at fourteen, albeit with the best of intentions. I’m not Pansy anymore. I became someone quite different, despite all the obstacles placed in my path by others, and circumstances that forced my hand and made a few more casualties inevitable.

			I need to write everything down now—the things I had to do—and try to show the sense of it all. When people read it, they will understand that I had no choice and will not think so badly of me. After all, I never had anyone to stand up for me; I had to solve my own problems the best way I could. My solutions might be considered somewhat extreme, I know, but I couldn’t lose everything I had always dreamed of and strived for.

			I wanted a good life in a normal place, doing normal things. I wanted respect. That meant a good job, a good husband, and a nice home in a nice place. I used to look through fancy magazines in midtown drug stores until they chased me out. I gathered up a dream and held onto it: a white house with a solid fence and big old trees. Lots of green. The only trees where I lived were scraggy and half-dead from exhaust fumes, so my dream-trees were a vague impression of the kind I had seen in those magazines, hemming wonderful perfect gardens that encircled wonderful perfect houses. I imagined vases of pink and blue flowers posed on polished tabletops—generic flowers like children paint, because no one I knew ever had flowers in their home—unless you count dusty plastic ones, and even then I knew better. Drapes and blinds shrouded the windows; no one could spy on me, and only the invited could enter. I got all of it, but, as everyone knows by now, I didn’t get to keep it. I had a good run, though. Not bad for someone like me. I can’t complain because I did very well, considering my start—in a grungy family living on the roughest street in Hell’s Kitchen. No juicy bite of the Big Apple for us.

			A Washington suburb seemed like paradise to me—I could stay the same person for years. Too many people knew me in New York in spite of all the time and money I spent on hairdressers and cosmetics to change my look—red hair in a short pixie cut and Cleopatra eyeliner one year, and a nylon ash-blonde wig and false eyelashes (a strange 60s fashion fad) the next. Each time I changed jobs I changed my look, my apartment, and often my name, too. New everything. I had to keep my life smooth, you see. Bumpy rides are not to my liking.

			There came a point when I wanted to—had to—get out of New York and I succeeded beyond my wildest dreams. But I’m getting ahead of myself.

			I burned my old journal long ago—it was too risky to hold on to it once I married. Now I must begin again.

			I’ll be long gone by the time you read this, children—if they let you. Know that I did my best; suspend judgment until you are done. Don’t bother looking for me.
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			Halos glowed through the mist and undulating masked figures hovered; the old ones come to guide her through to shimmering light. The light heightened and sharpened until the masks became faces. She closed her eyes again and listened for life, looked for a heartbeat. There it was, faint but steady.

			“Rose, can you hear me? I’m Doctor Wallace. Try to keep still. You’ve had a nasty knock on the head. You’re going to be all right. You’re in the hospital. Can you tell me your full name?”

			It was hard to make her mouth form the words; her tongue felt so thick and heavy and her head ached as if a little man were working a jackhammer inside it. The sharp, fear-tainted smell of the place seeped into her consciousness as she forced herself to respond.

			It jumbled out slowly. “Rose Hale.”

			“Do you know what day it is?”

			“Monday. Monday?”

			She remembered Judy’s dead eyes—rather like the live ones had looked as she gazed through the horizon when things didn’t go her way—then a sudden burst of pain in her head and a dive into darkness. She didn’t want to remember any more. If she closed her eyes and took a deep breath, she could force it all down and away until her mind closed off the fidgeting memories.

			“What happened?”

			A blurred suit and tie edged into view, a soothing view of beige against stark white.

			“Mrs. Hale, I’m Detective Paglietti. Can you answer some questions, ma’am? This is a murder investigation or I wouldn’t be bothering you just now.”

			Her eyes hurt as they strained open to incredulity. “Murder!”

			“Yes, ma’am. Judy Roberts was murdered this morning, hit on the head with a statue. And you were found right outside her back door. A neighbor saw you and called us. What do you remember? Did you see who did it?”

			“Can’t remember much. Went for coffee. Came to the back door, like always.” The words began to jell, fueled by adrenaline. “The door was ajar. I pushed it open and called her. She didn’t answer, so I went through the kitchen into the family room. She was there. On the floor. Dead. I ran, wanted to get out, get away. Lights in my eyes. Nothing more.”

			“You got hit on the head, too. Didn’t you see anyone?”

			“No, no one. Least, not that I remember.” She drooped her eyelids, a dramatic enough droop, she hoped, to get him to leave her alone. She was so tired and there was that little man in her head again, his pounding getting louder by the minute. She must focus, stretch her toes, flex her fingers, listen to her breathing and steady it, swallow her thoughts, suppress memories that must never see light again.

			“You sure you can’t remember anything, Mrs. Hale?”

			She shook her head and winced, the shooting pains vicious.

			“Let her rest now,” the doctor said.
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			Dr. Wallace discharged Rose two days later with the provision that she take it easy until her family doctor pronounced her well enough for normal activity. Her son Andrew came to the hospital to take her home. A stocky young man, Andrew always tried to maintain a neutral affable demeanor, but today he looked pale and tense, his dark eyebrows almost meeting. Gone was his usual careful noncommittal smile that could never be interpreted as anything but appropriate. Even the ability to make bright-sounding observations on the weather seemed to have deserted him for the time being. She supposed he was tired out from the “what-ifs,” tired of all the gnawing feelings. He had never liked to stir up unnecessary turmoil. The solemn young stalwart kissed her and gave her some flowers, standard florist stock—pink roses with long stems and no scent. Silly, really, since they just had to carry them home, but nice gestures had always been important to him.

			He said little beyond “How are you, Mom?” before he vanished to fetch the car. She waited in the lobby on her wheeled throne. Everyone stared at her as if they all knew about the murder.

			Andrew helped her in and out of the car, supporting her by the elbow to make sure she didn’t stumble. Rose would have liked a good hug and that sudden neediness surprised her, but they’d never been a family of touchers. When they got home, he settled her on the sofa and brought the telephone and her current murder mystery, setting a glass of water within easy reach. He tucked a rug around her legs. He ordered Chinese food for dinner and made her tea. Then he sat with her and made a few desultory phone calls to his office, his voice rapping like a woodpecker at the secretary on the other end. He reserved his unctuous voice for clients and partners. She relaxed and even dozed a little, bored with the book, a book she’d been enjoying only a couple of days ago, but it seemed like trash now that crude reality had come to call.

			After a respectable interval, the phone started to ring. Andrew answered and said the callers’ names so she could make yes or no signals. There were so many of them, so very many friends. They all wanted to come.

			“Tomorrow,” she said. She wanted to look just right and to tell the truth, she felt dog-tired, too tired even to take a shower. Andrew called his brother Justin and his sister Lucy. Justin would take the weekend off and drive up from Charlottesville; Lucy would be over after work.

			Rose lay in bed propped up on pillows, unable to sleep in such an awkward position, but lying flat made her headache worse. She thought about her children, usually a sleep-inducing exercise. She’d raised them to be responsible and independent. She wasn’t a demonstrative mother, but loved them in her own way and had protected them from life’s exigencies to the extent possible, especially Lucy—more than the girl knew. That boy would have dragged Lucy down with him. She liked being able to love them at a distance and respond to them as adults. Young children could be quite sweet, but a little of that went a long way. And you had to put up with their friends, of course. Other people’s children.

			What was in store for Lucy? She wasn’t beautiful, but pleasing to look at and always on the go. A successful architect now, she could be unforgiving of those less intelligent than she. Her few friendships tended to be tumultuous. Everything looked black or white to her and she always knew what was best for people, her opinions usually at odds with those of her targets. She didn’t look like either of her parents but, to Rose’s annoyance, closely resembled someone whose name she didn’t even acknowledge silently, someone she hadn’t spoken to or seen in years. That’s why she always felt sudden, sharp discomfort when she glimpsed her daughter after a long absence, like a sudden inhalation at the prick of a needle.

			Andrew had been practicing law in Washington for a couple of years. You could tell just by looking at his impeccable dark suits, eternal white shirt, and quiet ties. One always found him “very well, mustn’t complain.” Partners were “my esteemed colleagues,” and he could even make his “cautious optimism” sound genuine with his modulated voice and benign countenance. He worked hard, cultivated the partners and clients, and avoided undue risk with uncanny prescience. Not one of the brilliant ones, but, perhaps more importantly, not a serious threat to anyone else’s career or self-esteem, either.

			He was her favorite, visiting at least once a week and never arriving empty-handed, perhaps bringing a book he thought she would enjoy, sometimes flowers or chocolates, and he always helped with the dishes after dinner. At once undemanding and needy, she enjoyed doing little things for him. She insisted that he bring his laundry home and liked cooking him his favorite meals. His presence filled her with the glow of successful motherhood, happy he awoke such feelings in her. No one else could. And he looked the most like her of any of the children, except on a larger scale. Was he happy? Hard to tell. He seemed fairly content with his life, and maybe that was all one should expect.

			She sighed as she thought of Justin, a fine cellist, although a waiter at present. Slim and tall, he was blessed with a handsome face—just like his father when Rose had first met him, although there was no resemblance in temperament. She feared he lacked the drive to succeed in the music world, as too many other passions distracted him from the necessary unwavering commitment. The most sensitive of her three children, Justin had an uncanny knack for tuning in to others’ moods and emotions—except for those of his current girlfriend, whom he angered when he failed to echo her opinions. He frequently fell in love and, just as frequently, fell out of love after the crushing disappointment of finding that the young lady of the moment did not live up to his high ideals—or hers. He felt injustice keenly and was boyishly idealistic. She loved this sweet young man but, all in all, he was a pain in the rear end to be around for long. He never stayed for long as he found Rose’s suburban life “stultifying.” His mother felt the same way, although she never admitted it.

			Rose considered herself fortunate on the whole. Her children were three good young people who loved their mother and missed their late father. They followed their own stars and allowed her glimpses into their lives as they saw fit, mostly by telephone. She would listen to Justin’s anguish after yet another girl had failed to measure up, Andrew’s triumph when a client had expressed her gratitude and admiration, and Lucy’s current line of outrage. Best let them get on with their lives, she felt. But she needed them at home now—for a while, anyway.	

			Rose heard Lucy’s car door bang and felt a little knot of anticipation tighten in her stomach. She hadn’t seen her for a couple of months. Lucy didn’t mean to stay away, but she always got so tied up with her work and there seemed to be a new young man, too.

			Lucy swept through the door and pecked her mother’s cheek, remarking how well she looked, considering. She stood in front of her brother, tapping her foot impatiently until he finished his call, her lip curling when she heard him say, “While Sam is a very, very competent lawyer, perhaps he isn’t quite yet as well-versed in that particular area of tax law as I.” Andrew reddened and scowled when he saw his sister’s disdain.

			“What are we doing about dinner?”

			“I ordered it already from The Orchid Garden.”

			“Chinese. Oh, Andrew, don’t you know they use lots of cornstarch and sugar, not to mention the mono…”

			I can’t take this tonight, Rose thought, and did the droopy eye look again. It worked again. “Mother mustn’t be upset. She’s not well yet, not herself,” and so on, Andrew expostulated. He could always come through with the right platitudes. Good for him, that’s my boy.

			The next morning, Rose felt unsteady and still had a headache, so she was glad of Lucy’s taking the time off. She needed someone to answer the door and make iced tea for the callers on this hot August day.

			Rose settled herself on the sofa, feeling she looked soft and feminine in a powder blue silk robe that brought out her blue eyes and newly washed fair hair. Her makeup was just right, a little color on the lips and around the eyes, but nothing on her cheeks. Her lap rug was white and soft, her slim figure accentuated by its folds.

			A group from the Women’s Club got there first.

			“Oh, you’re looking simply marvelous!” Muffy Bigwell said. “So terribly brave, so dreadful for you!”

			“No, I barely remember a thing,” Rose said.

			“Nothing at all?” Muffy asked. The woman’s eyes looked almost fevered with anticipation.

			“Nothing.”

			“Oh. Well, perhaps that’s best for your own peace of mind.” Rose smiled sweetly into the disappointed little frown and snapped her teeth.

			“But look at you, so pale and delicate today,” Jenny McLaughlin said. “Are you very shaken, dear?”

			“Oh, no, I’m really quite all right, just a little headachy,” Rose said.

			“You do look a tad drawn. What can we do for you? Anything, just name it,” Mary Treadwell asked.

			“My children are taking care of me beautifully, thank you, Mary. So kind of everyone,” Rose said. Them leaving soon would help. She thought she’d love the attention, but they were getting on her nerves. Silly twitterers. She allowed her head to sink back into the pillow.

			“Well, we mustn’t overstay our visit, dear. Simply marvelous to see you looking so well,” Muffy said. “You have a lovely rest, now. Lunch soonest!”

			There were several more visitors, and she smiled tremulously, murmuring sorrow for poor Judy and her family, and described making her shocking discovery and remembering nothing more. She allowed that it had all been a terrible experience, but that she would get back into things as soon as the doctor said her head wound had sufficiently healed. She repeated herself often and refined her phrasing with each telling. People kissed her cheek gently and patted her hand. They wore concerned expressions and brought flowers and chocolates. A couple of them even brought their husbands as a special gift of attention and concern. When she’d had enough and her tongue started to trip over her words, she laid back, allowing exhaustion—real enough—to show through. And having done their duty and discerned that no new information would be forthcoming, they left, voicing their hopes for her speedy recovery and she must come over for dinner very soon.

			Her guests drank lots of iced tea and Lucy’s sullen demeanor deepened. More little tea spills appeared on the tray as the day wore on and glasses were set down with increasing emphasis. Rose found it amusing to watch her daughter take the almost stoical approach, forcing herself to be stonily polite, and feeling she must suffer in silence after all her mother had been through. Her right cheek twitched as she clenched and unclenched her teeth and her frequent scowl looked downright unattractive. On the other hand, her daughter’s silence was always a blessing. Lucy darted into the kitchen from time to time to take deep drafts of beer from a bottle in the refrigerator, which seemed to relax her as the day wore on. Rose could hear the bottle clink against the others and smelled the beer on her breath. Only one? Until they had children of their own, young people never seemed to catch on to the fine-tuning of a mother’s ear for both catching and interpreting noises offstage. These women got on Lucy’s nerves, especially when they wanted to know if she had met “Mr. Right” yet. Her response was a thin-lipped smile and another appointment in the kitchen.

			In the late afternoon, Rose called Annie, one of her closest friends. “I’m absolutely exhausted, Annie. Too many people. Would you be offended if I told you I need a rest from visits tomorrow?” Annie, understanding, as always, said she’d deliberately stayed away the first day to give Rose the quiet time with her family she needed. “Would you mind telling the others, Annie?”

			Andrew planned to come over after work, bringing dinner from a local delicatessen. The choices were made after a much-heated telephone consultation with Lucy, which, while probably entertaining for the other customers, had sent Andrew into a frenzy of irritation. Rose could hear his voice over the phone from the other side of the room. As Andrew’s irritation mounted, Lucy’s smirk widened. Rose was amused, if piqued, that her preferences had not figured into the discussion.
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			The next morning, Susan Lazare arrived armed with a lush bouquet of yellow roses. She didn’t ring the doorbell but knocked twice, imperiously, and embarked on her fact-finding mission. Rose had put her off as more than she could deal with on the first day. She was received by a tight-lipped and silent Lucy, still at home helping, but showing her horns by this time. Susan sat herself on the Queen Anne armchair, clasped her claw-like hands on clenched knees, and locked eyes with Rose.

			“Well now, we have been through some hard times!” she said.

			Susan’s eyes always looked beady behind the designer glasses she affected. Everything glistened—the gold rims, the lenses, her eyes, the anti-aging lotion she futilely slathered around her eyes—until a person would think she was looking at those marbles small boys used to play with instead of somebody’s eyeballs. Rose couldn’t imagine why she bothered with the lotion, as Susan showed no interest whatsoever in other aspects of her appearance.

			People knew they shouldn’t gaze into her eyes, but she possessed some sort of hypnotic quality, and they found themselves indulging in uncharacteristic bouts of frankness and honesty over the coffee cups. They told of friendships betrayed, husbands who strayed, children who sinned, and always heard about it later from another source. Someone they barely knew would express sorrow for a trouble they had borne courageously, and they realized that not only had they made a terrible mistake in talking to Susan, but they had known it was a mistake at the time. They didn’t know what made them do it. The woman was a master of innuendo, butter-coated saber thrusts, and just plain malice. Gossip was Susan’s hobby and her lifeline.	

			Rose remembered to pull away from those eyes, thinking that Susan had the uncanny observational powers of Agatha Christie’s Jane Marple—although that was her only resemblance to that gentle spinster. Rose half expected her to extract some knitting from the antique sack she called a purse. The purse matched everything she wore, as her clothes were all a motley collection of drab earth tones, perhaps designed to emphasize her green eyes. Rose leaned her cheek on the cushion while Susan got started, gazing into the roses on the polished table next to her.

			“I do hope you’ll be well enough to come to Judy’s funeral. It will be on Tuesday next and the press will be there and just about all of Salton, I should think.”

			“I hope so, Susan. I’d hate to miss paying Judy and her family my respects.”

			“No doubt. Do you know anything about Judy before she came to Salton?” Susan asked with an excited lilt in her voice.

			“No. Now I come to think of it, she never spoke of her family.”

			“Well, I’ve done a little digging.” I bet you have. “You know she was born in West Virginia? Dirt-poor, they were.”

			“How do you know?”

			“Birth certificate. I know someone in Charleston. I had them check out the little town. Shantytown, just about, even now.” And how did she find the birth certificate? Oh, you’d find anything she wanted. “Mother entered into a common-law marriage with a twenty-year-old when she was thirteen! Imagine! What kind of people let their daughter do that?”

			“How on earth did your friend find that out?”

			“Oh, talked to a lot of people?” You paid for the information.

			“How much did that cost you?”

			Susan colored a little and her eyes narrowed. “Whatever do you mean? I was just curious, and my friend’s got a lot of time on his hands.” You don’t have friends. Not real ones.

			“Sorry, go on.”

			“Well, Judy was the first of six children, all of them born within eight years. The woman had six children by the time she was twenty-one. Like farm animals!”

			“Poor mother.”

			“Yes, well.” Susan sniffed and snorted. “A neighbor told my friend that Judy had to take care of the last one, mother tired of it all by then. And they all had chores, plenty of them. They all dropped out of school, except Judy. Apparently, she had to borrow her brother’s shoes that last winter and go to school wrapped in a blanket. No coat.”

			“She certainly had grit.”

			“I suppose you could call it that. Anyway, when she graduated, she moved to Charleston. No one’s sure quite how she made it there, let alone set herself up. One can only guess. Something like Eliza Doolittle, I shouldn’t wonder. Only way for a girl like that.”

			“Susan! We don’t know that. We shouldn’t put that about. It would hurt Davey’s feelings if he heard such things.”

			“Hmm. She only went back to her old home one more Christmas. A woman who was her best friend in school said she was a different person. Talked differently, looked classy, total change. Said she was working in a flower shop and going to secretarial school at night. My friend was able to trace her through the local paper’s archives. She worked as a secretary at a local college. Married the baseball coach. He died two years later, good life insurance. No children.”

			“Sounds like a Cinderella story. People do change. They learn and grow.”

			“They only change on the outside, in my opinion. We both know what a harpy she was.” Look who’s talking! “Would you believe she never saw her parents again? And they had a disabled son, paralyzed in a motorcycle accident, too. They couldn’t afford the care he needed, so he didn’t last long. They never knew where she was or even if she was still alive. They’re both long dead now, of course.”

			“Why did she move up here?” Rose asked.

			“I don’t know. Maybe she wanted to be near Washington.”

			“She did mention working for the government once. That would have been in the sixties, I guess.”

			“Oh, she never told me that,” Susan said, shifting in the chair, pulling herself straighter, clearly miffed. “She probably identified Salton as the sort of place she could meet the right kind of man. And she did. Volunteering for the Salton Symphony was a smart idea. Got her into the right circles. Kept her wits about her. That was just before my time here.”

			“Yes, poor Davey,” Rose said with a sigh. Perhaps he’d had a happy release. She wondered how his two children would take it. Mixed feelings, most likely.

			“Of course, I always knew she came from modest beginnings. There are always little telltale signs where people unknowingly show themselves up. Look at that tacky Beethoven bust she kept on that piano no one played—at least since her daughter’s teacher said she couldn’t take it anymore. The woman told me herself that she’d rather lose the income than put up with a child totally lacking talent, but whose mother thought her a prodigy.”

			Rose wondered what little clues about her own background she might have let drop. And what about Susan’s? She never even talked about her late husband, let alone her family.

			“I do remember her saying once that Beethoven was a kindred spirit. I thought it rather unbalanced,” Rose said.

			“And of course, it killed her. She was brained with that bust, did you know that?” Susan said. “So nasty, but if she had to go, strangely fitting.”

			“God, no! I didn’t. And I think I know what you mean.” Rose buried her smile in her cushion.

			“She had some friends, you know, very, very close friends, who were happy to scratch her back if she returned the favor, but that is none of our business, of course, mustn’t speak ill of the dead,” Susan said.

			“What sort of favors? You mean in Charleston, or here?”

			“As I said, mustn’t speak ill of the dead. Goodness, is that the time? I must be going. You must be exhausted.”

			Rose was indeed exhausted. Susan’s visit had lasted over an hour.

			“Just a little tired, Susan. So good of you to come. I don’t know where Lucy is. Can you let yourself out?”

			Susan was good at pretending to have information she did not, but on the other hand, she also excelled at concealing information that could be more profitably employed on another occasion. Inference was her major strength in the character assassination business. Promote uncertainty, cast doubt, and create smoke, without which there is no fire, as everyone knows. Rose saw her strategy, of course; Susan held the key to the murder—a ghost from Judy’s past.

			The long and expressive tip of Susan’s nose had visibly quivered with suppressed excitement as she bustled away. Had Annie called Susan about not visiting today? Of course, she had.	

			Rose lay back and closed her eyes. It had taken her a couple of years to catch on to Susan’s role in the community. When she had first started to socialize in Salton, she got the impression from all the gossip told and retold by her various new acquaintances that she had moved to a scandalously fast-paced community. She had expected safe, solid, affluent, provincial, and dull, dull, dull. It had taken her a couple of years to understand that dull facts and tawdry little events were often elaborately embroidered, and usually by Susan. There wasn’t ever anything of significance going on in this upscale suburban paradise. Until now.

			She recalled Simon Stottleman’s supposed indiscretion with his secretary (he drove her home when she became ill with the flu), and Sarah Morgan’s shoplifting (she picked up two scarves instead of one and discovered her mistake at the cash register), then the Barker girl, whose mother made her go to school in a short-sleeved blouse one cold December morning (she’d peeled off her outer clothing around the corner from her house to look more appealing to a sophomore she had a crush on), and last January they’d heard a story about Emily Channing who had made her poor old mother walk to the store in the snow (the old lady suffered from Alzheimer’s and had wandered away from the house one afternoon while Emily was doing the laundry). People were always so eager to hear and spread the dirt, but didn’t seem to share Rose’s interest in ferreting out the truth and circulating that instead.

			She had expected the usual political scandal. After all, this was the sort of Washington suburb where the people in her circle tended to be transplants into so-called power jobs who strove mightily for social position. They acquired massive tract houses, worthy charities, and rapidly established themselves as pillars of the community, forming careful groupings for dinners and hosting cocktail parties around artful patio furniture.

			And how they latched onto their choice of civic volunteerism. Unemployed women were especially fond of this exercise in cutthroat one-upmanship. And they could never let the facade slip, not for a moment. Expressions of interest were made with slightly raised eyebrows; friendship was shown by keeping up the ping-pong of returned invitations and, if possible, the dispensing of occasional favors—nomination for appointment to a socially desirable board, for example. Disappointment was registered by muted reproach (so sorry, we’re not on the same page quite yet), and anger by estrangement. Joy was measured in the phrases of nicely worded notes (so very pleased to hear your good news), tasteful flower arrangements (always seasonal, preferably themed), and “little celebrations” (we’d be delighted to have you join us, we’re having a few friends over, oh, and Josh got into Harvard, you know). It was all very carefully choreographed. How could she be so keen on maintaining her status in a group she despised when it came right down to it? She treasured her membership with her friends on the symphony board—even Susan—but the rest of them could evaporate tomorrow, for all she cared.

			Lucy used to have a gerbil with a toy that condemned it to live much the same way—scrabbling round and round and round. And it had a see-through tank with four walls, even a mesh ceiling. Did any of these people ever step back and look at Salton with the same detachment Rose often felt? Perhaps they couldn’t bring themselves to that level of honesty. Perhaps, of course, they truly did feel part of a group. Rose watched the interactions at the social events she attended much as one peeking through a window, wondering if any of the others also felt like pretenders. That gerbil had come to a miserable end when its neck got wedged under the wheel.

			Rose slept on the sofa for over three hours after Susan left, but woke tired. Her heart pounded, and she was short of breath, as if she had been fleeing some sort of danger. The memory of a dream began to surface. She’d been floating in the sea, so light and peaceful before her late husband’s face loomed close to hers, distorted and agonized. His mouth contorted, and he gestured to her, to someone far off, to himself. He seemed frantic, as if he needed to tell her something she couldn’t hear. She lay so rigid her body rolled face down and she tasted salt, although she could still breathe somehow, could see him, down on the seabed now. He glided up with arms outstretched as if to envelop her, but she woke up just as he touched her face. Rose spent the rest of the day alternating between agitation and depression. Poor man, he’d been fine until the last few years. But he can’t hurt me, at least while I’m awake.

			Lucy entered the room and slammed a vase of marigolds on a side table, their color an unwelcome jolt against the room’s soft blue and cream hues. Rose saw she was fighting an ever-increasing urge to escape back to her job and boyfriend.

			“Mother, I really have to go home soon, you know. I’ve got this project at work. It’s the new government center. And my apartment’s filthy, haven’t had time to clean it, what with all the overtime I’ve had to do. I’ve got no food in the house, either. I guess you’ll be all right for the weekend with Andrew here? Justin’s useless, of course.”

			“Of course, dear. And don’t be unkind about your brother. It was good of you to come. How’s Steve?”

			“Steve? Oh, him. No, there’s someone else now. Steve wasn’t a very stimulating person to be around. Good in the sack, but thick as a plank when it comes to current affairs.”

			Rose couldn’t get up the energy to pretend to be shocked. Of course, Lucy had lovers at her age. So, poor old Steve hadn’t passed Lucy’s many tests. Probably dared to have an opposing opinion from time to time.

			“And who is this one?”

			“Martin. A lawyer in the EPA. Also good in the sack.”

			Rose wouldn’t rise to the bait. “Glad to hear it, my dear,” she said, keeping her face blank to Lucy’s evident disappointment. They’d never discussed sex and Rose had no intention of starting now. There was really nothing she could, or wanted, to share.

			Andrew had gone back to work after her first day home, but came back after work and slept at the house. He had admitted that he was afraid for her, although he hadn’t wanted to say anything that might alarm her. Supposing the killer thought she could identify him, even though the news reports of the murder had said clearly that she could not? She must be careful, he said, and she must on no account open the door to strangers. It had been hard to keep a straight face. He’d make a good, if unappreciated, father.

			She was still so tired that she refused visits for that evening and the next day. She suggested to Andrew that he return home, as she was feeling much stronger and fully able to cope. Justin would be with her for part of Saturday and Sunday, after all. Andrew’s brow puckered.

			“Justin’s just not very practical, Mother, is he? I am concerned about you. I’ll stay through tomorrow evening—if you want me to, that is. It’ll be getting dark soon and you shouldn’t be alone.”

			“Of course, my dear, I was just worried about you missing your weekend. You are so good to me.”

			Andrew’s brow cleared as he basked in her approval and need. He would stay on for nearly a month.

			[image: ]

			It was a lovely funeral, and Rose knew she looked good in black—dignified, if frail. The press took lots of pictures and a good one of her had been in The Washington Post a couple of days earlier. Davey and the children looked grim, poor things. They held onto each other, jaws set and dry eyes fixed on the casket. The boy had recently married, and the girl was in her senior year in college. They’ll get over it, Rose thought, just like mine did. Victor had died of a heart attack. Such a tragedy, everyone said, and she’d eaten donated casseroles and meatloaf for a month. The kids went back to college and got on with their lives. Rose stayed in Salton and got on with hers. She made the rounds and guarded her volunteer positions zealously although she wasn’t sure why. Her life was stuck in this groove—but what would be better? She could marry another community pillar, but she thought not. She’d had enough of dinners and laundry. At least she was a somebody in this narrow place. She wouldn’t want to be a nobody again.

			The church was full and Rose and the other “Symphony Seven,” as they called themselves, sat together in the front row, only six of them now. They were a close-knit group, and Judy had been one of them. They’d been founding members of the Salton Symphony about fifteen years before, and still volunteered at every concert, moving on and off the Board of Trustees as their terms expired and they were reelected after a decent interval.

			Judy’s family followed the casket to the graveside, and the Seven walked behind them. Sally started sobbing and Annie put her arm around her. Susan sniffed and walked a little faster, drawing ahead of the others. It looked as if she would overtake the family, but she seemed to realize what she was doing at the last minute and slowed down. Janet admired the flowers too loudly, saying they must have cost a fortune. Helen said nothing but linked her arm through Janet’s. Janet’s husband, Roger, dropped back. The wreaths covered the casket like a blanket and the lilies’ heavy scent wafted over them in decadent waves. Rose started to feel slightly sick.

			The minister’s drone was all that broke the silence as the casket was lowered into its hole. Rose’s heart thudded along with the handfuls of soil, and she tossed in a miniature Beethoven bust she’d concealed in her scoop of dirt while heads were bowed in prayer. She glanced around quickly to see if anyone had noticed before bowing her own head, which started to ache again, memories knocking for readmittance.

			After the service, everyone went back to Susan’s house for the obligatory cold cuts and cheap wine. Rose found herself the center of attention, even more than Davey Roberts, Judy’s husband, because she’d been at the scene, and a victim, too. Very satisfying, especially when she saw how hard Susan had to work to claim the spotlight, darting from guest to guest, offering snacks and reciting breathless clichés. She overheard Susan tell the portly and solemn Reverend Steinbeck, “Such a pity, such a waste… she’d done so well, after all, come such a long way from a difficult beginning…” He sniffed the air like the bloodhound he so closely resembled.

			Rose chimed in, “Yes, she helped bring our orchestra a long way from its modest beginnings. And she was a key player in keeping it afloat during those hard financial times a few years ago when donations all but dried up. She worked for our community tirelessly, didn’t she, Susan?” And thus deflected the arrow.

			She met Susan’s glassy, gleaming eyes for a moment and felt acutely uncomfortable under the shaft of what could only be described as speculative hostility. Susan had been upstaged and would hold that grudge.

			“Nice touch
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