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An incident from Juliet’s past comes back to haunt her.  A priceless work of art brings her to a secret bunker.  An unidentified corpse is found in the river.  As if this day weren’t bad enough...Juliet is kidnapped!



Juliet Van Allen and Elmer Vartanian, casual partners in the business of ferreting out murderers, take us to the Berkshires of western Massachusetts in the bleak midwinter of 1951. What happens next is murder.

Whitewash in the Berkshires is the fourth book in the Double V Mysteries series set in New England in the late 1940s and early 1950s.

If you like the romance and charm of a classic film, this “cozy noir” will remind you of an era when character-driven stories were elegant, subtle—and a car chase in a 1947 Cadillac touring sedan brings us close to the edge of doom.

It’s murder in the art world, where the paintings aren’t all that’s being framed. 
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Chapter One
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Chauncey’s left hand lingered at Juliet’s waist as he stepped behind her, his fingertips firmly exploring her left hip.  While he had tenaciously pasted his left hand there, his right hand held the eight-by-ten photograph for her inspection.

She ignored the left hand insofar as she was able.

The photography was black and white, enough to identify the famous painting for her, but withheld the glory of its subtle Renaissance oil colors.  The voluptuous nude, half-reclining on a marble bench, her face at a three-quarter turn to the viewer with an expression of patient expectation, not ignoring, as Juliet was, the hand of her partner—that fully clothed man, dressed in doublet, floppy hat and an abundant cape, who reached for her breast with tentative fingers.

Chauncey’s grasp tightened at Juliet’s hip.  “I get a kick out of the irony that this could never get by the censors in a moving picture, but at the museum we’ve got enough medieval smut to curl the hair of the entire Breen office.” 

She took the photo from him.  He transferred both his hands to her slender shoulders, and emitted a low, throaty chuckle.

She replied, still studying the photo, “I suspect the boys in the Breen office save all that cutting room floor stuff to show at their own private bacchanalias.  Those who are most disapproving of sin are generally the greatest sinners, or at least see sin where it does not exist.”

He leaned in closer.  “You mean sin being in the eye of the beholder, like beauty?  I’ll admit, salaciousness of this sort can be artistic, but isn’t it still depravity?”

“You’re more than unusually philosophic tonight, Chauncey.”

“I’m more than a little inspired, Juliet.”  He gave her shoulders a gentle shake, taking the last step close to her, almost, but not quite, pasting his body to hers.

“Russo, the artist, liked double meanings.  The nude in this case is the man’s muse.  The man in this painting is also an artist.  He’s reaching for her, his inspiration.”

“That’s the kind of inspiration I understand.”

She pulled away from Chauncey with a kind of vaudevillian side step and slipped the photo into her briefcase.  He handed her the documents packet with as much tenderness and flourish as if it had been a diamond bracelet.  Juliet lingered on his knowing grin.  What did he know?  What lay in store for her on this trip, or what awaited her when she returned?

He would await her.  

She pulled the tantalizing packet from his light grasp, and replied only, “Thank you.”

“Call me wherever you stop for the night.”

“I’ll try.”

He persisted, still grinning like the wolf after Red Riding Hood.  “Call me.  I want you to check in.”

“Is that an order?”

“Let’s just call it a preference.”

She did not reply, only capitulated with a half-helpless, half-indulgent smile in what she hoped looked more Giaconda, and less pained and trapped.  She reached for her trench coat on the coat rack.

***
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Juliet Van Allen pulled her maroon Lincoln Cosmopolitan onto Main Street and drove north.  Chauncey told her she could leave the building at noontime, and she felt a rush of happy freedom, as if it were the start of a holiday.  Now on the 1st of March 1951, the hard rain of late winter turned the roadway hard pack of snow and ice to grimy oatmeal-colored slush, but this did not deter her light mood.  It had been a long time since she’d had a break from work.  It was the first time she’d ever been given an assignment of this sort:  Acting as a courier for the Wadsworth Atheneum to pick up the work of an important European artist on loan to the museum.

It was also the first time Chauncey had ever really done anything nice for her at work.  To be sure, there had been many attempts at niceness, in the usual form of what she suspected were neatly practiced compliments, and the demonstrative rushing to open doors.  The only time he ever declared in that desperately boyish and somewhat ugly fashion that he loved her was over a year and a half ago when her husband had been murdered.  Chauncey took that as an opportunity to cozy up to the new widow, inadvertently creating disaster.

However, Juliet was now alienated from her father because of Chauncey.  She wouldn’t let herself forget that.

She glanced at the traffic behind her in the rearview mirror.  A flicker of headlight momentarily blinded her as she admitted to herself that perhaps it was not so much because of Chauncey, but because of hers and her father’s own stubbornness.  Her father wanted her to marry Chauncey, and recently disinherited her until she did so.  She did not mention this to Chauncey.  She did not want to encourage him or witness the self-satisfied look on his face.  

Or, possibly the crushed look of hatred when he realized he was not tantalizing romantic bait, only her father’s chosen pawn.

Juliet wondered briefly what effect her being disinherited would have on Chauncey’s ardor.  She thought him possessive, but not greedy.  At least not in the same way as her late husband Kurt, whose boldly frank avarice was known from the start to her father, but not to her, and still stung.

Past the busy downtown shopping areas, past department stores Sage-Allen, G. Fox, stone and brick bastions and great battleships of commerce on Hartford’s Main Street, past the City Hall, she turned left, continuing up where Main intersected and crossed to Albany Avenue and became Route 44.  This was her route out of Hartford, Connecticut, through the hill towns of the northwestern part of the state and up into the Berkshire Mountains of western Massachusetts.  The drive would take the better part of the afternoon.  She would return to Hartford late, or she might stay overnight, as Chauncey suggested, and return to the museum tomorrow with the painting.  It might lead to other courier assignments: Washington, London, Paris, Madrid, Rome.  Juliet smiled at the thought of it, not minding the squeaky windshield wipers.

She pulled the collar of her trench coat up with one hand and tucked the cashmere scarf snugly against her neck.  A slight climb in elevation began as she reached Hartford city limits, and traffic thinned out.  She passed through the villages of Avon, Canton, Pine Meadow and up towards Winston, and the turn-off for Torrington.  The sign made her think of Litchfield down the road from there, and Elmer.  

It did not really take much to think of Elmer; she thought about him a lot.  But their last adventure at the Litchfield horse show over six months ago was a different season and a different world away.  The lush green hills of those days were white and frozen now, trees were bare and though spring would rejuvenate the area in just a few short weeks, it all still looked on this rainy day as bleak and leaden and hopeless as her relationship with Elmer.  His quite opposite reaction to her being disinherited, his evident pleasure, distanced her more than the possibility of Chauncey’s being disappointed. 

She did not want to be loved for her money, the reason her late husband apparently loved her.  But neither did she want to be considered an acceptable girlfriend by Elmer because she had nothing.  Elmer had his pride, she had hers, her father had his, and Juliet was tired of juggling all of it.

Up toward Norfolk and Canaan, she turned onto Route 7 and headed northward, crossing the Massachusetts state line.  Route 7 followed the Housatonic River to the town of Great Barrington.  She stopped here and had coffee and a sandwich in a drugstore.  Chauncey would smile at the notation of such a paltry sum on her expense account.  If he knew about her being disinherited, he might even make an unthinking condescending remark about her choice of eating establishment, and urge her, in a sickeningly grandiose manner, to consider the museum expense account as akin to a line of credit.

Stop it, she thought to herself, ruining her mood when even the rain could not.  She glanced at the raindrops dotting the plate glass window of the drugstore.  It seemed like a scene in one of those gloomy, moody Hollywood movies they were making since the end of the war.  A chump picks up a strange dame on the highway, and his doom awaits him in a sticky mess of trouble.  A chump gets pinned for a murder he didn’t commit.  A chump finds a wad of dough, a lucky ticket, a grieving widow—and these are stepping-stones to a horrible fate—an assortment of what ifs providing no redemption and all leading to inevitable damnation.

There was a time Juliet would have enjoyed the mental puzzle and lightly brooded over the philosophical questions these movies presented to a mind educated on Proust and Chaucer and Tolstoy, but who nevertheless enjoyed the crude covers of salacious pulp novels.  Now, with all that had happened to her, she felt a need for the safety of gayer musicals and comedies that gave no opportunity for introspection.

Then, too, she wondered what a cover of War and Peace might look like illustrated in such a pulp novel style?  Bezúkhov, shirtless in the snow, clutching a scantily clad Natasha (with pouting red lips that spelled danger for a guy)?  

She ate slowly and watched the shoppers picking up prescriptions and razor blades and all the little sundry items that were irritating to run out of and strangely comforting to buy, especially on a small income.  She liked the drugstore.  The portable radio on the counter had a brief moment of dead air after the news, and she, as well as the soda jerk, involuntarily looked at the radio and held their breath until Patti Page “The Singing Rage” comfortingly slid into the first verse after a lazy horn intro and a few waltz-time beats of “The Tennessee Waltz.”  Juliet and the soda jerk caught each other’s eye, telegraphing mutual relief, and she slid off her stool to pay him.  She gave him seventy cents.

“Keep it,” she said.

“Thanks very much,” he said, smiling wide now as if remembering he had forgotten to smile up until this time.

She drove on, leaving town on Route 7 until she turned off to a long country road that was called Bookbinder Street.  The new town or village was evidenced only by a First Congregational Church, St. Brigid’s Roman Catholic Church, a Unitarian church, a small diner, and a drive-in restaurant, closed for the season.  A cluster of brick buildings from the middle nineteenth century held a bar and a few small shops and the Town Hall.  That was all of Nuthatch, Massachusetts.  Perhaps it was just the rain and the mist and the growing fog swirling up from the river alongside her, that made the town seem asleep, like a kind of dismal late winter Brigadoon.

It sat nestled at the base of gray Missionary Mountain.  She drove out of town, where Bookbinder Street intersected with another country road that was unnamed both on her map and on her directions Chauncey had written down.  She knew she had reached the Nuthatch town limits because there was a wooden sign that bounced off her headlights, paint peeling off it: You Are Leaving Nuthatch...Good.

It seemed as if the good might really be the word goodbye, but the BYE had either worn away faster than the other letters, or someone scratched it off as a joke.

The unnamed country road had no businesses or houses on it.  The western side of Missionary Mountain rose steeply from the Cold River in Nuthatch, and on the eastern side was fallow farmland, giving way to swamp and then to forest.

It was dark now.  Juliet slowed the car to a crawl, picking out the slight turns and the gentle rise of the road ahead of her in the headlights’ beam.  Her leather gloves gripped the steering wheel and she was aware of her hands cramping.  She drove a few miles more and then on her right spotted a sign that said Restricted and knew this was the place she’d been looking for, and entered through the opened gate of a fenced in area with a sense of both relief that she found it, and yet a creeping sense of dread.  A repository for artwork built inside a mountain was a strange idea, but a lot of strange ideas had been born of the nuclear age.

A doomsday shelter for artwork.  Very few knew about it, though Chauncey did, and she had to admit it increased her estimation of him.  That he shared the news with her and allowed her to act as courier for the artwork also raised him in her estimation.  Perhaps she was finally getting somewhere in her career, thanks to Chauncey.  Perhaps currier assignments to London and Paris were, indeed, not far off.

She only hoped that Chauncey could keep this on a professional basis and did not want something more personal on her return.

The uniformed guard approached the car, and she rolled down the window.  Cold, moist air filled the cabin of the car, instantly obliterating the toasty warmth from the heater.  The guard leaned down to put his face in the window.  He was a young man, his clean-shaven face pink from the cold, and he said nothing, but looked at her inquisitively.  Juliet fished out the packet of documents Chauncey had given her and gave the guard an authorization form signed by Marcus Wright, the Wadsworth director.  

“I’m Juliet Van Allen.  I’m from the Wadsworth Atheneum in Hartford.  I was told that I would be expected.  I’m here to pick up a painting.  It’s a Russo...” 

The young guard glanced at her paper and folded it back up without really reading it.  He thrust it back in the window for her to take and said in a cracking voice sounding as if it were still changing, “You can just pull up over there, ma’am.”  He pointed to a small row of empty parking spaces.  It was not a large lot, with only about five or six other cars here.  

Juliet parked the car, put the documents back in her briefcase, and walked to what she supposed was the entranceway to this plain cement bunker.  She had a strange feeling of being in a movie about spies and postwar intrigue.  Or, she smiled, was she a chump about to take one life’s sucker punches?  All this for a painting, she thought.  

Another guard asked to see her authorization at the door.  She pulled it out again and decided to just keep it in her hand from now on.  She entered and was required to sign her name and show identification to another guard at a desk inside, and was told to wait for Mr. Feldstein.  

There were two metal chairs with a lamp and a metal standing ashtray between them.  Juliet sat down, still all buttoned up in her trench coat, chilled from leaving her warm car, and perhaps, she mused, from the foreboding atmosphere of this place.

In a moment a man came through a set of glass doors, which emitted a buzzing sound as the lock was released.  He was dressed well in a finely tailored dark suit, a tall man with blond hair and blue eyes, and a ready smile.  For the first time she began to relax.

“Miss Van Allen?”

Juliet stood as if she’d been on a job interview and extended her gloved hand, “Yes.  Mr. Feldstein?”

He took her hand and shook it warmly, still a great lazy smile that never wavered on his handsome face.  “I’m sure we can take care of you pretty quickly.  My secretary has already made out the loan documents and the painting has been crated, but it’s not been sealed.  You can examine the painting for verification before we close it.  All right?”

“Yes.  That’s fine.”  

He opened the glass door for her after the guard had buzzed open the security lock, and she proceeded down the hall with him.  She’d been instructed by Chauncey to look at the painting before accepting it and to compare it with the photograph he had given her.  It was all largely a matter of formality, he said, but in this rather military-style archives that seemed more like an outpost than a museum, Juliet began to wonder just how serious a matter was implied by all this formality.

Mr. Feldstein gestured to turn into the corridor on the right.  “Did you drive yourself?”

“Yes, I drove up from Hartford.  It’s not that bad, though I suppose the roads may freeze over tonight.”

“You can count on it.  The bottom’s supposed to drop out of the thermometer, at least here in the Berkshires.  I hope it doesn’t get too tricky for you on the way back.  You might have to put up somewhere for the night if it’s too treacherous.”

“I had planned for that, but I think I want to get this painting back to the Atheneum as quickly as possible.  I’m very impressed with your security, Mr. Feldstein, but I admit it’s all beginning to seem a little too cloak and dagger for me.”  She laughed softly, and he flashed another grin at her.

“I suppose our seriousness in securing these works of art is meant to intimidate anyone who might feel inclined to steal them or to damage them by not taking them as seriously as we do or lose them altogether.  The war has left some of the world’s most important works of art destroyed and others have gone missing.  How many escaped Nazis lined their pockets with fenced paintings in the past four or five years, I wouldn’t want to guess.”

The dim cement corridor, long and gray, echoed their footsteps.  Every thirty feet or so, a bare bulb protruded from the wall, limply hanging from a trailing wire.  It had the heavy, hopeless feeling of a prison.

Juliet asked, “How many works of art are stored here?”

“I can’t tell you.” His voice was a warm baritone.  She liked the sound of it.

“Because you don’t know, or because it’s classified?”

Mr. Feldstein smiled at her again, only coyly raised his eyebrows and said nothing, and opened another glass fire door.  On the other side, there was another intersection where the corridor split off into three ways.  Down one at the end of the leftmost one, she saw two men talking beneath the glare of a single light bulb mounted on the wall.  It felt comforting to her that there were others in the building.  Feldstein showed her down the right corridor and paused at another glass fire door.  Juliet could see an office where a woman sat at a desk. Mr. Feldstein tapped on the glass door and the woman, small, in a gray suit, a color that matched the walls, looking congenial and in her mid-fifties, smiled and got up to unlock the door. 

Mr. Feldstein gestured with a proper sweep of his arm to let Juliet pass first.  “This is Miss Harvey.  She’s got the documents ready for your signature.  Miss Harvey, will you have Ted and Emile bring the painting?”  

Miss Harvey phoned the request to another part of the building.  Juliet read the paperwork as carefully as she could, trying to give the occasion the dignity she felt it deserved despite her feelings of both amusement and intimidation.  She couldn’t resist an aside to Miss Harvey, “You people don’t have uranium stored here, do you?”  She laughed, but Miss Harvey only gave a perfunctory smile and went back to her earphones and her Dictaphone transcription.  

Two men in gray coveralls carried in a flat wooden box, about a yard wide and four feet long.  They lifted the wooden lid, and Juliet approached to look at the Russo.

Juliet held the black and white photograph in a pantomime of protocol as she rested her other hand on the edge of the wooden box.  With a far more genuine attitude of reverence, she looked down upon Russo’s Supplication to Venus.  The oil painting, of course, was in color, the dusky pigments of the sixteenth century.  The artist’s cape was a deep vermilion and the flesh of the woman was the imagined lustrous skin tone of a goddess who dwelled in a far more perfect world.  A world that was not black and white, or gray.  The shadows on her body dripped from the rose bower above her, shadows hung heavy on the trees in the distant forest and in the curves of her desirable body.  The artist’s demonstrated desire for her seemed cartoonish in the oversimplification on the image in the black and white photograph compared to the image in the much larger painting with the loving detail of meticulous brushstrokes in soft pastel colors of her hair and the lace at the man’s throat.  All washed over in the tint of the golden afternoon.  Juliet said nothing, but stared open mouthed, her breast rising and falling delicately, which she sensed Feldstein noted.

“Tell me you’re not pleased with it.”  Feldstein said, a smile in his voice.  Juliet was aware of Miss Harvey’s stepping over from her desk once more, tilting her head around Juliet’s shoulder to look at Juliet’s expression.  Juliet was not aware if at this time she should gush, or simply stuff the documents in her briefcase in a businesslike way and tell him the painting was satisfactory.  She took the middle ground.

“I like it very much.  So will Hartford,” she said, and gave one last sigh, as she turned her eyes away and nodded to the men in coveralls, silently signaling that they were to seal the crate for transport.

The man wielded tacks and ball-peen hammers, a cross between conjurers and surgeons, and they sealed up the crate.  Mr. Feldstein presented Juliet with his signature on a set of documents, signing with a firm hand, scratching his fountain pen on the last with two carbons.  Juliet recalled with amusement how astounded Elmer was when she first showed him a ballpoint pen.  It wasn’t too long after that he purchased his own and carried it in the inner breast pocket of his suit coat.  She wasn’t sure if it was a toy to him, or a mark of excellence, or respectability, or whatever it is that Elmer was self-consciously searching for so desperately.  Mr. Feldstein evidently eschewed the modern ballpoint.  She couldn’t help but think it classy of him, if less practical on forms with carbons.

She could feel the tension in her forehead creased by her frown.  She mentally and most severely admonished herself for keeping Elmer so much in the forefront of her thoughts.

Stop it, Juliet, she thought to herself again.  She caught Mr. Feldstein’s look of curiosity at the changing expression of her face.

“Something out of order?”

Even in the damp chill of the bunker, Juliet could feel the heat of the blush on her fair cheeks, like being caught again, as a child, pretending to oneself.

“No,” she lied, “I was just wondering if I should head back over to Great Barrington and find someplace to stay the night.”

“That might not be a bad idea.  But if you’re determined to push a little farther, you might find an auto court along Route 23, or heading south on Route 8.  Now that the ski season is winding down, it should be easier to get a room.  Of course, it might not be the most stylish or comfortable.  If you’re looking for something a bit more cozy you’re better off in Great Barrington.  One of my favorite spots is the Red Lion Inn in Stockbridge, but I suppose that’s a little out of your way.  Still, I always say a little extra time, a little more money, a few more miles is always worth it to get what you really want.”  He screwed the cap onto his fountain pen and slipped it into his inner coat pocket, just where Elmer had always kept his brand-new ballpoint pen toy.  Who was the more self-conscious, Elmer and his new pen, or Mr. Feldstein holding out for only the best?

Stop it, Juliet.

Juliet felt a sudden urge to leave this place quickly, a certain burst of restlessness, perhaps even a chill up her spine like an unmitigated anxiety attack equally without warning and confounding.  She decided she was weary of rationalizing it, and just wanted to complete her assignment before the novelty of it wore off completely.

“Thank you for everything, Mr. Feldstein.  The museum will contact you with assurances that the painting has arrived safely, and you will certainly receive an invitation to the opening of the exhibit.  I hope you’ll come.”

He responded charmingly, with an attitude of perhaps knowing how handsome he was, with a smile like a tip of the hat, without any suggestion of commitment to it.  She lingered perhaps a little longer than she meant to on his smile, then pulled away and walked to the door feeling suddenly foolish when the door would not open, and that even if it did, she wouldn’t know how to get out of this place.  A brief harsh sound of an electric buzzer, and the door lock was released.  Mr. Feldstein stepped briskly to the door and opened it for her with a gallantry that highlighted her foolishness, even as it seemingly attempted to cover it up.  Feldstein led her out into the maze of corridors with Ted and Emile stoically carrying the wooden box behind them as they approached the first intersecting hallway.  She could hear above the echoing clap of their footsteps on the concrete, the muffled sound of voices growing louder.  

As they reached the intersecting hallway, Juliet saw to her right the two men speaking she had witnessed earlier, but their conversation had grown more excited, and from what she could tell, more angry as one man pushed the other, clapping his hands on the other man’s chest as he shoved him.  The other man did not attempt to fight back, but he stood rigid, angry, appalled, distracted only by Juliet’s having stopped to watch them.

His wide dark, deep-set eyes shifted only slightly over his opponent’s shoulder to look at Juliet.  They made eye contact.  He took a deep breath and brushed his hand through his dark hair, which mussed it and made it stand up like bristles.  He had a pencil-thin mustache as was popular in the thirties.  Juliet had an idea that he might answer the other man in kind but was withholding any action because she was watching him.

Juliet looked back to Mr. Feldstein, embarrassed and confused, “I’m sorry, which way?”

Mr. Feldstein took her elbow and pulled her to the left, “This way, Miss Van Allen.”  He continued to guide her, gently grasping her arm at the elbow until they reached the entranceway.  The two men carrying the painting said nothing but continued to follow them.

The guard stood up, smiling and nodded to Mr. Feldstein.  He hitched his pants and tapped his pencil on his desk.  Juliet had an idea this was probably the highlight of the guard’s day and there were few visitors for him to check in and out.

Sidney Feldstein opened the outer door for her to a gush of cold, damp air that assaulted them, yet Juliet found it welcome.  It represented escape and a sense of freedom from a strange feeling of claustrophobia that had come over her in the building.  

“The men will load the box into your car.  I’ll be in touch with the Wadsworth.  It was so nice meeting you, Miss Van Allen.”

With both hands, he shook her gloved right hand, then locking his eyes on her, kissed her hand in a continental gesture that flustered Juliet and surprised her.  She wondered if that was his intent.

The flat wooden box tucked into the back seat of her Lincoln Cosmopolitan, Juliet pulled out of the slushy parking lot and back onto the unnamed county road through the dark woods and continued to drive, crawling through an eerie world of monster movie ground fog, until she reached Route 8, which would take her directly south back into Connecticut.

Juliet could not name the reason for the feeling associated with the chill down her spine, only knowing it had nothing to do with the cold, damp weather.  The car was warm, but her sense of comfort at being alone and her spirit of adventure had left her in the last hour.  She knew only that she was unsettled and wondered if it was because of the interest she felt for Mr. Feldstein.  

What was the attraction?  He was most certainly an attractive man.  But there was something else, a compelling sense of fascination that also triggered a sense of caution.  She remembered a similar hopeless fascination, even compulsion, for Kurt that remained as strong and gripping from the day she first met him until the day she caught him having an affair with another woman and perhaps never quite left even then.  She wondered if Kurt were still alive, would he still have that hold over her?

She realized shamefacedly that he did, because she thought of him that way, even now.

She did not want to stay over the night at an auto court.  That would be a sensible thing to do, but she wanted only to get back to Hartford and leave this astonishing painting, that likewise seemed to have some power over her now that she had seen it in all its glorious colors.  It was after hours.  She decided to call Chauncey at his home and ask him to meet her at the museum, where he could take charge of the painting.

In Winstead, she found a phone booth, plunked in the coins, and was relieved beyond her own belief when she heard Chauncey’s voice.

***
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Chauncey met her in front of her apartment building.  She recognized his hunter green car.  It was a Lincoln Cosmopolitan like hers, a later model.  She felt he’d bought the car to copy her, or what was rather her husband Kurt’s choice, an action at the time she felt was less flattering than it was creepy.  Now she’d come to recognize it as a somewhat touching, if pathetic gesture to compete with Kurt. Juliet thought to herself that men have their egos, but so do women.  She could not deny that she was flattered.

It was dark now, but Chauncey had parked under a street lamp, diamonds of mist on the brim of his hat.  He tugged at his leather gloves, a natty gesture that looked more like Fred Astaire preparing to lead his partner to the dance, rather than to prepare to lift a large flat wooden box and carry it.  Juliet found a parking space behind him.  It was good to step out of the car and stretch her legs even though she immediately stood in a puddle of slush up to her ankles, as the storm drains were becoming clogged with ice.  A rude, if bracing awakening.

She opened the back door of the car, which was rear-hinged on a Cosmopolitan, and Chauncey wordlessly slid the box out from the back seat, and they walked to the building.  By subconscious agreement, they said nothing and Juliet mused that a suddenly businesslike and top-secret attitude came over them, just as it was in the archival bunker.  To be sure, one did not discuss in loud tones the possession of a very valuable object out in the street, whether it was a painting or whether it was a sack of diamonds.

They brought it into Juliet’s apartment, because Chauncey had explained over the phone that he was not able to get into the Wadsworth.  He had left his keys at work.  Rather than rouse Marcus, the museum director, he felt it more expedient for Juliet to simply take the painting home for the evening, and he would help her bring it to work in the morning.

It suddenly occurred to her in the elevator that he could have simply called the night watchman, Henry, and have him open the door for them.  

Chump meets his doom in a twist of fate, but who was the chump, Juliet thought, her or Chauncey?

Outside her apartment, Chauncey rested the box on the carpeted hallway floor while Juliet dug out her keys and opened the door.

“Chauncey, we should have just called Henry to let us in.  This way you’ll have to come back first thing in the morning to take the painting.”

“I could just stay the night.”

The penny dropped.  What a fool I am.

Juliet stopped, like someone running smack into a brick wall.  Perhaps the cold sweat she’d been experiencing since leaving the archive bunker was a premonition from the innermost reaches of her soul and conscience that she had been dangerously riding the fence too long.

She turned to face Chauncey, but his reflexes were faster and his mission was well plotted.  He grasped her shoulders, pulled her to him and kissed her, nudging her against the door jamb.  The standing rectangular box tipped slightly and leaned against Juliet, its top edge resting against her waist.  Her trophy and her responsibility and her burden of conscience would have made a resounding clap had she let it fall to the floor, disturbing the neighbors and possibly damaging the painting.  She was caught between the devil and the deep blue Russo.

She pulled her lips from his, breathlessly, but he kissed her again, firmly and determined.  He mumbled, “Marry me,” into her cheek as she turned her face away.

“Chauncey—.”

“Marry me, Juliet.  Let me take care of you.”

His gloved hand grasped her cheek and pulled her face back to meet his kiss.  It was not a tender action, but a show of force.  She let the painting fall.  The thud and crack did not rouse neighbors.  Chauncey gave it no notice, did not even appear to hear it.  He pushed against her harder, backing her into the open door, into her apartment.
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Chapter Two
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Halfway between the doorway and the couch Juliet was able to muster enough breath to say, “Stop.”

She felt his weight fall upon her, and she lost her balance.  Then she was able to right herself and find her footing again when Chauncey’s body instantly heaved to the left and then backed away from her—as a large hand from behind him clamped upon his shoulder, yanking him away from Juliet. 

Chauncey pivoted, turning to look at the intruder, his impediment to a romantic evening. It was Chauncey who was now off-balance and unable to prepare himself for the blow to his stomach. Chauncey bent at the waist with a sickening gasp, when a second punch leveled at his face jerked him backward.  He tumbled over the coffee table, sending a ceramic ashtray smashing to pieces on the floor, and he landed on them as he finally collapsed on the living room floor dazed, out of breath, and decidedly irritated.

Elmer, still hunched in his boxer’s stance, took a long and eminently satisfied look at Chauncey on the floor. The sight pleased him, and he wanted it to linger in his memory for a long time. He cast a brief glance over at Juliet, as if to ascertain that she was well. Then he looked back at Chauncey, only partly in prudence to defend himself should Chauncey try to fight back; mainly because he so enjoyed the sight of Chauncey in a fetal position on the floor gasping, groaning and bleeding from his patrician nose.

Elmer found his own breath at last before the other two and blurted his rehearsed speech: “The lady said, ‘Stop.’”

Then he glanced over at Juliet again expecting, hoping, for a look of gratitude. He was not disappointed. She silently telegraphed, blinking away tears, that she was glad he showed up when he did, that he had put to an end to an unpleasant situation for her, and yet there was something else in her expression as well. He could not read it yet. He did not know she was thinking about chumps in the current movies who find themselves on the path of doom simply for being human. If he had, he would have thought that of the three of them, he was the chump.

Having spent some seven years in prison for being a prize chump and helping thieves to rob a museum, while “on the outside” his wife died, and with his daughter remanded into foster care, Elmer was still on his own path of finding his destiny, but he did not expect redemption. He did not even hope for it. In the two years that he had been released from prison and discovered that his daughter had died in the infamous Hartford circus fire while he was incarcerated, he had adjusted both to freedom and to loss, and he had learned to hope only for a little peace. He did not feel there would be any redemption for him because his mistakes were unforgivable; certainly, his family, who chose to have nothing to do with him upon his release, was not forgiving. Elmer could not forgive himself.

But in protecting Juliet, and flattening Chauncey, he found if not redemption, at least a great deal of personal satisfaction. He would treasure the memory of it on cold winter nights such as this.

Chauncey, rubbing his stomach, sat up and winced as the jagged pieces of ceramic ashtray cut into his expensive suit, and left sharp, tiny slashes on the pale white skin on the back of his legs and his buttocks. He pulled himself to a stand, kneeling on the sharp pieces of ceramic ashtray that he had missed in his fall, and mumbling curses, stood and glared at Elmer.  Elmer had an easier time reading his expression than Juliet’s. A man either cowers and is resentful; panics and is resentful, shoots a dagger of a glare from his eyes as if to indicate his revenge will be swift and merciless; or the final tactic, the one Chauncey chose, was to regard Elmer with a look that related Elmer was a fool and a joke.

Chauncey rose slightly in Elmer’s estimation. His manfully adopted disdain proved that though Chauncey was not an especially good fighter, despite the size advantage he had over Elmer—he stood at least half a foot taller—he retained his superiority. Chauncey had been born into a well-to-do family, had been educated, was an officer in the last war and had not spent the war in prison. All this he had over Elmer and always would, and they both knew it. In this instance, however, Elmer had one thing over Chauncey, but it was not being the better fighter. He had, only for this moment, the moral high ground. Juliet had said, “Stop.”  

If Chauncey had not known that Elmer heard it, he might have fought back. Instead, he left, not with his hat in his hand—that was still lying in the hallway with the painting. He left with his dignity and the sure knowledge that Juliet’s weak “stop” was just something women said to inflame the ardor of men.

Chauncey turned to Juliet, looking into her light green eyes, and said, “I’ll see you in the morning. We’ll take the painting in together.” It was not a gentlemanly offer. It was a directive from her superior. Chauncey stepped over the minefield of ceramic ashtray bits, glowering sideways at Elmer as he passed, as if to put him in his place with a look of disgust, and walked to the doorway. He picked up the painting in the crate and lifted it high over his shoulders, more than he needed to do, perhaps to show his strength, and carried it into the apartment. He set it on the floor and tilted it gently against the wall, with seeming tenderness and care as befits an ancient and expensive piece of art
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