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One




After nearly a quarter of a century of marriage, Richie Meyers, my husband, told me to call him Rick. Then he started slicking back his hair with thirty-five-dollar-a-jar English pomade.

Okay, I admit I was annoyed. But in all fairness, wasnt Richie entitled to a life crisis? He was just two years from fifty. His jaw wasnt so much chiseled from granite anymore as sculpted from mashed potatoes. His hairline and his gums were receding at

 about the same rate. And when his shirt was off, hed eye his chest hair in disbelief, as if some practical joker had plunked a gray toupee between his pectorals.

Well, I could empathize. At eleven months younger than Richie, I didnt exactly qualify as a spring chicken. Still, unless a mans taste ran to pre-pubescent milkmaids with braids, I would probably be considered somewhere between attractive and downright pretty. Shiny dark hair. Clear skin. Even features. Hazel eyes with green specks that I liked to think of as glints of emerald. Plus one hell of a set of eyelashes. And not a bad body either, although in the fight between gravity and me, gravity was winning; no matter how many abdominal crunches I did, I would never again be tempted to include getting my panties ripped off in broad daylight as a detail of a sexual fantasy.

Like Richie, I wasnt so crazy about growing old, especially since I had at last come to appreciate the unlikelihood of immortality. A person who can laugh in the face of eternal nothingness is a schmuck. So my heart went out to him. And I made a sincere effort to call him Rick. But after all those years of Richie, Id slip up every so oftenlike in bed. I cried out, Oh, God! Dont stop, RichRick. But by then he was shriveling, and seconds later, it looked as if hed Scotch-taped a shrimp to his pubic area.

The signs were there, all right. I just didnt read them. Thats how come I was surprised when, on the bright blue June morning after our silver anniversary party, which wed celebrated on what our real estate broker had called the Great Lawn behind our house,

 in a white tent festooned with creamy roses and thousands of twinkly white lights, Richie told me he was leaving me for his senior vice-president, forhis voice softened, then meltedJessica.

Jessica Stevenson had been one of the two hundred guests the night before. In fact, Richie had fox-trotted with her to a Cole Porter medley that had included Youd Be So Nice to Come Home To. Yes, Jessica was a younger woman. But not obnoxiously so. Richie wasnt one of those fiftyish guys who run off with twenty-two-year-old Lufthansa stewardesses. At thirty-eight, Jessica was a mere nine years younger than I. Unfortunately, she had luminous aquamarine eyes and was learning Japanese for the fun of it.

At what turned out to be the final party of my marriage, I kept waiting for Richie to say: Look at you, Rosie! As beautiful as the day we were married! He didnt. In the humid night air, the pleated, Grecian-style white silk gown that had caressed my curves in the fitting room at Bergdorf Goodman clung to my bosom and legs with crazed malice.

Jessica, naturally, did not look as if shed wrapped herself in a wet sheet. No. She glowed in a gold lame off-the-shoulder bodysuit tucked into a transparent cream chiffon skirt that hung, petal-like, in soft panels; her top was divided from her bottom by a four-inch-wide gold leather belt. It goes without saying she had a slender waistalthough to be perfectly candid, her bosom was nothing Richie would normally have written home about; she was fairly flat, except for those overenthusiastic nipples men go crazy for, the kind that look like the erasers on number two pencils.


I had actually blown her a kiss as I raced by, searching for the caterer to tell him that a guest, Richies bankers girlfriend, had converted to vegan vegetarianism the previous weekend. Jessica, in awesomely high-heeled gold sandals, was standing with a couple of the other Data Associates executives, laughing, squeezing a wedge of lime into her drink. She waved back with her usual energy: Rosie! Hello! With her gold bodysuit and the bronze highlights in her dark-gold hair, she looked shimmery, magical, almost like a mermaid.

But that Richie would actually leave me for her? Please! He and I had a history. Wed met in the late sixties, for Gods sake, when we were both teaching at Forest Hills High School in Queens. We had made a life together. A rich lifelong before all the money. We had children. So yes, I was surprised. Okay, stunned.

Across our bedroom, Richies black-olive eyes were overflowing. He gulped noisy mouthfuls of air and was so choked up I could barely hear him. I cant believe Im saying this, Rosie. As he wiped his tears away with the heel of his hand, he turned crying into a manly act. What gets mehis chest heavedis thathe sobbed, unable to hold anything backit sounds so damn trite.

Please, Richie, tell me.

For the first time in years, I feel truly alive.

The late-morning air was hot, sugary with honey-suckle, a reminder that lovely, sweaty summer sex was just weeks away. But, as the song goes, not for me. In spite of the season, I shivered and pulled the blanket tight around my shoulders. Sure, I was cold, but I suppose I also had the subconscious hope that

 all bundled up, lower lip quivering, Id be an irresistible package.

I wasnt.

Richie was. With his combed-back steel-gray hair, his rich-mans tan, his hand-tailored white slacks and crisp white shirt and white lizard loafers, he looked like an ex-husband who had outgrown his wife. But his face was wet. His tears were real. Rosie, Im so sorry.

I couldnt think of a comeback. I just cried. He shifted his weight from one loafer to the other, and then back again. The confrontation was either horribly distressing or it was running longer than hed expected and he had a lunch date. Richie, I sobbed, youll get over her! As fast as I could, I changed it to Rick, please! I love you so much! but by then it was much too late.

That summer, I went through all the scorned-first-wife stages. Hysteria. Paralysis. Denial: Of course Richie will give up a worldly, successful, fertile, size-six financial whiz-bang for a suburban high school English teacher. Despair: spending my nights zonked on the Xanax Id conned my gynecologist into prescribing, regretting it was not general anesthesia.

I was utterly alone. Husband gone. Kids grown and off on their own. And our beagle, Irving, died the first week in August. I wandered through the house, weeping, remembering Richies body heat, the childrens warmth, Irvings cold and loving nose.

At least wandering was exercise. When Richie hit it big, he did not believe that less was more. More was more. One day we were in our Cape Cod, with its original, early sixties all-avocado kitchen, its off-the-track storm windows, its cockeyed basketball

 hoop over its one-car garage. The next, we were two and a half miles north, right on Long Island Sound in Great Gatsby country, in a Georgian-style house so stately it actually had a name. Gulls Haven.

Admittedly, a nocturnal wanderer in a New York Shakespeare Festival T-shirt, pointlessly sexy black panties, and Pan Am socks left over from our last first-class flight to London (before Richie got even richer and we started taking the Concorde) given to rambles through a deserted house clutching a wad of damp Kleenex wasnt the picture Gulls Haven ought to have evoked. But it was the truth. Thats how it was on that fateful night.

Fateful? To tell you the truth, that night didnt seem any more or less ominous than any other. When wed moved, Richie had ditched the digital radio-alarm on his night table for a brass carriage clock, so Ill never know the precise time I woke up or, more important, what wakened me. But it was around three-thirty. I realized I wouldnt get any more sleep because I was scared to take any more Xanax. My luck, the next pill could be the one to put me in what the doctors would diagnose as a persistent vegetative state. Richie, driven by guilt, would pay for the best custodial care, so Id spend the last three decades of my life cosmically desolate and unable to read, a prisoner in the solitary confinement of my own body.

I wandered some more. When Richie had taken the hike that last week in June, hed made the twenty-six-mile trip west into Manhattan with just an overnight bag. How could a guy want to leave nearly his whole life behind? But I was past sniffling in front of the closets full of his custom-tailored

 suits, touching the toes of his handmade shoes. I was able to get past them, and past his bathroom too, all rich green marble and chunky gold fixtures; wed made love in his stall shower the first night wed moved in.

At that point, my stomach rumbled. I thought: A container of nonfat yogurt couldnt hurt. Deep down I knew, as I descended the curving flight of stairs, that Id go to the freezer andOh! Would you look at this!find one of the sausage-and-meatball pizzas Id bought to have in the house for when the boys came home. Or maybe Id microwave a hot dog, which would turn out to be three hot dogs. Since Richie left, Id developed a tummy. Well, tummy is too diminutive a word. Another few weeks of compulsive snacking, and Id look as if I was at the end of the first trimester of pregnancy, not a great look for the menopausal.

I walked into the dark, basketball-court-sized kitchen wondering whether I had any hot dog rolls or if Id have to beat the hot dogs into submission so theyd curl into hamburger rolls and also, as a matter of intellectual curiosity, if a person could whip up a really thick malted in a Cuisinart. And I tripped.

Tripped? God almighty! Tumbled over some hugewhat the hell was it?thing. My close-to-insane cry of terror frightened me even more. I scrambled backward until I crashed into the warming oven of the big iron stove. Whatever it was didnt move. I heard my own whimper, a pathetic, bleating sound. Frantic, I looked over at the readout panel for the security system near the back door. Green light, which meant someone had turned the alarm system

 off. I was positive Id turned it on. Another whimper. Dear God, no. But then it hit me

Alexander! Of course! He had run out of money, so hed come back home and, as usual, dropped his backpack on the floor, no doubt cradling his guitar and tenderly conveying it up to his room. I said Shit! over his carelessness. But I was so full of joy that one of my kids was home. I reached out and switched on the light.

It was not Alexs backpack on the floor.

It was Richie. He was lying on his back. His lips were a narrow line of displeasure.

No wonder. He had a knife right through the center of his body.

Oh, how I screamed! Oh, God! Oh, God! And I ran all about for a minute, flapping my arms, witless. I banged into the maple Welsh dresser so hard that a platter painted with blue and white Dutch girls and a soup tureen shaped like a turkey crashed to the floor. Then I screamed some more. Maybe Id seen too many movies. When a woman encounters a corpse, what does she do? She emits a shriek so bloodcurdling it could almost persuade God to change his mind.

I bent down, touched Richies cheek. Cold. But listen, he was lying on a tile floor. Richie? I whispered. Then I screamed: Richie! No response. No sign of life. I put my finger near his nose to see if there was breath. No. There had to be a chance; he could be alive. Richie, please! Driven by hysteriano, by hopeI grasped the knife handle, trying to pull it out. It made a squishy, rocking motion, but it wouldnt move. Neither would Richie. I knew then that he was, truly, dead.


What did I really feel? My heart turned to cold stone. I felt dead. No, thats not completely true. Richie was definitely the dead one. Looking down at him, though, it wasnt his absolute stillness that made me keep screaming his name over and over, but how alive he looked. Any minute he would gaze down, scowl at such domestic theatrics, and wrest the knife out of himself. Except he didnt.

The blood on his torso formed a three-petaled red flower, with the black knife handle as a giant stamen. Horrible. I felt so dizzy; I cupped my hands over my mouth and nose so I could take in a couple of lungfuls of carbon dioxide. It was only then that it hit me. What I was staring at was not exactly a self-inflicted wound. If the worlds most sensitive microphone had been clipped onto the neck of my T-shirt, it would have picked up my whisper: Murder!

Richie was dead because someone had killed him.

I forced myself to look at him. His body lay across the planks of the dark wood floor. His fists were loosely clenched. His right hand was bent at the wrist and his fingers curled into a thumbs-up sign that, considering the circumstances, seemed in terrible taste. My own fingers flexed, wanting to fix it.

But Id already touched the knife. I knew the police wouldnt be thrilled about that. See, I wasnt what youd call an innocent when it came to homicide. I read too many crime novels for my own good. Dick Lit, my best friend, Cass, the English Department chair, called the genre. Derisively. But Id read all those whodunits and watched so many detective movies in my life that even in that terrible

 moment, I should have known not to taint the crime scene. What if Id smudged the killers fingerprints? Or knocked off a crucial skin cell the cops could send for DNA analysis?

I inched back very carefully and made myself lookan objective look. All right, not so objective, since the first thing I noticed was that Jessica had been picking out his clothes: magazine clothes. Id never seen a real man dressed so fashionably. High-top sneakers, not the dingy, gray-black frayed kind he would have worn for basketball in junior high, but jet black, sleek, modern. They probably cost more than the monthly rent on our first apartment. Deliberately baggy dark-gray cotton pants drawn tight at the cuffs. A form-hugging pullover.

I glanced around him: dirt on the floordark, loamy bits of soil in an erratic path that began at the kitchen door. My stomach flip-flopped. I couldnt take it anymore. A howl of horror caught in my throat, choking me. But I had to look. The dirt could be a clue. I took a long, quavering breath and walked around Richie in a wide arc. Sure enough, the dirt was stuck in the grooves of the soles of his sneakers, particularly the left one. Obviously, hed tracked it in.

That was it. No more evidence that I could see. But Homicide would find something. I turned my back on Richie and waited in the silence for the cops to come bursting in. It was going to be so awful having to admit that Id touched the knife handle. Where were they?

Finally I realized why I was waiting. It was only Richie and meand he definitely hadnt dialed 911. So I did. A woman with a Hispanic accent answered

 Police. Emergency. I said: I want to report a murder. Then I began to babble: Theres no street number, but if you drive to the bottom of Hill Road and go along Anchorage Lane and then up the gravel road on the rightthe one with a Private signyoull come to Gulls Haven. Then I added: Oh, the victim She waited. I couldnt say anything. I was hypnotized by a copper skillet hanging from the pot rack. It reflected a tiny, distant image of Richies dead body. The victim? she insisted. So I told her: My husband.



I always preferred art to life, because art seemed more sensibly constructed. Also, it was usually less boring. In English-country-house murder mysteries, for instance, someone finds the body and says, Egad, the vicar! No slogging through sixty more pages while you wait for the police to show up. No tedious wait: the chapter ends, and the next one begins right away; in the first sentence, someone is pouring tea for the constable. Film noir doesnt diddle around either. The camera cuts from a mouth contorted by a scream directly to the cigarette between the lips of a cynical private eye.

It would have been so natural to hear, instantly, the whaa-whaa-whaa of a siren and the reassuring crunch of gravel as police cars sped up to the house. But after I hung up the phone, I was alone. The silence was spooky. In a grim, cobwebby corner of my mind, I envisioned a translucent Richie arising from the mortal coil of his body, drifting over the center cooking island, curling around the brass chandelier over the table untilwith a hellish

 whooshthe spirit was drawn into the grillwork of the air register near the baseboard. I heard myself say: Oh, boy, I dont like this.

But then I got really scared. Because how did I know how long he had been dead before I tripped over him? Five hours? Ten minutes? Just in case, I called out: The police are coming! My voice lacked conviction, though. It was all trembly, Marilyn Monroe-ish.

Nerves, I told myself. Relax. But just as I closed my eyes to draw a deep Lamaze cleansing breath, my lids fluttered. Something was wrong. What? I scanned the kitchen: On top of the white-tiled center island, between the extra stovetop we used for big parties and the small fruit, and vegetable sink, there it was. Another clue: the oak knife block. It had one empty slot, the one for the big carving knifewhich was in my husband.

Oh, God, was I getting dizzy!

Stop with the vapors, I ordered myself. And dont start with the ghost business again. Think! Was it a burglar who grabbed a convenient weapon when Richie surprised him? Could it have been someone who came in with Richie? Wait a second! What had brought Richie back to the house? My lawyer, Honi Goldfedera woman who appeared to use throw pillows for shoulder padshad insisted I change the alarm code so he couldnt get in: Babes, change the code and let him know you changed it. And dont tell me he has no interest in getting into the house, because you never know, and if he does sneak in, it wont be to tickle your fancy, if you get my drift. Id refused: Men sometimes change their minds. I wouldnt want Richie to think Ive locked

 him out. Shed pointed an inch-long coral finger-nail at me: You cannot afford to be a cream puff! Naturally, I was.

But what had brought Richie back?

The chime at the front door pealed out its Protestant, grace-before-meals four-note chime. I ran toward the front door. The chill from the marble floor of the center hall rose through my Pan Am socks. My thighs broke out in goose bumps. I sprinted over to the guest closet and grabbed a trench coat, one of the three expensive Burberrys Richie bought in his first paroxysm of Anglophilia, after his ship came in.

I flipped on the outside lights. Six uniformed police stood beneath the three arches that constituted Gulls Havens front portico. As I opened the door, one of them, slightly older and more thickly mustachioed than the others, stepped forward and inquired: Mrs. Meyers? I let them in and turned on the hall lights. Slowly, appraisingly, they examined the sconces, the dentil moldings, the green-and-white checkerboard marble, as if they had dropped by for a late-night Decorators Showcase.

Mrs. Meyers? The cop was much taller than I. He stood so close that when I looked up I could see he combed his nose hair over his mustache. Mrs. Meyers. We got a call about your husband. Maam, could you show us where he is?

I pictured the blood on Richies shirt turning brown, forming a cracked crust around the blade.

Mrs. Meyers, were here to help you.

Some lines from Othello popped into my mind. Id recited them to Richie once, after a whole night of making love. We were both so amazed and resentful

 to see daylight. Perdition catch my soul / But I do love thee! And when I love thee not, / Chaos is come again.

Mrs. Meyers! The cops voice was much too loud.

Thats probably when I fainted.










Two




Sergeant Carl Gevinski of Nassau County Homicide would have been good-looking if it werent for his face. He had nice floppy, graying blond hair that he had to keep brushing off his forehead, crinkly Walter Cronkite eyes, and a friendly big belly. But his face was a circle, with a bulbous clowns nose, the kind youre tempted to squeeze so youll hear a loud honk, although some accident or fight had squashed it so it hardly rose above his cheeks. In
 
fact, when you looked straight at him, he appeared flat, existing in only two dimensions, like the face of the moon.

Yokay? he asked.

Im fine. I blacked out for a second.

Somehow, the cops had hauled or guided me into the library. More police cars had pulled up. About twenty minutes later, Gevinski and his technicians from Homicide had arrived.

I wanted to get out of Richies trench coat, but as I tried to think of a way to excuse myself to change clothes without appearing frivolous, my legs started to tremble violently, as if I were deliberately banging my knees together in some desperate Jane Fonda exercise. I grabbed the nearest chair at the reading table and lowered myself onto it. The table and chairs were one of Richies first English antiques. The drawers of the table were inlaid in brass with letters of the alphabet. For a while he took to telling company: Amusing, isnt it? We bought it at auction in London. But then his cousin Sylvia, who was in the acrylic nail business, laughed in his face, so hed changed amusing to interesting. Of course, Cousin Sylvia was off the guest list forever.

Gevinski sat opposite me. I dont like to intrude on you like this, but time is a factor, he said.

I know. I ought to tell you, before we talk, that I did something wrong.

He bobbed his head in encouragement. Tell me about it, he urged, tolerant and forgiving, a worldly priest ready to hear the most gruesome confession.

Dont get the wrong idea, I reassured him. What I meant was, I may have interfered with your crime scene.


What did you do?

I thought for a second that Richie might be alive, so I

So you what?

I tried to pull the knife out of his chest. He didnt yell or even snarl at me. He didnt say anything at all. I knew I shouldnt have, but I was irrational. I thought: Hes so still, but maybe hes still alive. If I can just pull out the knife, hell give this big sigh of relief. Im sorry, Sergeant Gevinski. Im really sorry.

What made you finally decide he was really dead?

I dont know. I think I must have known it right away, but for that one irrational second I hoped

I understand. Can you face a few more questions now?

Sure. My mind was clear. I was neither hysterical nor overcome with grief. My hands were steady. Except, when I tried to cross my legs, I didnt have the strength.

Gevinski peered at his watch. Its face was one of those yellow smiley things, with two eyes and an upturned semicircle for a grin.

I read police procedurals: Time was a factor. I knew the Seventy-two Hour Rule: If the police dont find the perpetrator of a homicide within three days of the murder, the odds against their ever doing so increase astronomically.

Could you give me the full name? Gevinski spoke so suddenly I flinched.

Rose Dear God, how could I break this to Ben? And to Alex? He and Richie had been so angry at each other. How in the world could I explain it to my mother?


The deceaseds name, please.

Richard Elliot Meyers.

He didnt look like a lead detective, a cop full of unrelieved sadness at the human condition, the kind always played by depressed actors like Dana Andrews or Tom Berenger. No, Gevinski was another stock characterthe pudgy, asexual, dough-nut-eating partner.

Occupation?

He was president of a company called Data Associates.

Gevinskis eyes swept the library. It was an immense, wood-paneled room, with three couches and God knows how many chairs, ottomans, and side tables. A palm tree that my next-door neighbor had grown in her greenhouse. Two chandeliers. Books, naturally. When Richie decided to bid on Gulls Haven, I challenged him: This place isnt for us, and you know it, Richie. His expression had turned only slightly surly; hed been expecting something like that from me. I went on: It could take us an entire generation just to find our way back from the wine cellar. And what the hell are we going to put in that library? Your Introduction to Differential Calculus? My Complete One-Volume Shakespeare? My paperback mysteries? This is a strictly hardcover roomalthough maybe your mother would consider donating her Readers Digest Condensed Books. He countered with: At least my mother reads.

But the owner of Gulls Haven, the executive producer of a canceled soap opera (who had bought the property from the estate of a robber barons compulsive-gambler great-grandson), was thrilled to
 
sell Richie the contents of his library; he had bought them from a company called Books by the Yard. Which of course led to a fight. I might have started it by calling Richie a parvenu. It ended with him turning purple and yelling that I had no right to make him feel pretentious just because he happened to appreciate nice things.

So he bought the manor to which he wasnt born. And I got a collection of leather-bound volumes on aeronautics, Catholic saints, the history of Spain (in Spanish), and numismatics. Only the most shallow breather could ignore the occasional whiff of mildew wafting up from the bindings, but as long as you werent dying for something to read, the library was pretty grand.

Did the money come from business or family? Gevinski asked.

He and a partner started the company. My one hope was that it would do well enough so we could send the boys to good colleges and maybe redo the kitchen. Who could have imagined all this?

What does the company do?

Research. Theyll find out whatever you want to know on any subject. Their motto is Knowledge Is Power. Its on all their stationery. With quotation marks, but without citing the source. Gevinski kept silent, so I guessed the lack of attribution didnt trouble him. I added: Francis Bacon. Meditationes Sacrae.

They do hush-hush work?

No. Just in-depth research. They started out as a computer search company, but they expanded. Now they have four hundred full-time researchers working
 
in regular libraries all over the world, plus another hundred who tap into data bases.

They make this kind of money from research?

Their clients are Fortune 500 companies, law firms, political candidates. Educated people, although none of them seem able to use a card catalogue. Suddenly my elbow slid off the arm of the chair, and I was tilted sideways. When I straightened up, I realized my arms and shoulders were shaking. My legs started banging again too. Id like to get something, I told him. Gevinskis face was blank. I want a tranquilizer.

Just one more question, Ms. Meyers. Were you awake the whole night?

No. I just got up and went downstairs. I was hungry.

What time did you go to sleep?

Early. I was tired. I guess about nine-thirty or ten.

And got up?

Around three-thirty.

You hear anything? I shook my head. Could you have maybe heard something that woke you up?

I dont think so, but I cant be a hundred percent sure.

Maybe you heard a fight. Some dishes got broken.

No, that was my fault too. Im sorryI forgot to tell you about it. When I first saw him, I suppose I went a little crazy, running around, not knowing what to do. I banged into the hutch. A platter and a tureen came crashing down.

Was anyone in the house with you?

No. Our kids are grown. We used to have a couple

 who lived in, but now theyre working for my husband in the city. He nodded. I have someone coming in twice a week. I waited for him to offer a cop quip, like: Bet it takes more than two days just to vacuum this joint; but he didnt. We have a fairly sophisticated alarm system, I went on. Gevinski sat there and listened, occasionally stroking his tie, its dark gray broken up by small yellow maple leaves. The alarm was on when I went to bed, I said. Im positive of that. But Richie knew the code.

Why wouldnt he?

He doesnt live here anymore.

He stopped playing with his tie. Where does he live?

In the city.

You divorced?

Separated. Almost divorced. The lawyers have just about finished fighting over the separation agreement. But he moved out the end of June.

Gevinskis fingers counted off the months: one, two, three, four. October! Did you throw him out? He sounded so sympathetic that if Id said Yes, hed have said: You did the right thing!

No. He left me. Another woman.

He reached into his inside jacket pocket and pulled out a spiral-bound notepad. I guess thats an old story, he said kindly.

I guess so.

You know her name? I gave him Jessicas name, the address of her duplex, and her phone number; I knew it because thats where Richie had been living while they looked for what he called a place where we can spread out. In the interest of full disclosure,
 
I also told him that Richie planned to marry her as soon as our divorce was final. Since I wasnt askedand I knew it was routine police procedureI gave him my name, my age, and my occupation. He thanked me and jotted them down. Can you wait here for just a minute? Gevinski asked. I told him I could. I really appreciate your cooperation. He walked out.

I drummed my fingers, but the old polished wood muffled the sound. I paced the room. The Persian rugs muted my tread. Every room in Gulls Haven was designed to refine whatever was in it. But that had been Richies point. I remember how he had brightened when the decorator told him, in her nasal, upper-crust voice, that one of the upholstery fabricsbolts and bolts of cabbage-rose chintzmight take a tad longer than usual; it was being custom-dyed in vats of tea so it would look yellowed, slightly shabby. The old-money look.

But by the time the material arrived, Richie loathed it. He despised the decorator, too, and told me that her attempt to make new money look like old money was strictly to appeal to nouveau riche types. He said she was a condescending bitch and said: Fire her. I would have loved to, but she had dilated, disapproving Faye Dunaway nostrils and she scared me, so I told him hed have to do it. My pleasure, Richie said. But he never got around to it, so we spent another small fortune in damask curtains and Adam mantels before she finally disappeared.

To hell with this, I thought. Ive got to get dressed and tranquilized. I strode over to the door, but as I
 
walked out, a uniformed cop put up his hand in a broad Stop! School Crossing! gesture.

I have to change, I explained. He shook his head. Why not? He shrugged. His face was absolutely empty. Please. Im just going upstairs.

I have to ask Sergeant Gevinski if its okay. But he stayed right where he was.

I stomped back into the library, trying to keep my mind off Richie. Impossible. Someone had murdered him. In the moment of his last breath, his final heartbeat, had he locked eyes with his killeror was he still hoping he could find a way out? Had it hurt, the knife point piercing the skin, slicing through muscle, puncturing bone, or had it happened too fast? Was there time for Richie to comprehend he was dying? A pulse like a frantic heart raced in my throat.

Why was this cop being so boorish? And Sergeant Gevinski: Hed taken the news that Id grabbed hold of the knife with such equanimity. Could he really be that understanding? Did he view what Id done as a common housewifely reflex, like pulling out the meat thermometer when the roast is finished?

I couldnt stand being in a dead mans trench coat another minute. I strode back to the subanthropoid at the door. Did you ask Sergeant Gevinski if I can go upstairs? I asked.

Not yet. He said hed be back soon, so you might as well relax and wait for him.

I backed down, too rattled to assert myself. Well, why shouldnt I be rattled? My man was dead with a carving knife from Williams-Sonoma in his chest. My knife, or almost. According to the separation agreement the lawyers had promised would be
 
ready for us to sign by the weekend, Richie and I would divide the money from the sale of Gulls Haven. I was to get the contents of the house, which happened to include a great set of knives. Plus. His lawyer offered what my lawyer called an insulttwo million dollars. But instead of acting insulted, Honi informed me she simply laughed in the other lawyers faceand said eight million or no deal. She explained that meant they would split it down the middle by Friday.

My last words with Richie had taken place two nights earlier. He had screamed over the phone: Jessica did not want to believe what your lawyer is asking! Do you want to know what she said? I said I didnt, but of course he told me anyway: She said the one thing she admired about you was that you seemed content with what you were!

Calm down, Richie.

Who the hell are you to tell me what to do? His yelling was approaching the falsetto range. His last words to me were: What did you ever do that was worth millions of dollars? Now he lay on our kitchen floor with a bunch of Nassau County civil servants tape-measuring him and photographing him and probing under his fingernails with tweezers.

What exactly was going on here? What kind of cops were these? Gevinski had seen I had the shakes; his heart should be going out to me. He should have been hollering: Hey, somebody get her doctor on the phone, fast. Poor dame, she oughta be sedated. Instead, he was indifferently polite.

Gevinski returned, treading noiselessly in black orthopedic shoes. They were the molded kind,
 
where each individual toe is given special treatment. Sorry. Had to talk to the assistant D.A. on the case.

Any news?

What news could there be? He glanced at his watch. Did Mr. Meyers have any enemies? He didnt seem to expect any revelations; his notepad was back in his pocket.

No.

Did you hear him recently expressing anger or upsetness at someone?

We didnt talk much anymore. As far as I know, the only person he was angry with was me.

Gevinskis eyebrows began as two minuscule tufts of hair on either side of the bridge of his nose and ended as long lines that shot upward; they looked like blond check marks. He lifted them a fraction of an inch. How angry was he?

Gevinski, I decided, was not fascinated by the subtleties of human relations. With Richie lying en brochette just across the hall, and with my having touched the knife, I realized I ought to amend my answer. He was angry, but it was normal predivorce hostility. Our lawyers were still discussing the final details of the monetary settlement, so naturally it wasnt all sweetness and light. I offered a wan, widowy smile. As far as him being angry at anyone else, I dont know. Hed stopped confiding in me.

It wasnt that Gevinski didnt smile back. He did. But it worried me that beyond his reflexive smile, he clearly did not find me the least I tried to come up with the precise word. Sympathetic? Appealing? Right: He found me neither sympathetic nor appealing. But there was more. He accepted whatever I
 
saidUh-huh. Right. I hear youbut he didnt seem to believe it.

Extreme stress, like that brought on by being doubted by an officer of the homicide squad, serves as a cue to every symptom of menopause: Youre on! Suddenly light-headed, desperate for sleep, I clamped my jaws shut to suppress a yawn. Simultaneously, I had a hot flash. An instant later, as I grabbed onto the back of a chair for support, I was as wet as a marathon runner. I wiped my forehead on the back of my sleeve but then realized it wasnt my sleeve; it was Richies Burberrys sleeve, and it was water repellent. Gevinski watched closely.

Let me think. Did Richie have any enemies I began again, trying to come up with something to offer him. It wasnt that Richie hadnt been likable. Great guy, people always said. Charming. No enemies.

But no friends either. Even in our first years in Shorehaven, in the Cape Cod, where the nearby houses were so close you could look into your neighbors kitchen window and see what brand of frozen waffles they were serving for breakfast, where familiarity bred a gung-ho, all-American, we-have-no-secrets friendliness, where neighbors routinely dropped in to borrow tarragon mustard or a snow blower, Richie wasnt one of the guys.

Not that he was an outcast. He was the man youd go to if you needed someone to calculate how many square feet of Mexican tile you needed to redo the downstairs bathroom, definitely the fellow to talk sports with, because who else could quote the most arcane fielding stats on the 1947 Brooklyn Dodgers and be interesting? Everyone said: No wonder hes
 
such a good teacher. Hes not just good at math; hes terrific with people. And he was. Great company at a clambake, a smart fan at a Super Bowl party. But in all the years we were together, I dont think any man ever asked him to take a ride over to the lumberyard or confided in him about a nagging wife, an unstable child.

In those days, before big shots like Carter Tillotson would even give him a nod at the drill bits display in the hardware store, much less want to play tennis with him, Richie didnt even have a regular partner among the regular guys; he filled in for the sick and the lame at the public courts in Shorehaven Park. Sometimes Id watch him washing the car or mowing the lawn and worry why he wasnt liked more. Popularity was something the kids I taught were obsessed with, and I was ashamed of myself for wishing that Richie were more like the men on our block who, without self-consciousness, could wear a barbecue apron appliqud with a moronic message.

Once, I asked him who his best friend was. He tossed it off: You are. So I said: Come on, Richie. What if you had a serious problem with me? Whom would you talk to? He smiled. That tantalizing, lopsided smile. Id still talk to you. Now lay off, Rosie. You know men dont have friendships the way women doand dont give me that fear-of-intimacy stuff. He drew me toward him and placed my hand on his intimacy. Richie had never been a mans man.

I dont know if youd call him an enemy, but Richies former partner was very angry at him. His name is Mitchell Gruen.

Go on, Gevinski said, more resentful than curious,

 because now hed have to type up another page for his report.

We were all teaching in a high school in Queens in the late sixties. Richie became a teacher to get out of Vietnam. He was certified in math and social studies. Mitch taught math. And he was crazy about computers. Gevinski crossed his arms over his belly and glanced again at his smile watch. I talked faster. Anyway, after our first child, money was tight. I was taking a year of maternity leave, and Richie had to get a second job. Mitch already had one: going to peoples houses and demonstrating home computers. If a client bought one, a teacher would visit once a week until he learned to use it.

So? Gevinski said.

So Mitch was a terrible salesman. He loved computers, but he wasnt so crazy about people. The company said if he didnt start making some sales, theyd have to let him go. He was desperate for money to pay for his computer habit, so he begged Richie to go on calls with him, to be his partner.

I hate to pressure you, Ms. Meyers, but times a factor.

Gevinski wasnt being curt exactly, but he seemed genuinely indifferent to what I was saying. I told myself it was silly to feel nervous. Still, a spouse, especially a jilted spouse, is usually the prime suspect in American detective fiction. More so when the murder takes place at home, with a piece of the family cutlery as the weapon. And when the spouses prints might be on the weapon? Forget it!

It wasnt that I believed Gevinski would actually

 consider me a suspect without knowing more about Richies life, but I did wish he would be more conspicuously curious as to who done it.

Richie went in with Mitch, I pressed on. They worked until ten or eleven, four nights a week. After about six months, they were a big success. The company expanded their territory. But after another year, Richie realized the money wasnt in computer hardware, or even in the rent-a-teacher concept.

Where was it?

Information. One of their clients was a man in the garment industry. He asked Richie and Mitch if they could do some research for him; there was a California textile design company he wanted to buy. To make a long story short, Mitch checked the data bases. I did the library work. I wrote the report too. Richie could express himself, but he hated to write, and Mitch never caught on to the concept of complete sentences.

What did Mr. Meyers do?

He was the people person. He was great. Absolute strangers Hed call people in California whose names came up in the computer check, and they would wind up telling Richie their life stories. And he was terrific with the client too, dropping tidbits of information Mitch and I dug up, in a way that got the client terribly excited, wanting more. See, Richie was a born seducer; he knew exactly what to put in the report to get the client excited. Short, punchy sentences. No big, intimidating words. Computer jargon to make it sound scientific. And every now and then, he wouldnt let me footnote a reference; he made me write: Our sources inform us And it worked! Instead of giving

 them the five-hundred-dollar fee he promised, the client wrote out a check for a thousand. He hired Richie and Mitch to research some new process for matching plaids, and he recommended them to someone in his country clubwho recommended them to somebody else. The clients always came back for more. By 1977, they were making an extra twenty thousand a year apiece. By 1979, Richie finally convinced Mitch to quit teaching. They opened up Data Associates.

With this Mitchell Gruen the inside man and Mr. Meyers working the clients?

Yes. After a few years, the firm was grossing around ten million dollars a year. Twenty million by the mid-eighties. Meanwhile, all Mitch was doing was the same basic research hed always doneand getting half the profits. I suppose that wasnt fair to Richie. The company had hired about a hundred teachers by that time, and they all were doing the exact same work as Mitch.

So your husband squeezed him out?

Yes. I think it was the following year. He hired an investment banker who did an analysis of the company. A brilliant job. Richie took the analysis, went to Mitch, and said: Im ready either to buy the company from youor to sell it to you. Either way, the price is seven million dollars. But we cant go on being partners. Well, Data Associates had become Mitchs whole life. He had complete access to all the equipment he could ever dream of, and he was rich. He even took to riding around in a limo. Poor Mitch, he was having such a good time.

Anyway, after Richie bought him out, Mitch set
 
up his own company. It failed. Then he made some bad investments. Big investments. He was a born patsy, with no business judgment. He ran through the entire seven million dollars and probably went a little crazy. He blamed all his problems on Richie. Then, about three years ago, he tapped into the computer and got the new master password for Data Associates whole system. He wiped out their entire program library. It probably was just a nasty little trick to Mitch, but it took six months and about two million dollars to fix things.

Did Mr. Meyers call the police?

Yes.

This Mitch go to jail?

No, but he was fined a hundred thousand dollarswhich he didnt have. After he lost his appeal, he called Richie and said: I gave you your life. You took mine away. He had to sell off most of his computer equipment to pay the first installment of the fine.

At last, Gevinski took out his pad: Spell this guys name. I did. Where is he now?

Im not sure. He lives in the city. Oh, I know who might be helpful: Data Associates public relations person. Jane Berger. She knows Mitch better than anybody. Its interesting: shes the busiest woman in New York, but for some reason she still has time to keep in touch with himby modem. I never could figure out that friendship. Shes totally sane; Mitch is light-years beyond eccentric. Anyway, she told Richie that Mitch has become a recluse. He keeps the blinds drawn and doesnt leave his apartment for months at a time. He even orders his meals by fax so he doesnt have to talk on the phone.


Did he ever make threatening remarks to your husband or gestures? I rarely failed anyone in English, but I would have loved to be able to flunk Gevinski for that sentence.

Not that I know of.

All of a sudden, without a word, Gevinski stood and strode toward the door. Give the guy the benefit of the doubt, I told myself, watching him leave. Maybe hes going to put out an all points bulletin on Mitch.

I called out: I think hes probably listed in the Manhattan phone book. The corners of Gevinskis mouth turned up into his automatic smile. I forgot to mention something, I added, much louder. He nodded to go ahead, but stayed where he was. The investment banker: the one who did the analysis of Data Associates. It was Jessica Stevenson. The woman he left me for. Richie was so impressed with the way she solved the Mitch problem that he spent a year wooing her to leave her firm and join Data Associates.

Be patient, he called back to me.

So I was patientfor about two minutes. I examined a few shelves of books. Then I examined the telephone. I knew I had to face calling the boys. Boys? Well, on matters close to the heart, I suppose I still thought of my sons the way I thought of my students: large, interesting, sexually active children. So how the hell do you tell a child his father has been murdered?

Ben was a fourth-year student at the University of Pennsylvanias medical school. I dialed his apartment, knowing he might be at the hospital at five-thirty in the morning, but I soothed myself by

 imagining his resonant, reassuring Hello. When I heard his lady friend, whom Alex had nicknamed Suspicious Foods, I almost hung up. But I said: This is Rose Meyers. Id like to speak with Ben.

Usually I was able to manage a relatively cordial How are you? to Suspicious. Occasionally, Id inquire how hay fever season was going. It wasnt scintillating repartee, but what other conversation could I make with a thirty-five-year-old extremely boring allergist who was living with and wanted to marry my twenty-four-year-old son?

Mom? Ben got on almost immediately.

Ben

He knew it was something bad. What is it?

Daddy, I said, and only realized then that I should have said: Your father.

Is he hurt? He didnt wait for me to answer. He whispered: Dead? I nodded. Mom?

Im so sorry, Benjy.

What was it? He sounded crisp, clinical, as if waiting for a report on a patient who had not lived through the night.

He was killed, sweetheart.

He couldnt say anything at first. By the time he could, his voice squeaked. An accident?

I told him, briefly, what had happened. He asked about the knife. Where and how deeply had it gone in? Did I know at what angle? I understood Ben. His wasnt a doctors infatuation with blood and guts; it was a need to reassure himself that his father could not have been helped. It sounds as if it sliced into the aorta, Ben said. He wouldnt have had a chance. Then he added: Mom, are you okay?


I dont know. I keep thinking I might go off the deep end with the horror of it. But then I feel so detached, almost as if I were reading one of those drecky true-crime articles in New York magazine where they toss around words like hubris!

Easy, Mom.

I am easy, for Gods sake! But I went down for a yogurt and wound up tripping overOh. Im so sorry.

Its okay. Did you call Alex?

Not yet. If any words of mine could alleviate Bens pain, those would.

Do they have any idea who could have done it?

I doubt it. Its too soon. Oh, Ben, hes still in there! In the kitchen.

Neither of us could speak for a minute. Finally Ben found the strength to break the silence. Listen, Mom. Im getting dressed and getting right into the car. Ill be there before you know it. Okay? You wont have to be alone. Well all be together.

Which sounded comforting, except I had a feeling Ben was conjuring up not Mom and Her Boys Consoling Each Other but, rather, a threesome of him, me, and I could never remember her name. Melissa? Marissa? Miranda? Shed once had a heart-to-heart with Alex, after he sneezed three times, and she said: Something youre eating. No excuse: I want you to make a list of suspicious foods. So Alex called her Suspicious Foods behind her back and went on sneezing. I had sneezed too, but she never told me to make up a list.

She could kill all conversation at a family gathering simply by announcing: Youd be amazed how many
 
corn products I can find in the average persons diet. Ben said he loved her.

I called Alex, but naturally he wasnt home. At twenty-one, on a leave of absence from the University of Massachusetts, he was earning his living as guitarist and lead singer in Cold Water Wash, a group he assured me was starting to make its name in New England alternative-music circles. The message on his answering machine was a cool You were sayin?

What could I be sayin? Just called to let you know you wont have to buy a Fathers Day gift next June? As it was, I was so unnerved by his machines honking electronic you-can-talk-now tone that all I could do was mutter something like Call home, its urgent. It did not surprise me that the one time I wanted Alex at five-thirty in the morning he was not to be found.

Maybe something terrible had happened to him too.

At five forty-five, Gevinski returned to the library, loudly sipping what smelled like overboiled convenience-store coffee from a cardboard cup. I smiled, graciously and, I hoped, cooperatively. Id have been glad to put up a pot of coffee or make some tea.

You think it would be a good idea if I let you have the run of the crime scene again? he joked. The kitchen is a crime scene, you know.

I said I was sorry.

Sure. No problem. Only Gevinskis words were laid-back. He pulled out his pad and whipped through it with such urgency he ripped one of the pages. Your husband left you for Jessica Stevenson?


Yes, I said. Have you spoken to her yet?

Lets just finish up here, if you dont mind.

Sure.

Thanks. You said Mr. Meyers moved out in late June?

Thats right.

What have you been doing since that time?

I went back to teaching right after Labor Day, when school opened.

What did you do all summer?

Well, Richie and I had planned a cruise around the Greek islands in July, and I was going to spend August rereading some nonfiction. The Silent Spring, The Fate of the Earth, Mornings on Horseback. I must have been hoping that Gevinski would jot down the titles, because I was disappointed that he didnt. I wanted to work at least one of them into the curriculum.

So what did you wind up doing?

I sat on the stairs that go down to the beach and stared at the water for two months. I was a wreck.

Your husband moved out totally?

His clothes and just about everything else he owned are still here, but he was out.

But was it totally? He didnt come back once he moved outyou one night, Jessica the next night?

No.

Did you see him since he moved out?

Once, at my lawyers. He was with his lawyer.

And other than that?

No. He said it would be less painful for both of us if we discussed whatever business we had together on the phone.

Theres one thing I dont quite get, Ms. Meyers.


What is that?

Help me figure it out. If Mr. Meyers moved out so totally, how come he dropped by last night, uninvitedand just in time to get himself killed?










Three




A little after six-thirty, one of Gevinskis men, who was wearing something Id never seen before, a maroon suit, returned to the library. He said if I wanted to go upstairs for a few minutes, I could. It was only when I was listening to the water beating on my shower cap that it dawned on me that the police probably wanted a few minutes to poke around in the library. But what was there to poke through? Six leather-bound, gold-tooled volumes on

 the life of Saint Bruno of Querfurt? Family photos of happier times, the four of us grinning and googly-eyed in snorkel masks? The restaurant matchbooks in the bottom desk drawer that Richie collected until he realized collecting matchbooks was gauche? Id always been a little nervous that they would spontaneously combust, and Gulls Haven would wind up like Thornfield.

I put on school clothesplaid slacks, a yellow silk blouse, and a sweatertook a Xanax, and stowed another in my pocket. I hated being such an upper-middle-class namby-pamby, gulping tranquilizers instead of tossing back a shot of whiskey, but I was no longer tough enough for a snootful of booze.

When the American Dream came true for Richie and me, we stopped being stand-tall Americans and became human lapdogs. First, other people cleaned our house. Then they cooked our meals, arranged our flowers, fertilized our tomatoes. More people came along; they balanced our household accounts, vacuumed our pool, paid our taxes, invested our money. We had a French tutor for Ben, a psychiatrist for Alex, a personal trainer for Richie, a visiting manicurist for me, and a family therapist for us all. I had insomnia on Egyptian cotton sheets and pillowcases ironed by a laundress.

I never realized how money complicates life. Forget tax returns as thick as a Trollope novel. Im talking about how we slowly lost touch with the world as it was and wound up living in the scented-candle universe of other rich people.

This is how it happened: When our old friends saw a chauffeur driving the family Mercedes, or the cook preparing a Pritikin tuna fish salad, they

 laughed and said: Give me a break! This angered Richie and embarrassed me, so we began to spend more time with other people with chauffeurs and cooks, people who also lived in twenty-room houses or thirty-room co-ops. Slowly, we ditched the old friends. It was surprisingly easy to do. We told each other it was hard to be with them because they envied our success, or because they would not see that despite all the money, we were still the same old Richie and Rosie.

Instead of spending Saturday night barbecuing chicken for a couple of neighbors, we went to a charity benefit in a tent in East Hampton. Someone we met there, a man from Athens, Georgia, whod made it big in shopping malls, invited us on his yacht for a Mediterranean cruise. So we gave up going to the cabin in the Adirondacks where wed gone fishing for the last fifteen summers. Dazed from too much sun and Dramamine, we hung out on a big ship with a dozen strangers in white linen slacks. I never got to read The Wings of the Dove. I didnt have time; I had to finish an expos of the machinations of an odious arbitrageur that everyone else was reading so I could be part of the dinner conversation over a too-small portion of bass baked in parchment.

Gulls Haven, our dream house, stood on a ridge that jutted ever so slightly over Long Island Sound. If you woke in the master bedroom in time for sunriseand with the gulls screeching as they made their first sweep of the day to defecate on our roof, only the soundest sleeper made it through dawn undisturbedyou could gaze out the rear windows, over the lawn, westward across the blue-gray water, and see Manhattan in the distance, a golden city shining

 in the early sunlight. If you wakened in Bens or Alexs room, in the east wing, you could take in the green velvet grounds of the waterfront estates of Westchester Country.

If you never left the back half of Gulls Haven, you would spend your entire life believing America was always beautiful.


But it wasnt so pretty up front now. I pressed my nose against the glass of the tall windows near the head of the staircase. Straight down, I could see police cars, a crime-scene van, an ambulance, and, barreling up the drive, a WCBS-TV mobile unit with a dirt-smeared eye on its side. Two uniformed cops trotted over to greet it with shaking heads and youre-out-of-here thumbs; after completing a reluctant U-turn by backing over a thicket of azalea bushes, it disappeared down the drive, toward the road.


I stomped back into the library, ready to confront Gevinski: Who called the press? Whats going on here? He wasnt there.

Thank God, my friend Cass was. How did you hear about it? I asked her.

Rosie, she began, this is dreadful. Cass was a very grande dame. Definitely not in height, although with her steel-rod spine, she did seem taller than the broad-beamed five foot three she was. But her ebony features were so finely chiseled that people rarely noticed that her exquisitely molded Yoruba carving of a head was attached to a Buddhas body.

 And when she spoke: definitely grand. We came to get you for the walk at six forty-five. When you didnt appear, we decided to trot up here and hurl rocks at your window. Cassandra Higbee talked in that leisurely, good-liberal-arts-college way that assumed the world would wait until she phrased her thoughts just so, which, in fact, the world seemed willing to do.

Cass may not have been an actual aristocrat, but shed been born a class act. Yes, the mornings three-mile walk had just been canceled because of the murder of one of the participants husbands. Yes, at that precise moment, two beefy men wearing blue Medical Examiner jackets clomped past the open library door, wheeling a gurney. Cass, unperturbed, gripped my shoulders, spun me around, and shepherded me toward the couch. In doing so, she almost succeeded in cutting off my view of the third man, who was carrying a black plastic sack.

A body bag, I said.

Hush, Rosie.

Well, it is a body bag.

If you spent more time reading Edith Wharton instead of those dreadful novels where the alcoholic detective kisses his old flame goodbye on her decomposing lips, you would not possess such hurtful knowledge.

Edith Wharton was an anti-Semitic bitch.

So you have said, she soothed me. Now, I am here to help you. What can I get you? An early-morning cognac?

I had an early-morning Xanax.

Sit, then. We can talk if you like, or I will just keep you company.


The other two women who walked with us, Stephanie and Madeline, could never have been so in command. Stephanie Tillotson, although the perfect woman, would only have kept her composure long enough to make two or three pts and bake a half-dozen baguettes, for those pre-autopsy guests who unexpectedly pop in and want a nibble. Madeline Berkowitz, on the other hand, would probably lock herself up for three weeks and emerge with yet another work of alleged artsomething like Himicide: Ode on the Execution of an Errant Husband.

But Cass stayed cool, although the body bag did, for a moment, bring out a grayness


























































































































To the Mystery!




The 2001 Mystery Writers of America Edgar Allan Poe Awards Dinner (excerpt)



We at Mystery Writers of America realize mystery is a pretty broad term. Nevertheless, whether your taste runs to whodunits, police procedurals, legal drama, true crime, or suspensethis genre were hailing tonight, whether on page, stage, or screen, enjoys a huge following.

Mysteries are not only ubiquitous, theyre powerful. They leave us breathless on the beach; nurse us through the flu; comfort us during scary plane rides; keep us up long past our bedtimes with cheap or expensive thrills. They are a striking cultural link between cops and robbers, heads of state, and residents of Death Row.

But what brings us all here tonight? Whats so magical about the mystery that transforms so many of us into fans, and from fans into fanatics? To begin with, its a timeless form. In almost all its permutations, the mystery has the same grip on us as did the tale of derring-do recounted by a Neanderthal raconteur around the fire in a cave.

From the Pleistocene Age to modern times, we have possessed that urgent need to know What happens next? Its a drive almost as fundamental as our requirement for food and shelter. Were a storytelling genus. Listening to a narrative unfoldwhether over a slice of roasted woolly mammoth or over the radiois one of the ways we deepen our understanding of how the world works, of how our compatriots think and act, of how we ourselves fit into the cosmos.

Today, when we no longer have to fear becoming someone elses dinner, we still need the thrill of the hunt. Instinctively, we turn to the mystery. It offers more than mere adventure. We come to it as we do to any literature, as we try to dope out the mystery of our own humanity. Does the storytellers view of the universe square with ours? If not, does it add to out sum of knowledge?

But the mystery offers another plus. It deals with the foundation of every society: justice, or the lack of it. In the classic whodunit, the stability of the world is thrown out of whack by a crime, usually murder. By tracking down and catching the evildoer, the sleuth helps bring the scales of justice back into balance. Gods in His heaven, and if all isnt all right with the world, at least there is some equity. Of course, in the noir novel and certainly in some true crime accounts, the view is less rosy. If, as John F. Kennedy suggested, life is unfair, then the mystery form is malleable enough to accept that vision. There is no compulsory and they lived happily ever after.

But all this universality business isnt the only reason we get hooked. What keeps us turning the pages is that, by and large, books in the genre are well-written, certainly as well-written as any other form of fiction.


I suspect one of the reasons is that mysteries come close to being an equal opportunity art form. Edgar himself was a Protestant white guy, and there are many fine writers of his stripe working in the genre. However, they dont constitute any mystery canon. This is a club that would have me and you as members, too. Individuals too daunted to try their hand at literary fiction will shrug, say What the hell, and give the mystery a shot. You can have five degrees from Harvard or be a dropout from P.S. 197 and wind up writing dreck on toastor a succs fou. A most democratic form.

The tolerance extends farther than simply to authors. Detective-protagonists can be any gender, ethnicity, color or caste. They can be saints or malefactors, medieval monks or contemporary creeps. Sure, its our native need to know what happens next that keeps us reading.

Except even when you pick up an ancient paperback and realize, on yellowed, crumbly page seventy-two, that not only have you read this book before but that you also recall who done it, you keep reading. How come? For the sheer fun of going for a great ride again.

So heres my toast: To the mystery! And to you! For all you MWA members and guests, I hope youll take pleasure in our big night. I wish you a dandy eveningand many more years of felicitous reading.

Susan Isaacs
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entertaining and imaginative mystery.” —Pecple





