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one




I struggled to breathe. If Id come upon a cobra, hood flared, deadly tongue flickering, I could not have been more transfixed.

Yet, once my eyes saw the shiny white posterboard in its entirety, once my vision encompassed all of itthe cut-out pictures and story, the artfully pasted letters, the single stark sketch, and the taped plastic baga sickening acceptance washed over me.

The glistening cardboard had been folded in half to slip easily into the postal services two-day, red-white-and-blue priority mailer. No cover letter, no note, no return name and address, simply the decorated posterboard.

I opened the envelope casually, standing by the walnut butlers table in my narrow entryway. I had no sense of impending drama, no inkling that my life would never be the same.


I unfolded the poster. There were six separate representations:

The first was my late husband Richards obituary with the accompanying one-column news photo and the caption Richard Lattimer Collins. A red pencil had underlined the words: Collins fell to his death at the remote cliffside home of Belle Ericcson on the island of Kauai. Ericcson is a legendary foreign correspondent whose credits include Vietnam, the Six-Day War and El Salvador.

I was swept by the hideous sense of emptiness Id felt when Id held a current newspaper in my hand, seen the story that spelled an end to the invincible joy of a happy marriage. Id written obits in the course of almost a half century as a newspaper reporter. Thats how young reporters started in my early days. It became a quick, automatic ordering of the facts of a life, typewriter keys clacking. I didnt realize then the pain of seeing a loved ones existence reduced to lines of type:Survivors include his wife of thirty-nine years, Henrietta ODwyer Collins; his daughter, Emily Collins Drake, and her husband, Warren; two grandchildren, Diana and Neal Drake. Collins was preceded in death by his son, Robert Lattimer Collins

The second consisted of cut-out letters and numerals in two straggly lines, forming the dates March 30 and April 1.

March 30 held no significance for me. April 1 was the day Richard died. I could never laugh again on April Fools Day, a day meant for lighthearted games, silly teasing, elaborate jokes. Richard had loved April Fools Day, and he and the children had outdone one another with straight-faced evocations of absurdities. Hey, Dad, did you see that huge bird that just flew by? Big as a boxcar! Richard looked inquiringly at Emily and Bobby. Bird? What bird? Emily grinned, Why, Dad, its a favorite bird of yours. Really? Richard craned his head, peered out the window. Gosh, I dont see it. Then Bobby hung from the window, flapped his hand. Over there, Dad, over there. Richard peppered them with questions, but each time the bird flew by, he just missed it. Finally, he clapped his hands together and shouted, There it is. It has to be. The bluebird of happiness. Right? I heard the childrens whoops of glee and Richards dramatic declamations as if they were here beside me, close enough to hug, the three of them, Richard and Emily and Bobby. Then the happy voices subsided, plunged back into the recesses of my mind, there to be summoned but never again to sound in a careless present.

The third was a magnificent photograph of a steep cliff. Lush vegetation in every shade of green, from palest jade to darkest emerald, glistened in bright sunlight. Silvery falls splashed over sharp black rocks.

My hands trembled. The poster wavered. I didnt have to ask what cliff this represented, though Id never seen the site where Richard died.

The fourth was a clip from an advertisement showing two gloved hands, palms forward, fingers outspread. The brown gloves had the rich sheen and texture of expensive leather.

The pulse thudded in my throat. Hands move at the direction of a mind. Human choice. Not chance. Not accident. Id survived loss before. My foreign-correspondent father disappeared in the deadly melee of fleeing refugees and strafing guns after the fall of Paris in World War II. War is brutal and rapacious and incalculable, but its destruction is catastrophic, like a tidal wave or an earthquake. There is no individual to be held accountable. I could bewail the world, the human passions that result in bloody destruction, but not a single mind or pair of hands. Richard and I together mourned the death of our son Bobby in a car wreck. We grieved horribly, but it was an accident. No one deliberately snuffed out Bobbys young life. I blamed myself because I was the one who insisted we travel on the twisting mountain road to a fiesta. The brakes went out in the decrepit old truck that rammed us. But the drivers little girl was buried that next week, too. I could blame poverty, timing, my own willfulness.

But not a pair of hands.

The fifth was a sketch of a stick figure tumbling backward toward the jagged points of boulders far below.

The drawing was haphazard, almost childish, pressure unevenly applied to the thick black grease pencil. But no child had drawn that plummeting body. Before my eyes, the stick figure metamorphosed into Richard, my Richard, flailing toward bloody death.

The sixth was a sandwich bag taped to the bottom of the poster, beneath the scrawled boulders.

Through the slick plastic, I saw pieces of slate-gray cardboard. Whatever those pieces meant, I knew it would cause me pain.

More pain.

It was as if the intervening years vanished and I was once again caught up in the shock and despair of Richards death, my mind arguing that it had to be a mistake, that the call would come, the phone would ring, and it would be Richard saying, Its okay, honey, Im coming home. As he had come home through the years from odd and distant places, a first-rate newspaperman and the man Id loved above all others.

But there was no call, there was only emptiness, a world swathed in steel-gray, all color gone. I could see the vivid hues, but there was no warmth in my soul. I was alone.

I walked into my kitchen, carrying the posterboard in one hand, the mailer in the other. Thin March sunlight angled through an east window. I placed the posterboard on my kitchen table and ripped the bag loose, spilling out the cardboard pieces into a pool of sunlight. Despite the sorrow washing over me, lapping around me, a rising tide of misery, I understood what I saw. The uneven, oddly cut pieces of cardboard were a puzzle, a puzzle created just for me by a nameless, faceless, cruel correspondent.

I almost scooped up the pieces, crushed them into a wad of smashed paper. My hands came close to the table. Somehow I made myself stop. It would not staunch the memoriesor the agonyto destroy these little pieces of cardboard.

I dont know how long I stood there, aching with loss.

The thin sliver of sunlight moved and now the cardboard pieces were dull, making them even more chilling.

What damnable message awaited me?

I started to reach down, hesitated. But I felt abruptly sure that I could touch these pieces with impunity, that there would be no fingerprints to smudge. The person who had so carefully and coldly created this hellish exercise would be far too intelligent to leave any trace.

I arranged the pieces.

They formed a tombstone. Black lettersR. I. P.scored the granite gray. A thick question mark was scrawled on the tombstone, over the letters.

My eyes moved from the tombstone to the tumbling stick figure. But I didnt see the drawing. Instead, nausea clawing at my throat, I saw Richards bodyfelt Richards bodyplummeting faster and faster, inexorably, the law of gravity bleakly enforced, to slam painfully into rough black volcanic rock.

Oh, God, the pain Richard must have known! And the hideous heart-stopping terror of falling out of control

It takes so longso eternally longto fall.

Thats how Richards life ended, the brutal obliteration of a mind and body that had given me pleasure and delight through the years. His laughter was forever stilled. No more quick and clever thoughts, no more vivid, concise writing, no more passion or effort or joy.

My heart raced. I struggled to breathe. But through the pain of imagining, remembering, reliving, I understood the pointthe vicious, mind-bending pointof this ugly collection.

Richard was pushed to his death. Gloved hands shoved him over the edge of that faraway cliff.

Richard was murdered.

That was the meaning of this motley, cleverly contrived collection. Yes, there was no doubt of the message.

I slumped into a kitchen chair. My entire body shuddered. I wasnt prepared on this cold spring day to have an all too recent wound torn asunder. There is never an end to mourning. Yes, the soft warmth of the sun, a smile, a childs laughter can connect you once again to the miracle and wonder of life. But the joy, the deep welling of utter happiness, is gone forever.

Richard. Oh, Richard.

Tears burned my eyes. My head throbbed. A flush flooded my face. I felt as though I might explode as anger warred with sorrow, bubbled beneath the shock. Who had put together this macabre display? And why? Oh, yes, most importantly, why? Why on this March morning was the hard-won equilibrium of my life shattered?

I tried to sort it out in my mind.

It was Belle Ericcson who first called with the news of Richards death. It was the only time I ever spoke to her, and she broke my heart. Now I couldnt even remember the sound of her voice, that sound was gone as much of my memory of that hideous day was gone, mercifully buried where old pain is hidden. At first, Id refused to believe it, tried to deny it even after I talked to the police in Kauai. I cant now remember those days. They are a fog of misery. I was adrift in a limbo of despair for months. Some days I wept. Some days I worked furiously, and now I have no idea what work it was. Some days I remembered the past: Richard showing Bobby how to put a minnow on a hook, the touch of Richards hands in the sweet deepness of night, Richard stroking a tennis ball to Emily. Some days Id railed against the futility of it. Richard, my surefooted, graceful Richard, falling from a mountain trail.

But I never questioned that his death was anything other than what it seemed to be, a heartbreaking accident that took from us the kind of happiness that poets celebrate and lovers alone can understand.

Did life itself seem worthless?

Oh, yes.

But Richard would have me finish the course. No matter how long and hard and lonely the way.

Some realities are inescapable. There is no greater reality than death. I accepted reality. Richard was gone. Forever.

If, if, ifIf he hadnt responded to the call from Belle EriccsonIf he had arrived on Kauai another day

But no matter how the mind turns and twists, seeking respite, death is unequivocal, unchangeable, unrelenting.

So I mourned, spending an aimless, gray year, no longer finding excitement in covering late-breaking news. Id spent a lifetime as a reporter, and much of that lifetime in tandem with Richard, willing to go where the news happenedat a trial, a hurricane, in war, in peace. Of late years we had accepted only occasional assignments, though we werent quite retired. But we were talking of retirement, of spending days at art galleries, in traveling to exotic places, spending time with Emily and our grandchildren.

The year I lost him, I didnt accept any assignments. The world had lost its flavor. Without Richard, the old fire was tamped.

But I am too restless, too driven not to work. I needed work to fill the lonely hours. Finally, through a call from an old friend, Id ended up on a quiet Missouri campus with a teaching job, a job that would end with this semester.


Throughout that time, Id never questioned the circumstances of Richards death.

The police detective I talked toKanoa, John Kanoahad been gentle, but he confirmed Belle Ericcsons call. Richard had died in a fall from a canyon trail at the house where he had been visiting.

Ahiahi.

That was the name of Belle Ericcsons home high atop a remote cliff on the still unspoiled, as yet little developed island of Kauai.

Not that Id ever seen Belles house.

Not the house on Kauai. Nor the one in Dallas. Nor any of the others. The cities drifted through my mind like autumn leavesLondon, Paris, Zermatt, San Francisco. She had a home, well-known architecturally, in each. It was odd that I knew this about Belle Ericcson. But through the years I had accreted little facts, unimportant facts, about a woman Id never really known, a woman Id carefully avoided knowing.

Oh, yes, I knew some things about Belle Ericcson, information likely familiar to the cognoscenti of popular culture. Belle Ericcson was rather famous in her own way, known as people know Barbara Walters or Judy Woodruff or Diane Sawyer.

Without thought or plan, Id absorbed throwaway facts over the years: Belles several marriages, her prize-winning exploration of the dumping of the mentally ill into the streets and alleys of America, the year she won the Powder Puff derby in her single-engine Cessna. And, of course, the great heartbreak of her life, a loss I understood only too well.

One of the wire-service stories about Richards accidentbut it wasnt an accident, was it?had included a description of the remote, closed-to-public-view Ericcson home on Kauai and a translation of the name: AhiahiEvening.

All of Belles homes had names. Thats pretentious, isnt it? Or did I think that simply because I didnt like her.

Be fair, Henrie O. I could not in good conscience say that I disliked Belle Ericcson. I didnt know her well enough to have an honest opinion.

Richard tried several times to bring us together. Belle came to Hong Kong and we were to meet for dinner at a restaurant high on a hill overlooking the city. I dont look back on that evening with pride. I tried hard throughout our years together to be honest or not to speak. That night I feigned a headache. Thats the old excuse, isnt it? But I could not meet Belle. I was afraid. I knew that if I saw them together and surprised a look of intimacy, it would break my heart. And I could not say this to Richard because wouldnt I have then been accusing him of unfaithfulness?

I knew in my heart he loved me. I simply couldnt bear to know if he also loved another.

That can happen without any intention of disloyalty, especially under the circumstances of war. And thats how Richard and Belle met.

Years later in Washington, Richard asked if I would go with him to the National Press Club on a night when Belle was speaking. I simply shook my head.

He never asked again.

That constraint would last our lifetime together. Yes, I could have come to know her through the years, but I resented the claim she had on my husband. It was a claim I never understood, never discussed with him, never openly acknowledged. But there was a claim. It led him to the place where he died.

Richard murdered!

I trembled with a corrosive anger. My instinct was to destroy this communication. My heart thudded. I grabbed the poster. But somehow, through the haze of fury, the old instinct to know, to analyze, to understand began to steady me.

Wait. I had to understand what this meant. Not simply that it was about Richard. I had to determinesomehowwhy it had been sent.


It meant Richard was murdered. Or it meant someone suspected that Richard was murdered. Or, level upon level upon level, someone wanted me to think Richard was murdered.

But it meant more than what happened to Richard. It obviously was intended to propel me into action. Because I had to know the answer. I couldnt simply shrug it away.

My unknown correspondent was counting on that.

I dont like to be manipulated. By anyone. And now someone had bulled into my life, plunging me into a frenzy of uncertainty and anger.

I flung the poster down, came to my feet, began to pace.

The phone rang.

I ignored it. After four peals, the answering machine picked up. heard about a job on a small daily near L.A. But no smog. Thousand Oaks. A ritzy community. Let me know if you want Dennis Duffys brash voice continued. Nice of Dennis. He was the city editor of the University newspaper. Id done him some favors in the past. He knew I was looking for a job.

But right now I didnt care about a job. I wanted to fling myself out of this house. I wanted to track down the unknown figure who had willfully plunged me back into heartbreak and pain. I wanted to grab that person, demand, Who are you? What do you know? Who killed my husband?

I was breathing hard. My chest ached as if Id run a race. Questions caromed helter-skelter in my mind. I stopped, gripped the back of the chair. Hold on. Hold on, calm down. Uncontrolled anger is an enemy. I would not outwit the cold intelligence that created the poster if possessed by anger.

No. I had to be cold, too, cold and thoughtful and logical and smart. All right. Id approach it as if I were writing an article. I would distance myself from the anguish churning within me, the anguish and ever-present sorrow, hold fast to the discipline I knew so well. Who? What? When? Where? Why? and How? I would try to steel my mind even though anger and pain throbbed within me.

Oh, Richard, dear God, Richard, did someone take away from you bright days we could have shared? Nothing is more ordinary than a breakfast table and the smell of pancakes and the dark rich roast of brewing coffee. So ordinary, but that moment when shared is suffused with magic; that moment alone is sterile. We had so many more morningsand nightsthat should have belonged to us.

As if he stood beside me, I could hear Richards voice: Easy does it, Henrie O, easy does it. It was an echo from our past that steadied me.

Who, what, when, where, why and how. The familiar questions slipped through my mind like beads worn slick by years of devotion.

Easy does it.

All right, Richard, all right. Id use the questions that worked for me, worked for us, throughout our years together. Using every bit of strength I possessed, I forced my mind to function as if this were an assignment. There would be time for blazing anger later, when I faced my unknown correspondent.

And, damn you, whoever you are, face you I will.

But first, first I had to find the source. That was always the objective. Find the source.

How was as intriguing a question as any, a good, concrete, specific place to start.

How?

I sat down and looked carefully at the exterior of the mailer. There was no return address. I squinted. A Chicago postmark.

I didnt get excited. Its quite easy to send a mailer to a postal station, requesting the postmaster to mail the enclosed, properly stamped envelope from that site. If this had indeed been done, there was no way I could trace it.


I dismissed Chicago from my mind. Richards final days had no connection with Chicago. The mailer could have come from Anywhere, U.S.A.

More interestingly, the mailer came directly to me in Derry Hills. But that, too, was easy to understand. Anyone with a computer and a modem could obtain Richards obituary from newspaper archives. I was listed as a survivor in the obituary. Once that was known, a little further effort would yield my present location. There are a number of directories and reference works that contain my current address. No, that told me nothing about the sender.

I understood how the mailer reached me.

When?

The postmark was dated March 21. Today was Monday, March 24. Richard had died six years earlier. What prompted the timing? Why should anyone sound an alarm now?

What?

The message told me that my husband was murdered. But it was more than that, much more. It was a prod, a device to move me. That made it doubly challenging, doubly enraging, not only its actuality, but its purpose.

Where?

I shook my head impatiently. Not where did the package come from. The where that mattered was the scene of Richards death: Kauai.

Why?

That was the critical question. Why was the mailer sent? What did my unknown correspondent hope to achieve?

Obviously, the objective wasnt simply to upset me. No, my correspondent must wantdesperatelyto set into motion a series of events, culminating in

The unmasking of Richards murderer?

I scooped up the cardboard pieces of the tombstone, slipped them into the plastic bag.

No. If the objective was to punish Richards murderer, if thats what mattered to the shadowy figure who had so painstakingly created the poster, it could have been done much more simply. An anonymous tip to the police in Lihue would have been much more to the point.

So, justice wasnt the motivation.

But there had to be motivation, compelling, urgent, and intense, to account for this macabre display. Of course, this collection was purposefully gruesome. The better to rivet me.

Somehow, someone would benefit. It would satisfy an as yet obscure but definite design for me to come to Kauai. Because that had to be my ultimate destination if I responded to this call.

Who?

Somewhere, a hundred or a thousand or several thousand miles away, an unknown, anonymous creature must be wondering: Has it arrived? Has she opened it? What will she do?

All right. I said it aloud. Crisply. I was talking to myopponent? conspirator? nemesis? All right. But theres something about letting genies out of the bottle, you know. I think I will come. Im almost certain I will. But I will be prepared.

The sunlight is always thin in March and the earth is cold. I felt a chill. Surely it was nothing more than the sun slipping behind a cloud, the kitchen darkening as it did so. The posterboard was in shadow. I couldnt see Richards photograph clearly. But the falling figure on the poster was clear and distinct and heartbreaking. I closed my eyes and pressed my hands hard against my face.

And still, I saw that falling figure.











two




The television film flickered on the screen. The whop-whop of a helicopter sounded, urgent and raucous, the ugly duckling of the air. The ungainly craft bumped onto the Tarmac. In a moment, the door swung out and Richard stood framed in the opening. Black smudges streaked his unshaven face. The residue of an explosion? Mud caked his Army-issue fatigues. His eyes had the emptiness of a man bone-tired and emotionally drained. He turned to grasp the hand of a slim, blond woman. She held tight to Richard as they clambered tiredly down the steps. She turned a haggard face toward the camera. Her too-large fatigues gave her a gallant, gamine air. On the runway they walked arm-in-arm, stumbling in exhaustion, helping each other.

And yes, I resented his arm around her, resented the bond theyd shared that Id never fully understood, resented ferociously that Richard had died so far from me, so near to Belle.


It is an odd trick of age that there is a calming of old enmitiesuntil you plunge back in time, assume again the emotions that you lived through. And perhaps thought safely entombed.

As I watched the flickering film, it was as though the years had sheared away and I was waiting for Richard to call from Saigon, praying for his safety, missing him with every fiber of my heart and body.

The voice-over droned: Among the correspondents covering the Tet offensive were Richard Collins of Midwest Syndicated News and Belle Ericcson of the New York Daily News.

A line of heavily camouflaged trucks cut them from view.

I punched the off button. My eyes burned. Id spent several hours in the Thorndyke University archives, studying television film from the Vietnam War, the war that had appeared nightly on Americas television sets and plunged the nation into division, alienating the generations.

Vietnam was the war that James Reston of The New York Times remembered bleakly in his memoirs. Reston wrote, From first to last, I felt that war involved so many lies, cost so many lives, and raised so many questions about the judgment of our officials that I hated to think about raking through the rubble one last time.

But Reston recalled the correspondents who covered that war with respect and admiration.

Yes, they were brave, and they told a reluctant America the truth, showing them in words and on film the bloody bodies of young American soldiers and the flayed skin of napalm-burned children and the villages turned to ashes.

Richard was one of the first to reveal the secret bombing of Cambodia. Belle was among the first to tell readers about the false body counts, the statistics created by the U.S. Army to convince those at home that America was winning the war.

I punched the eject button, returned the cassette to its holder. The University archives contained almost twenty-six filmed reports that included Belle, five of Richard.

One of Belles Vietnam stories vaulted her to the Pulitzer short list.

It took only a moment to call up the story. I nodded in appreciation as I read the lead:

The ARVN majors gaunt face was empty of expression as he lifted the stubby revolver and shot the shackled Vietcong prisoner in the face.

Yes, Belle and Richard and hundreds of other correspondents found the truth and reported it, no matter how ugly, unpleasant, and grim. They told the stories of gallant American GIs, doing their best, fighting bravely, dying by the hundreds.

And Belle had style. Definitely I had to grant that Belle Ericcson possessed style and flair. And courage.

I stacked the videocassettes, remembering a war I hadnt covered.

I shrugged into my coat. The sharp March air was welcome when I walked swiftly down the librarys shallow stone steps. Film always makes me feel headachy. But it wasnt simply the stuffiness of the small cubicle where Id watched the past unfold that bothered me.

As I slid into my MG, tossing my notepad into the passenger seat, I wondered at decisions. And chance.

One cool spring day many years ago in Mexico City, Richard and I had tossed a coin in our apartment on Reforma, not far from the Angel. Richard had been offered a bureau spot in Hong Kong and I could easily string for the English-language newspaper there. The other possibility was a return to D.C. We wanted to leave Mexico after the car wreck that killed Bobby.


The coin came up headsand Hong Kong.

When the war heated up in Vietnam, Richard headed for Saigon. I stayed in Hong Kong with our daughter Emily.

It was in Saigon that Richard first met Belle Ericcson.

Heads for Hong Kong.

Had Richard ultimately lost his life because of that long-ago gamble? I didnt know. I wondered if Belle Ericcson knew.



It was dark in the attic. Id waited until after dinner to come up here. I knew why Id delayed. This was going to hurt. All through the day, Id moved swiftly, automatically, looking where I should look: the University film archives, my computer, the morgue of The Clarion, speeding through my fingers those old familiar beads, finding comfort in totting up facts. If you immerse yourself in facts, you keep emotion at bay.

Id printed out a Whos Who bio of Belle Ericcson. The bio listed her nonfiction books, including her autobiography, Belle on Belle. Id called a local bookstore. They were holding a copy for me.

I moved hesitantly in the cramped, dark space until I found the dangling chain and pulled it. I blinked in the sudden sharp light from the 200-watt bulb.

Yes, I was following every avenue. But this was going to be the toughest road.

I tugged the box free from a stack toward the rear of the attic, startling a daddy longlegs into flight. The box held Richards daybooks from 1940 until his death.

In the year after Richard died, Id donated most of his clothes to Goodwill. Id kept a worn russet leather jacket that hed treasured. It hung in my closet, wherever that closet might bein an apartment, a rented house, wherever I went.

The jacket was too large for me, but I often wore it on solitary walks, my hands jammed in the pockets that had known his touch, my shoulders caressed by the silk lining, now gossamer-thin, faded from gold to a delicate saffron. Id kept his Washington Senators ball cap, his favorite fountain pen, a tartan muffler Id bought for him in Edinburgh. In my jewel box was a set of cuff links in heavy Mexican silver. They were shaped like the old upright Smith-Corona typewriter. Our daughter Emily gave them to him on his sixtieth birthday. Hed first worn them to a dinner at the National Press Club.

Throughout my house, wherever I lived, were mementos of our years together: photographs, books wed shared, trinkets wed chosen.

Id boxed up all of his papers, the thousands and thousands of words hed written from his first story as a reporter in Paris, the March 7, 1940, meeting of American Undersecretary of State Sumner Welles with French Premier Deladier, to the last story hed covered, a March 1991 interview with Ed Turner, the news wizard who made CNN a reporters joy.

I opened the box. Dust drifted up, tickling my nose. I smothered a sneeze. I picked up the 1991 daybook. I stared down at the black softcover book.

Richard had held this book. His swift, certain hands had flipped open these pages. Hed written concisely, neatly, the little details of his days: interviews scheduled, story lines to consider, comments to remembersuppositions, declarations, weatherand had had no hint that his days were dwindling down.

Id not looked in any of the books until today. Not because I didnt care. Because I cared too much.

I could not permit myself to cling to a yesterday that was beyond my reach. If I focused on what was over, I would not have the strength to face each lonely day. Id deliberately immersed myself in the reality of the present, forced myself to look forward, not back. Id taken another job, made new friends, enjoyed a romantic liaison.

But yes, I was tempted to pull out the volume for 1940. Id like to search through Richards elegantly spare sentences for his description of the moment when we met.

But I didnt need to read his words. The memory was indelible: a sunny day in Montmartre and Richard buying a balloon for the thin, dark-haired, dazzled daughter of his bureau chief. Wed laughed together and Id thought him gloriously handsome, a young girls dream of an older man. He was all of twenty-two.

Id always thought him gloriously handsome: short hair with reddish glints like sunlight glancing on a Florentine villa; a broad, open face, a mouth that easily stretched into a smile; eyes with a glint of ebullient, rollicking humor. But a mouth that could be stubborn and stern when needed and eyes willing to dare the world for what was right and good and decent.

No, I didnt need to read his sketch of the day we met. It was part and parcel of my heart, a heart that ached anew when I flipped open his last daybook. Richards small square printing was easy to read, clear and distinct.

I turned to the month of March.

I had not wanted, after his death, to read the entries for his last days, entries that would include Belle Ericcson. Yes, anger still flickered because hed spent his last moments with Belle. Id not wanted to think about that. Not ever.

Richard fell to his death from Belles cliffside home on the island of Kauai six years ago on April 1.

It took every ounce of will to turn the pages.

But there were no entries for the last week in March. None.

How odd.


Richard had returned to Washington from Atlanta on March 20. I flipped back; yes, on March 21 a description of Ed Turners wry humor and clear-eyed news sense and what a fascinating interview it had been. Richard noted dinner with an old friend from The Times.

I plucked one paragraph from the page: Henrie O called. Shell be home next week. I love her.

I smoothed my fingertips over the words.

The last entry was on Friday, March 22:


Johnnie Rodriguez called. I could scarcely hear him although the connection was clear. Voice subdued. Hesitant. But determined. And sober. He said he had to tell someone the truth about the day CeeCee Burke was kidnapped. He asked me to come to the lake.



Oh, God, of course! Now I understood the dates on the poster.

April 1, the day Richard died.

March 30, the day one year earlier when Belle Ericcsons oldest daughter was kidnapped.

Kidnapping. It is like tipping over a stone and watching plump, white slugs quiver away from the light, like waking in the night to a banshees wail, like opening a door and smelling death.

Kidnapping. As ugly a crime as ever occurs.

I should have known. I remembered well enough the days after CeeCee Burkes kidnapping when Richard went to Texas to be with Belle, her husband, Keith Scanlon, and her five remaining children.

But Richard and I never talked about that. Sometimes in a happy marriage there are subjects not broached. You cannot quarrel if you do not raise a question.


Richard knew I disapproved of his role after the kidnapping. But I would never voice that disapproval. He had to make his own decisions and sometimes those decisions could not be to my liking. And I could nothow could anyone?begrudge a man going to a friend in time of terrible trouble.

Now I wished desperately that I had opened my heart when CeeCee Burke was kidnapped. I should have told Richard that I admired him. I might have disagreed with his action, but I admired him.

I wondered now if he would have told me of the call from Johnnie Rodriguez if Id been at home when it came.

Id never know.

But something within methe part of me that looks with icy clarity at realitythought not. I had not been there for Richard when CeeCee was kidnapped. He could scarcely be blamed for assuming I would not want him to pursue that case.

I turned the next few pages of the daybook.

There were no more entries. Richard had never written again in his daybook. But he had lived for another weekone week and two days.

Those empty pages spoke volumes to me. They told me that whatever happened to Richard in those following days was so explosive, so incendiary, hed not been willing to commit it to paper.

I was sure of that because I knew Richard, knew his care with language. He was so aware that words once created had a life beyond the writer. He never committed facts to paper unless he felt certain of them. Certain of their truth.

Richard valued truth above all.

I shut the daybook.

I had returned to D.C. two days after Richard left. Id found a brief note, saying he planned to spend a few days with Emily in Austin. Later, Id always been glad he saw Emily, that she had a bright and happy visit as her farewell to her father.

I refused to be hurt by his deception.

Of course, it wasnt quite a deception. Merely a failure to tell everything he knew.

And that, again, was so very much a part of Richard. He obviously wanted to talk to Johnnie Rodriguezand who was he? I would find outand to evaluate what was said. And, of course, Richard didnt tell me about the call from Rodriguez because wed never talked about the kidnapping, or about the time afterward that Richard spent in Texas, both at the lake and later in Dallas.

There was too much that we had never discussed. So he simply said in his note that he was going to visit Emily.

Richard: cautious, thoughtful, careful.

So Id not known the purpose of his last trip, the true purpose.

I dont believe in presentiments. And yet, and yetBut surely it was nothing more than happenstance, Richard taking advantage of being in Texas and going to see Emily.

If he was troubled, his daughter had not perceived it. She would have told me.

But, again, I knew Richard so well.

If hed learned something from Johnnie Rodriguez that shocked him, surprised him, he would take his time deciding how to respond.

Id assumed that Richard had received a call from Belle Ericcson, asking him to come to Kauai. Perhaps that had not been the case at all. Perhaps Richard made the decision to go to Kauai because he learned something that Belle had to be told.

I hurried downstairs to my study. It took only a moment at my computer to link to The Clarions morgue and pull up the kidnapping seven years ago of CeeCee Burke.


I walked into my kitchen. The poster still lay on the white wooden table.



March 30

April 1



A thousand suppositions whirled in my mind. I held tight to two facts. Richard went to Texas, then to Hawaii.

And so would I.









three




Lou Kinkaid looked around the elegant dining room with the pleasure of a purebred cat accustomed to dining on sushi served on silver salvers. There was something catlike, too, in her carefully coiffed ice-white hair and complacent demeanor. Her understated makeup was perfect, her merino wool key-lime cardigan the latest in style. But her eyes didnt have the cool appraisal of a cat. Instead, her gaze scavenged the room with a hot intensity. She waved a scarlet-nailed hand. Everyone comes here. Thats the Governors wife.

I looked across the room at an equally beautifully dressed woman with a pleasant face despite the smooth guardedness created by years in politics, like a stone worn glassy by unending pressure in a streambed.

So youre Henrie O. Lou Kinkaid flashed a vivid, meaningless smile with as little warmth as an arctic sunrise. I knew Richard a million years ago. In Austin. In those days, women always got the soc desk. Something flickered deep in her bright blue eyes. I wondered if it was a long-buried resentment. Had she been jealous of Richard? The soc desk. I hadnt heard that phrase in years, but I remembered the old lingo. Yes, it was an exceptional woman reporter in those days who didnt end up writing society news. Thats where Lou started. She ended as a lifestyle editor, and a very successful one. It had been easy to find an acquaintance who knew her and could arrange for us to meet.

Her avid, probing eyes settled on me. What brings you to Dallas?

What, indeed?

Ive been asked to do a piece on Belle Ericcson. I mentioned one of the popular weekly magazines that specialize in celebrity chatter. And Dallas was her home base. Before the kidnapping. I listened to my smooth, pleasant words with a sense of shock at my capacity for deception. Inside, I seethed with dislike for this sharp-featured woman and her glacial, automatic charm. But wasnt I right on her level? She smiled and meant nothing. And so did I.

Good luck. Youll need it. Her quick laughter was brittle and unamused. It was a taunt disguised by humor. It was clear she had no good wishes for me.

Why? I took a bite of steak, found it tasteless and knew the fault lay with me. Was my immediate distaste for this woman equally invalid?

Oh, if you do the glossy, skin-deep stuff, youll do all right. Theres plenty of that kind of information around. Intrepid Belle Ericcson, prize-winning writer, accomplished pilot, generous philanthropist. The descriptive phrase, intoned in a deep, smooth voice, was an uncanny mimicry of a television announcers soulful spiel. Easier than making pie crust. I can do it in my sleep.

My quick, visceral response was anger. Who the hell did she think she was? And where did she get off, implying I would write fluff. My face hardened. My hand tightened on my glass of iced tea. Maybe it was luck, maybe it was the deep desperate need to discover what this woman knew, but I took a breath and replayed the words in my mind and caught the subtext.

Maybe, just maybe

You think Belles public persona is phony? I cut another piece of meat, tried to make it look as though I were eating. But I didnt care about food. Everything, all the everyday, ordinary actions were distractions, impediments. Yes, I would eat enough. And sleep. Dress and smile. Create conversation. But the goalWhat happened to Richard? Why did Richard die?thudded feverishly in my mind like incessant jungle drums.

I did a piece on her for the Sunday section. It was like wrapping up a Christmas presentlots of tinsel, stars, stickers. Gorgeous bow. But when you open the box, theres nothing there. Dissatisfaction glittered in her eyes.

I shook my head when the waiter offered more wine. He filled Lous glass. She took a greedy gulp as he moved away. It was she whod chosen the wine, at my invitation, selecting an expensive French Chardonnay. And a very expensive entree, quail in white wine. Id chosen mesquite-smoked tenderloin. I couldnt come to Texas and not eat beef.

But expense didnt matter now. My last-minute plane tickets to Dallas and on to Hawaii were absurdly expensive even with the helpful senior discount. I dont like to waste money and I wasnt on anyones expense account.

But money be damned.

The world be damned.

I was in Texas because I had to be. I was going to Hawaii. I would do what I had to do, go where I had to go.

Lou finished the glass, looked regretfully for the waiter.

I had myself well under control now. You think theres moreor lessthan meets the eye of the reader in stories about Belle?


Lou took a last bite of quail, glanced again at her empty wineglass.

I caught the waiters attention. More wine. An order for dessert, though nothing appealed to me.

Its like fireworks, Lou said thoughtfully, holding the wineglass so that a stream of sunshine touched it with gold. Whats left after the hard, hot, bright glare? Twisted, dark pieces of wire, burned cardboard, a nasty smell. You know what I think? She leaned her elbows on the table. Her bright, sardonic, weary gaze held mine. I think theres a story there, all right. Its so perfect on the surface: brilliant and beautiful woman reporter with a fascinating family, three children of her own from her marriage to a gifted artist; widowhood; remarriage to a hard-charging newspaperman with his own three kids; melded family, high-society kids who provide appealing feature copy with lots of jokes and entertaining escapades. Sheesh. But I saw them in action here for cinco years and sometimes they didnt have on their party faces. Id like to have been at Belles Highland Park mansion when it was just family. Her third husband is a hell of a lot younger than she is. And CeeCee, the beautiful director of the Ericcson Foundationnow doesnt that sound like stellar Junior League? But she broke two engagements! To fine young men. And her latest fianc, Stan Dugan, hed probably never been inside a country club until he met CeeCee. A personal-injury lawyer. Lous patrician nose wrinkled. Ugly as sin. I imagine Belle was appalled. Yes, I think the right questions could flip some images fast. Who took care of Belles kids while she was busy being Ms. Glamorous War Correspondent? Why did she marry two drunks in a row? The shiny white hair quivered as she nodded vigorously. Gods truth. I had a friend who knew Belle and her first husband, Oliver Burke, in Tokyo. Burke was soused all the time. And the second one, Gallagher, was drunk as a lord when his car went into the Potomac. Find out which general she slept with in Vietnam. She shot me a sharp, quick look. She knew Richard there. Didnt she?

Of course. I made my answer careless, as if it didnt matter.

Those hot blue eyes flickered with amusement and erotic supposition. Belle was even more gorgeous then than now.

If I could have shoved back my chair and escaped, I would have.

Lou Kinkaid knew it.

Richard thought very highly of Belle. My smile felt as if it were pasted to my face.

Her lips curved in malicious pleasure. Im sure he did. Most men did.

Damn you. Damn you.

I kept my voice even. Ive read a lot about Belle and
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