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 CHAPTER
ONE

 


 


The gem lay in a black box
lined with white velvet, the better to display the deep, rich red
and the brilliant sparks of light flashing off the facets. It had
been cut into a circular disc, almost two inches in diameter, and
was set into a gold pendant, threaded on a string of pearls. How
long the string was, Kathy couldn’t say, as the rest of the
necklace had been tucked under the velvet.

“Good heavens, Freddie,” Kathy gasped. “You
want me to wear that?”

“Yes,” her husband said as he gently pulled
the necklace from the box. “Well, it’s what Grandfather wanted when
he gave it to me.”

“But, but, it’s so huge.” Kathy tried to
gather her shocked wits together. “I mean, it’s beautiful, but… I’m
sorry, Freddie. I’d be terrified the string would break or that I’d
lose it somehow. My God, it must be worth a king’s ransom!”

“Not quite,” said Freddie, still grinning. He
had obviously anticipated his wife’s reaction.

Kathy gazed at him as a rush of fondness
filled her for her tall, lean, and incredibly wealthy husband. She
seldom thought about him as being incredibly wealthy. However,
every now and then, moments would come up and she would be startled
by just what it meant to not only have more money than the U.S.
Mint but to be included in Freddie’s resulting social status.

This was one such moment. Kathy had been
bathed, primped and puffed and was adorned in a beaded light green
silk gown that complimented her brown eyes. Her neatly bobbed brown
hair sported a jeweled and feathered band. Real diamond earrings
dropped from her ears.

Freddie removed the necklace from its box and
gently slid the length of pearls over Kathy’s head, then picked up
the ruby pendant from where it dangled just above her full
bosom.

“Blood red,” he whispered. “Deep and rich,
like the blood coursing through our veins, like our love for each
other.”

Kathy looked into Freddie’s green eyes and
felt herself melting. “Oh, Freddie.”

He gently laid the ruby pendant against
Kathy’s chest. Virginia, the lady’s maid, approached with a mirror,
but Kathy waved her off.

“No, thank you,” she said. “I don’t want to
look. I simply want to think about what you just said, Freddie. If
I think about that, I’ll be fine.”

“Then come, my love, our chariot awaits.”

Freddie, decked out in white tie and tails,
his strawberry blond hair neatly parted in the middle and slicked
down, offered his arm and Kathy took it.

Her eleven-year-old brother Gamaliel was in
the foyer all but dancing with anticipation as the two emerged from
the back of the apartment.

“Kathy! Don’t you look swell!” he yelped with
a grin.

His stocky frame was clothed in knickers,
shirt, and coat, like a proper little gentleman. But having only
lived with Freddie and Kathy for two short months, his behavior
generally reflected his life as the Kansas farm boy he was. Freddie
roughed up the brown hair, so like his sister’s.

“Gam, please, no slang,” sighed Kathy.

She looked up to see that Freddie’s sister
Honoria was waiting in the foyer with Honoria’s roommate and
friend, Ivy St. James. Honoria had her brother’s tall, slender
frame and greenish brown eyes, although her hair was brown and
bobbed. Ivy was somewhat shorter and rounder than Honoria, with
bright red hair. Honoria wore a yellow gown with beads and gathers
around the lowered waist, and a diamond hair band and earrings. Ivy
was dressed in a lavender day dress with no jewelry whatsoever.

“I wish I was going,” Gam sighed.

“I very much doubt that,” Ivy said, in her
deep, throaty voice. “They’ll have to be terribly correct, whilst
you and I are going to have ever so much fun.”

“Mrs. Davies said he was to complete
diagramming his sentences first,” Freddie said, holding his hand
out.

Letting out a sigh as deep and profound as a
wishing well, Gam handed Freddie the copy of The Wall Street
Journal he’d been trying to hide. Sliding the newspaper under his
arm, Freddie snapped his fingers. Gam sighed again, pulled the
pocket knife from his knickers and handed it to Freddie.

“If I catch you with it again, that’s another
two days without it,” Freddie told him.

Ivy kissed Kathy’s cheek, then Honoria’s. “Do
try to have fun, you three. It will make your mother so happy that
she’s finally able to present Kathy to her set.”

The senior Mrs. Little had been trying to
arrange a formal reception for her new daughter-in-law ever since
she’d found out that Kathy was married to Freddie. That had
happened late the previous October, but November proved to be too
soon, and December became awkward because of the holidays and the
fact that Freddie had brought Kathy’s parents and siblings to New
York City so that Kathy’s mother could visit her brothers and
sisters, who all lived in the city.

So, the reception had originally been
scheduled for late January, but Freddie’s grandfather had taken a
bad fall early in the month, his health had failed and he’d passed
away two days before the reception was to have happened. The
reception had therefore been put off again to early March and since
there had been no further complications, it looked as though Gloria
Derby Little was finally going to get her wish. Kathy was nervous
enough about the party without the addition of a pre-party meeting
with her father-in-law, but Freddie’s father had asked to see him
immediately before the event and Freddie was apprehensive enough
about the conference to ask Kathy and Honoria to be there, as
well.

“I’m sure everything will be all right,”
Freddie said, aiming a quick glance at his wife and sister. “Now,
ladies, it is high time we left. Thank you, Ivy, for staying with
Gam.”

“My pleasure, darlings,” Ivy said with a wink
at Gam.

Kathy was quite sure it would be a pleasure
for Ivy. Both she and Gam had a most disturbing love for mischief.
Not the serious kind, but Kathy doubted that Gam’s sentences would
be diagrammed by the end of the evening.

The ride over to the mansion near 59th and
Madison was quiet. Honoria asked Freddie and Kathy how their new
publishing company was doing. Kathy wished she hadn’t asked but
said that it was going well and chose not to elaborate. Freddie
didn’t say much, either. Kathy asked Honoria about how well her new
magazine was doing, but Honoria said only that it was doing well
enough and did not say more. What no one in the car mentioned was
the coming conference to which Freddie had been summoned.

The chauffeur let the three out on the
circular drive behind the mansion. It was adjacent to the formal
entrance that led into the mansion’s ballroom. Briggeman, the
slightly stooped butler, had a footman take the outerwear from the
three, then showed them down the hall to the game room.

The room’s walls were cluttered with stuffed
heads of lions and bears and a huge rhinoceros. Glass-fronted cases
displayed a collection of all manner of guns. A large billiards
table filled most of one half of the room, and several leather
chairs and end tables were scattered about the other half, near a
wall with a dart board hanging on it. Frederick Gordon Little, now
Senior, was standing next to the billiards table polishing a small
rifle when Freddie, Honoria, and Kathy entered.

“Father, we’re here, as you asked,” Freddie
said.

The elder Little looked up from his gun, then
frowned at the two women. He was tall and fair-haired, although
Kathy suspected that in his younger days, his hair had been redder.
He looked quite dapper in his white tie and tails, but the angry
glare on his face marred his appearance.

“What are they doing here?” he asked Freddie,
nodding at Kathy and Honoria.

“I asked them,” Freddie said, tightly. “Now,
what do you wish to discuss?”

Mr. Little, Senior, put the gun down on the
edge of the billiards table, dropped the cloth next to it, then
picked up a crystal tumbler presumably filled with whiskey. The
liquid was amber and Kathy seriously doubted it was tea.

“We need to call a shareholders meeting,” Mr.
Little said.

“We could, but it wouldn’t do any good,”
Freddie said. “Until Grandfather’s will has finished probate, no
one has enough shares for a quorum to make a vote valid.”

Kathy watched as Freddie’s father pursed his
lips in anger. Even though Mr. Little held the chairmanship of the
family textile business that fueled their wealth, Freddie had not
only been made executor of his grandfather’s will, he was to
receive all of his grandfather’s shares of the business. The few
remaining shares were spread out among several of Freddie’s
great-uncles, uncles, and cousins. Mr. Little’s normally bombastic
temperament had not been sweetened by the terms of his father’s
will and the fact that his son would soon hold the controlling
interest in the business.

Mr. Little moved around a chair and set his
drink down on a nearby occasional table with a thud. Kathy started
to walk toward Freddie, thought better of it, and ended up next to
the billiards table and the gun. Idly, she looked down and saw that
the long, dark muzzle was filigreed with gold.

“We’re going to contest the will,” Mr. Little
said, looking out over the room.

“I agree it was not fair for Grandfather to
leave me everything, but you still have the chairmanship of the
company,” Freddie said, clearly trying to hang onto his patience.
“You have no grounds.”

“There is undue influence,” Mr. Little said,
stiffly, still not looking at the others in the room.

“That’s ridiculous,” snapped Honoria. “The
will was dated August 1925. Freddie spent hardly any time at all
with him that year.”

Kathy tried to swallow a sudden rush of
guilt. She and Freddie had met in early December 1924. Since then,
Freddie had spent a good deal of time with her, especially after
they had married in July of 1925. They’d managed to keep the
marriage a secret until the following October. Having their
relationship made public had fortunately meant Freddie had more
time to spend with his grandfather, especially after the old man’s
fall.

Mr. Little looked at his daughter as if he
was surprised she existed, then glared at her. “I’ll thank you to
stay out of this.”

Honoria began to protest, but Freddie held up
his hand.

“You said we,” Freddie said to his father.
“Who else is involved?”

“Your Uncle Stephen, Uncle Thomas, and
Great-Uncle Albert,” Mr. Little said.

“Aunt Thelma’s husband, Aunt Miranda’s
husband and Grandfather’s younger brother,” Honoria whispered to
Kathy, who knew hardly any of Freddie’s extended family.

“I see,” said Freddie. “Well. Is there
anything else you have to say, sir?”

“That is all.” Mr. Little held himself up
straight, then glanced over at Kathy. His face began to turn red
and he pointed at her necklace. “Where did you get that ruby?”

Kathy stepped back in shock.

“I gave it to her,” Freddie said. “She’s my
wife and entitled to it.”

“How did you get it out of probate?” Mr.
Little sputtered.

“Grandfather gave it to me before he died,”
Freddie said quietly. “It was not part of the estate.” Freddie
turned and offered his arms to Kathy and Honoria. “Ladies? We’ll
speak again later, Father.”

Honoria was trembling with fury as they
stepped into the empty ballroom.

“The utter nerve of him,” she snapped. “So,
the four horsemen are riding again. How dare they?”

“They are trying to act in the family’s best
interests,” Freddie said calmly, although Kathy could see that he
didn’t believe it.

“It wasn’t bad enough they forced Grandfather
to retire from the chairmanship in favor of Father,” said
Honoria

“They didn’t force him,” Freddie said. “There
was no way they could have. Grandfather had controlling interest
and was not about to give it up.”

“I don’t understand,” said Kathy.

“In April of Twenty-Four,” explained Freddie.
“Uncle Stephen, Uncle Thomas, Great-Uncle Albert, and Father all
got together and suggested that since Grandfather was almost
eighty-five, it was time to let Father take his turn at running the
business.”

“They ganged up on him, is what they did,”
Honoria said. “From the way Aunt Thelma tells it, the four of them
all but laid hands on Grandfather to get what they wanted. And you
know what a hulking brute Uncle Thomas is.”

“Still, it was Grandfather’s choice to
retire,” Freddie said. “Even if all the family had voted to have
him retire, Grandfather still owned over seventy percent of the
shares. They couldn’t outvote him.”

“But they could hurt him,” Honoria sniffed.
“And I’m sure they threatened to. I’d watch your back around all of
them, Freddie.”

“Darlings!” Gloria appeared at the other end
of the empty ballroom, smiling broadly. Though not as tall as her
children and considerably stouter, she was an imposing figure,
nonetheless, and generally utterly confident in her bearing as a
woman of society. Decked out in a steel blue ballgown and diamonds
and sapphires, she looked even more regal than usual. “You came
early.”

“Yes,” said Freddie. But Kathy could see that
while he was genuinely glad to see his mother, he was not happy
about the timing of their arrival.

Gloria frowned. “Oh, dear. You spoke to your
father, didn’t you?”

“Did you know what he had planned?” Honoria
asked as she kissed her mother’s cheek.

Gloria kissed Freddie then Kathy. “It was
about him and your uncles contesting the will, wasn’t it? I’m sorry
he’s being so unpleasant, darlings.”

“What did he tell you about it?” Freddie
asked.

“Absolutely nothing,” Gloria said with a
ladylike snort. “I had to find out from your Aunt Thelma. She’s got
some nastiness up her sleeve, the old witch. I wouldn’t have
invited her and Stephen or the rest of them if I couldn’t have
avoided it. I do so want this to be a warm welcome for our dear
little Kathy.”

Gloria suddenly stepped back, looking at
Kathy’s chest in wonder.

“The ruby,” she said, then stopped.

“Yes,” said Freddie. “Grandfather gave it to
me before he passed. He said it was her turn to wear it.”

“Of course, it is,” Gloria said, slowly
recovering herself. “Actually, it’s perfect. You should be wearing
it, my dear. It deserves to be shown off. And you deserve to show
it.” She paused and took Kathy’s hands in her. “I mean that.”

Gloria’s warmth for her daughter-in-law had
surprised everyone, including Gloria. But Kathy had found herself
genuinely liking the society matron and the two were becoming fast
friends, perhaps even closer than Gloria was to her own children.
So, once more, Kathy smiled and promised herself that she would not
let herself be intimidated by New York’s famed Four Hundred.

It was not an easy task. As the guests filed
past in the receiving line, the men in white tie and tails, the
women in a rainbow of colors covered with glittering beads and real
gems, Kathy felt overwhelmed once again. Later, after the guests
had arrived and she had been released from the line, she noticed
many of the women furtively glancing at her waistline. Kathy did
not doubt that they were speculating about when the first Little
grandchild would arrive. At least, she told herself, she would have
the last laugh. Not only was there no grandchild on the way, but
there wouldn’t likely be one if her luck held. Not that Freddie was
much help that way. She smiled as she remembered the night
before.

“Well, you look happy,” said a man’s voice
next to her.

Kathy turned. The man was of medium height,
but round as a ball, balding with fat lips.

“I’m sorry?” Kathy said.

“Your smile,” he said. “You look happy.”

There was something vaguely smarmy about the
way he said it. Between that and what Kathy had been smiling about,
she felt herself growing hot and flustered.

“It’s, um, nothing,” Kathy stammered. “Mr….
um… I’m so terribly sorry. There have been so many people.”

“Everyone knows me. Miles Johnson.” The man
held out his pudgy hands. “Owner of First National Bank of New
York. King of banking and finance.”

Which Kathy suddenly realized meant that he
was not a member of the Social Register. People of that caste
seldom, if ever, referred to their wealth or how they got it. Mr.
Johnson, it appeared, was what Mrs. Little would refer to
disdainfully as a “nouveau,” or someone who had only recently
acquired his wealth, and by recently, that meant within the past
two generations. It also occurred to Kathy that she had seen
photographs of Mr. Johnson in some of the trashier newspapers she’d
seen on the subway. He’d married Lovey, a girl young enough to be
his granddaughter, and their stormy marriage provided all manner of
steamy speculation for the tabloids. Kathy had seen several other
nouveau but somewhat less notorious businessmen and their wives
sprinkled through the crowd and suspected that her father-in-law
was behind the invitations. Mr. Little often boasted of how
democratic he was and loved showing off how many businessmen he
counted as his friends.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Johnson,”
Kathy said.

“Good to meet you, Mrs. Little.” He grinned
and pointed at the gem on her necklace. “That there is some rock
you’re wearing.” He leaned forward. “You know, I was supposed to
buy that from old Fred over there.” He jerked his thumb in the
direction of Freddie’s father. “I could still offer you something
for it.”

“This is a family heirloom, Mr. Johnson,”
Kathy replied. “It is not for sale.”

“That’s what Fred said.” Mr. Johnson
sniggered. “I’ll find a way. I always get what I want.”

“I’m sure you do,” Kathy said. “Now, if
you’ll excuse me.”

Kathy pushed away through the people. It was
surprisingly warm and crowded in the ballroom now that it was
filled. A band was playing jazz softly at one end, while couples
stiffly danced. Waiters circulated with champagne and
hors-d'oeuvres, and a dinner buffet had been set up in the opposite
part of the room.

“Hello, darling,” said an older woman. She
was tall and slender, with reddish-white hair piled on top of her
head and pinned there with diamonds and emeralds to match the rest
of her parure and flowing light green dress.

“Hello, Aunt Miranda,” Kathy said after a
second’s fumbling for the name of Freddie’s aunt.

“I see you’re wearing the family ruby.” Aunt
Miranda’s smile was as warm as a snake’s. “It’s so good seeing it
again.”

Kathy covered the gem with her hand and
flushed. “I’m glad you think so.”

Aunt Miranda smiled and moved on. Kathy began
to realize that several of the women in the crowd were also gazing
at her necklace. One woman, in particular, a Mrs. Everett Lewton,
had smiled when she and her husband had been presented in the
receiving line. As Kathy turned to take a glass of champagne from a
passing waiter, she noticed Mrs. Lewton scowling at her chest once
again.

Kathy sipped her champagne and wondered if
she should try to strike up a conversation with somebody. The women
seemed disinclined to chat with her, although they were polite. The
men ignored her, beyond the occasional request for a dance, which
she refused.

Her high heels were making her feet ache, so
she left her glass on the first available side table and headed
through the hallway to the drawing room in the hopes of finding
someplace to sit. The doors to the room were wide open and before
Kathy could enter, she heard the strident voice of Aunt Thelma
Coates coming from inside.

“You don’t know the half of it,” she was
saying.

Kathy slipped to the hallway side of the door
and continued to listen.

“Fred is quite worried about all three of
them,” Aunt Thelma said. “Stephen finally did the right thing and
hired a private detective to find out about her antecedents. I
mean, she’s obviously quite unsuitable, and that ridiculous story
about her father being a landowner in Kansas. He’s a farmer!”

There was a fluttering of shocked female
voices and Kathy sighed. Aunt Thelma was talking about her father,
who was a farmer in Hays, Kansas.

“And that’s not even the worst of it,” Aunt
Thelma continued. “Freddie was convicted of murder last summer. How
he escaped, I have no idea.”

“He was let go because he was completely
innocent and fully exonerated as such,” Kathy said, wheeling into
the room.

Four women had gathered around Aunt Thelma, a
tall willowy woman with a sour face and wrinkled neck poking up out
of her diamond collar necklace. She was dressed in a deep burgundy
gown which made her flushed face even redder.

“You!” snapped Aunt Thelma. “You were spying
on us.”

“No,” said Kathy. “I was walking this way and
overheard you. And you know nothing about what happened last
summer. So what if my father is a farmer? He’s a decent and kind
man, which is more than I can say for you.”

“See?” Aunt Thelma addressed her companions.
“Completely unstable. What more proof do you need?”

“Oh, is that going to be your strategy for
taking over?” Kathy folded her arms across her chest. “Trying to
prove that Freddie is unstable? I wish you luck.”

She turned and left the room. Heading back to
the ballroom, she looked for Honoria or Freddie. She saw Freddie
near the buffet. Someone stopped her to chat with her and Kathy
nodded pleasantly, still looking for her sister-in-law. Honoria,
however, was absent, as was Gloria. Kathy made another circuit of
the ballroom, trying to avoid conversations and mostly succeeding.
The door leading out to the circular drive was open and the air was
nice and cool rather than frigid. Kathy got a glass of champagne
and headed outside.

The drive was mostly empty. The guests had
all arrived and were inside, and their cars were parked elsewhere.
Lamps lined the wall of the mansion, and other lamps on poles lit
up the driveway. At the top of the drive, one wing of the mansion,
the conservatory, stood perpendicular to the main building. It was
only one story and the roof was a terrace with a cement balustrade
ringing it. Gloria’s room opened onto the terrace, as did her
husband’s room.

Kathy had been standing there long enough to
finish her wine when she heard raised voices coming from the
conservatory. Below the balustrade, Mr. Little strode out of the
conservatory through one of several windowed doors.

“You’re not getting what you want this time,”
Mr. Little said over his shoulder to someone inside the
conservatory. His voice echoed in the empty driveway. “As for that
tart—” He stopped and turned back and looked up at the terrace.
“What are you doing up there?”

Kathy thought she saw some movement on the
terrace, but then suddenly, there was a shot and then another and
Freddie’s father jerked and crumpled onto his back, the bright red
blood on his shirt front glistening in the outside lights.
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TWO

 


 


There was a brief silence as
Kathy gaped in horror. She could barely see him, but Mr. Little’s
eyes were wide-open and it was clear that he was dead.

Kathy saw another flash of movement on the
terrace above them. She didn’t wait and ran back through the
ballroom as a couple more shots pinged next to her. She pushed
through the crowd and into the main hallway to the front of the
house and started up the sweeping front staircase. Gloria was
coming down and stopped her.

“Kathy, my goodness!” Gloria said. “I thought
I heard a car backfiring. What’s happened, darling?”

Kathy choked on a sob and looked up at the
landing. She sank down onto the stair as screams began erupting
from the ballroom.

“It’s Father Little,” Kathy gasped as Gloria
sank down next to her. “Someone shot Father Little.”

“Oh, no,” said Gloria softly. “Is he..?”

Kathy nodded, staring down the stairs at
nothing in particular. “I saw someone on the terrace. Did you see
anyone coming from there?”

“No. I was—” Gloria swallowed. “Oh, dear God.
Fred is gone?”

“Yes,” said Kathy in a tiny voice. She slowly
put her arm around Gloria’s shoulders.

“Gloria! Gloria!”

The woman who came running up was of average
height, with a full chest. Her beads and jewels clattered as she
scurried up the stairs. Kathy recognized her as one of Gloria’s
friends but did not remember her name.

“Gloria!” the woman gasped. “It’s too
terrible!”

“I know,” said Gloria softly, staring
straight ahead in her shock. “Kathy told me.” Gloria looked at her
friend. “About Fred, right?”

“Yes, Gloria. He’s dead. Shot right outside
the formal entrance. Oh, Gloria, how terrible!”

“Mother! Kathy!” Honoria came running from
the ballroom and hurried up the stairs, edging out Gloria’s
friend.

“Kathy?” Freddie called from the hallway.
“Mother?” He saw them on the stairs and hurried up also. “You’ve
heard, then.”

“I saw it happen,” Kathy said, her voice dull
and flat.

“Oh, my God!” Freddie gasped.

Honoria was on Gloria’s other side from
Kathy, which forced Freddie to kneel on the stairs below them.
Gloria continued to stare forward as if she was trying to
comprehend what had just happened.

“How too terrible!” gasped Gloria’s
friend.

Freddie glanced at the woman. “Yes, Mrs.
Hudson. It’s too terrible.” He stammered, trying to decide what
needed to be done next. “The police are on their way.”

“If they can get here,” grumbled Honoria. She
shuddered, blinked her eyes and sniffed. “As soon as the news went
around, half the guests went running for their cars. We’ll have a
devil of a time sorting out all the wraps and hats left
behind.”

“Oh, no,” said Kathy. “The police. They’ll
want everybody to stay here.”

“It’s too late now,” said Freddie. He looked
at his mother, who didn’t respond, and then upstairs. “Here. Why
don’t we get Mother up to her room and comfortable? Mrs. Hudson,
would you be so good as to bring us some brandy, please?”

The rest of the night passed in a blur for
Kathy. Freddie brought her brandy and eventually, a doctor said
that she needed a sedative.

“No, I don’t!” Kathy remembered snapping, but
nothing after that.

She awoke in a strange room. Dark oak crown
moldings lined the walls at the ceiling, and there was dark striped
wallpaper underneath. Paintings and photos decorated the walls, and
under them was a low bookcase filled with books. The bed Kathy was
lying on was rich enough, with smooth silk sheets. Heavy dark
curtains covered the window, but from the bright light leaking in,
Kathy could tell that it was morning. Kathy struggled to sit up and
blinked her eyes.

There was a small bell on the nightstand next
to the bed. Kathy debated ringing it. She was wearing one of her
nightgowns and someone had thoughtfully left her wristwatch on the
nightstand, also. She picked it up. It was almost a quarter after
nine in the morning.

Kathy knew she’d seen the room before but
couldn’t remember where or how. She set her watch on the nightstand
and the night before came rushing back at her. Mr. Little’s eyes
wide and staring. The blood on his shirt. Gloria too shocked to do
more than stare.

The sobs slowly rose up out of her chest and
racked her body and she couldn’t stop them. Freddie was there next
to her a moment later, folding her into his arms and holding her
close as she cried. It was some time before Kathy could get control
of herself.

“I’m so sorry,” she gasped finally.

“No, no,” said Freddie. “It’s perfectly
understandable, my darling.”

Kathy finally noticed that Freddie was in his
dressing gown and pajamas and that the pillow next to her had been
slept on as well.

“Where are we?” she asked.

“At the mansion. This is my old room,”
Freddie said. “I’ve been with you all night and just now stepped
out to use the bathroom. It figures that’s when you’d awake.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I’m more sorry that I wasn’t here.” Freddie
lifted her chin so that she could look him in the eyes. “Do you
forgive me?”

Kathy smiled in spite of herself. “What’s to
forgive? But, yes, I do.” She took a deep breath. “How are you? You
just lost your father.”

Freddie shrugged. “I’m managing. Someone has
to keep his head straight through this.”

“And your mother?”

“We had to give her a sedative, too. Honoria
is watching her.”

“I wasn’t hysterical last night,” Kathy
grumbled.

“No, but you were in severe shock,” Freddie
said. “And no wonder, if you saw it happen.”

“Well, I’m not in shock anymore,” Kathy said
as she moved around to get out of bed. “The police will need to
talk to me. I saw someone on the terrace.”

“That’s what you kept saying last night. What
did you see?”

Kathy closed her eyes. The image of Mr.
Little collapsing, the red blood on his shirt, flashed in her mind
once again. She took a deep breath and tried again.

“There was definitely someone up on the
terrace,” she said slowly. “I think I saw a flash of something
light-colored or maybe a face but can’t say more than that. Just
that it was a person of some sort. Your father recognized him.”

“Hm,” said Freddie.

Kathy frowned. “What are you not telling
me?”

“Nothing you don’t already know.” Freddie
looked at the door to the room. “My mother’s bedroom looks out on
that terrace.”

“As does your father’s bedroom.”

“Yes. But my father was obviously not in it,
whereas my mother was in hers when she heard the shots. The police
seemed quite interested in that bit of information.”

“They don’t think your mother..?” Kathy
gasped. “Why would she kill your father? That makes no sense.”

“Nothing makes sense at this point, darling.”
Freddie slumped as he sat. “As Mrs. Hudson kept saying, it’s simply
too terrible.”

“Who’s investigating it?” Kathy asked.

“There are coppers all over the house, but
the person in charge seems to be a Detective John Crowley. Your
Uncle Dan says he’s a very good man.”

Kathy’s Uncle Daniel Callaghan was a
detective sergeant on the New York City police force.

“That’s something, at least,” Kathy said. “I
suppose Uncle Dan can’t investigate because of me.”

“Not officially, no,” said Freddie.

“So he will be keeping a hand in.”

Freddie nodded. “Somehow, I think he will. In
the meantime, we will be heading back home. And I hope you don’t
mind, but I’ve invited Mother to stay with us until the police are
done, possibly longer.”

“That’s perfectly all right.” Kathy drew a
deep breath. “At least, it should be.”

“Thank you. I appreciate that. Now, shall I
ring for breakfast?”

It wasn’t long before Kathy had eaten,
bathed, and dressed. Waiting for Gloria to do the same, she
wandered the ground floor of the mansion. In the vast dining room,
a policeman was laying out hats, overcoats, and ladies’ wraps and
furs over the surface of the dining room table while Honoria
watched. She, like Kathy, was dressed in a somber black day dress.
Honoria’s eyes flickered up as she noticed Kathy in the doorway to
the dining room.

“Good morning,” Kathy said. “How are
you?”

Honoria sighed and shrugged. “I’m managing.
As Freddie keeps saying, someone has to stay level-headed.”

“Are those the wraps that were left behind?”
Kathy asked.

“Yes,” said Honoria. She pointed to a red fox
stole on the table. “See that? That’s Aunt Miranda’s. I’m sure
Uncle Thomas’ things are somewhere among the rest. She called this
morning, in high dudgeon, demanding her stole back as if we were
keeping it here on purpose. She tried to make it sound as though
she’d been so upset and shocked when she left that she and Uncle
Thomas forgot their things. Funny thing is, as the screaming
started, I saw Uncle Thomas pulling her out of the ballroom and
didn’t see her again.”

“Things were very confused,” said Kathy.

“You and mother were lucky and missed the
best part,” Honoria said bitterly. “Aunt Thelma couldn’t quite fake
an attack of the vapors, but spent the rest of the night sobbing
loudly and making herself out to be the chief mourner. She didn’t
quite say Freddie had killed Father, but she did let the police
know about that ugliness back in Hays, Kansas, last summer.”

“But if the shot came from the terrace, then
Freddie couldn’t have done it,” Kathy said. “I saw him in the
ballroom just before I went outside.”

“And that just makes it look like Mother did
it, which is ridiculous,” Honoria said.

Kathy fidgeted with a corner of the fox
stole. “I’m sure the police will get to the bottom of this.”

“I wouldn’t go outside.” Honoria rolled her
eyes. “Reporters are everywhere. Briggeman has had to bring on
extra footmen to keep the pests outside. They even climbed up onto
the terrace. Detective Crowley was furious.”

“Where is the detective?”

“In the conservatory, I think. Apparently,
there were some pots knocked over, so he thinks someone may have
been hiding in there until it was safe to escape. The problem is,
there were so many people here, with the party going on, that
almost anybody could have killed Father and run.”

Kathy frowned as she tried to remember what
she saw. “Your father was talking to someone in the conservatory
when it happened. Perhaps that person saw something.”

“Perhaps,” Honoria sighed deeply and blinked
her eyes.

Kathy gently took her arm and pulled Honoria
across the hall into the drawing room.

“I’m fine,” Honoria said as Kathy pushed her
onto the sofa.

“No, you’re not,” Kathy said. “Your father
has just died and violently so. Of course, you’re upset.”

Kathy sat down next to her as Honoria began
to weep quietly.

“I suppose I am upset,” Honoria said, pulling
a handkerchief from her pocket. It was white with a black ribbon
trim around it. “It’s just that I don’t really know how I feel.
He’s my father, but he was practically a stranger to me. I hardly
knew him. Right now, I feel as if there must be something wrong
with me because I’m more worried about you and Freddie and Mother
than I am sad about Father dying.”

“Perhaps you’re just saving your grief for
another time,” Kathy said. “As you said, someone has to stay
level-headed. And you did just say that your father was practically
a stranger. You’re much closer to Freddie and your mother. So, it’s
no wonder that you’re thinking of them.”

“And you.” Honoria wiped her nose and eyes.
“Don’t forget. You’re part of this family, too.”

Kathy took Honoria’s hands. “Thank you.” She
took a deep breath. “Now. Freddie said he’s taking your mother to
our apartment for the time being. Do you wish to join us?”

Honoria shook her head. “I can’t just yet. I
have to help the police sort out all the coats and wraps that were
left behind.”

Kathy’s smile took on a slightly wicked cast.
“Really? Well, that’s convenient. Do you think you could make a
list for us, as well? Just in case the police can’t find the
killer? It might be useful to know who wanted to leave before the
police got here.”

Honoria perked up. “What an excellent idea.
Yes, I will.” She took Kathy’s hands. “You are a lifesaver. And,
now, are you all right? What a horrible thing to witness.”

Kathy blinked back the vision of her
father-in-law crumpling onto the sidewalk. “It was. But I’ll
manage.”

Honoria went back to the dining room and
Kathy took yet another deep breath. Freddie found her a moment
later.

“Mother’s coming down,” he said.

Kathy got up and hurried out to the hallway.
Gloria, dressed in a black day dress, slowly walked down the
stairs.

“How are you, Mother Little?” Kathy
asked.

“Well enough, considering,” the older woman
said slowly. “And how are you, darling?”

“Much better this morning, but quite sad, of
course.”

Gloria got down the last couple stairs and
took Kathy’s hand.

“Of course,” the older woman said in a flat
voice, as Freddie came down the stairs behind her. “We are all
quite sad.”

“Ah, Mrs. Little,” said a man’s voice.

Both Kathy and Gloria looked up.

The man in the doorway to the game room was
of medium size and fairly young, but with a long face deeply etched
with long lines, and a double chin. His dark brown hair was parted
on one side and bits of it stood on end as if he’d been pulling at
it on top.

“That’s both of you. Right.” He walked fast,
his eyes darting everywhere. “Gotta remember that. I’m Detective
John Crowley. I’m in charge of this case.” He suddenly stopped,
looked over both Kathy and Gloria, then smiled gently. “How are you
ladies holding up?”

“As well as might be expected,” said Gloria.
“And you, sir?”

“All in a day’s work, I’m afraid.” Crowley
pulled at his hair. “I’m very sorry for your loss. It’s a hard
thing, I know. But I do have to ask you some questions. The sooner
we can get this killer, the sooner you’ll sleep better, I’m
sure.”

“Yes. I understand,” said Gloria. “Shall we
go into the drawing room?”

“Sure. Thanks.”

Gloria led the way into the room, Kathy and
Freddie close on her heels and Detective Crowley after them. Gloria
perched herself on a chair near the fireplace then gestured to
Crowley to seat himself on the couch next to her. Freddie sat down
next to Crowley and Kathy took a chair next to Gloria’s. Gloria
rang, a footman appeared, and she ordered tea. That being settled,
she turned to Detective Crowley.

“Now, how may I help you?” she asked.

“Well, let’s start with what you ladies saw,”
Crowley said.

“I didn’t see anything,” Gloria said. “I had
gone upstairs for a moment and heard the shots. Then as I came
downstairs…” She frowned. “Kathy was coming up, quite quickly.
That’s when I knew something was wrong.” She shook her head. “After
that, I don’t seem to remember much. Freddie and Honoria got me up
to bed, and Kathy, I think. And then the doctor came.”

“And you, Mrs. Little, the younger one?”

“Mrs. Kathy,” Gloria offered.

“Um, Mrs. Kathy?” Crowley smiled clumsily,
but Kathy could see the good nature behind it.

“Yes, I…” Kathy frowned, trying to remember,
but again only seeing her father-in-law’s body crumple. “He was
coming out of the conservatory. Father Little, I mean. He was
talking to somebody inside. Father Little said he wouldn’t get what
he wanted and then something not very nice. Then Father Little saw
someone on the terrace. He yelled at him. Wanted to know why he was
there and that’s when he was shot.”

“Did you see someone on the terrace?”

“I—,” Kathy said, then closed her eyes and
shook her head. “I’m sorry. All I can see is Father Little—” She
choked for a second.

“That’s okay. Happens a lot that way.”
Crowley said. “Just take your time.”

Kathy took a deep breath. “There was someone
up there. A person, but I couldn’t see much more than a flash of
movement. I’m pretty sure it was a person, though.”

“I see.” Crowley sat up and pulled at his
hair again. “What we have here, I believe, is a crime of
opportunity. I was in your billiards room, you call it?”

“Or game room,” said Gloria, her voice steady
but still flat.

“Seems to me, you’ve got a lot of guns in
there,” Crowley said.

“Yes, my father has, I mean, had quite a
collection,” Freddie said. “He enjoyed hunting.”

“He went out almost every week,” Gloria said.
“He only lived here in the city because he had to see to the family
business.”

Kathy frowned. She couldn’t remember her
father-in-law ever talking about hunting. But then, she didn’t
remember him speaking about much at all since she was usually so
bored by him that she simply chose not to listen.

“I see,” said the detective. “Well, you’ll
have to tell me if there are any guns missing from the game room.
But first, can you tell me who his enemies were?”

Gloria’s eyebrows raised in shock. “Goodness,
no. What an unpleasant thought.”

“I’m afraid we really don’t know,” said
Freddie. “Father kept to himself for the most part. He particularly
made a point of shutting me out of the family business after he
took over the chairmanship. The only knowledge I have of what was
going on is what I’ve had to pry out of him to get the probate from
my grandfather’s will settled. I am the executor and…” Freddie
sighed deeply. “The primary heir. My father was quite upset. If
anything, he considered me his worst enemy. But I certainly had no
reason to kill him.”

“Your aunt said your father was going to
contest the will,” Crowley said.

“Yes. He told me that just before the party,”
Freddie said. He shrugged. “It wouldn’t have done any good, beyond
dragging things out. Grandfather’s will was quite airtight,
according to our attorneys. Father’s death only makes things more
complicated for me.”

“And yet, you were convicted of murdering
somebody last summer?” Crowley asked.

“Oh, that ridiculous nonsense!” Kathy
snapped. “Freddie was innocent and exonerated the minute we proved
it. The only reason Freddie was convicted was that they needed to
get him out of the way. And Aunt Thelma must know that. After all,
she and her husband were the ones who hired the detective to find
all this out. He can’t be much of a detective if he didn’t find out
that Freddie was exonerated. And if you want to look for an enemy,
you might just try Uncle Stephen. He was part of the group
contesting the will.”

Freddie frowned at Kathy but held his tongue.
Kathy suddenly realized her mistake.

“I apologize, Detective,” she said. “No. It
can’t be Uncle Stephen, or if it was, it wasn’t related to the
will. Uncle Stephen doesn’t benefit from Father Little’s death. I
should have seen that.”

“It’s all right, Kathy,” Freddie said, his
eyes filled with worry nonetheless. “It’s probably the shock. It’s
affected all of us, I’m afraid.”

“That’s the way it usually works,” Crowley
said, as he got up. “Now, why don’t we go to the game room and see
if anything’s missing.”

Gloria looked a little frightened for a
moment, then graciously rose and led the way to the room with the
other following her. Once inside, she took a deep breath as she
looked around at the filled gun cases. There were no empty
slots.

“I don’t see anything missing,” Gloria said,
after a moment.

“I don’t see anything, either,” Freddie said.
“Now, if you have no further need of us, Detective, I’d like to get
my mother back to my apartment so that she can recover and we can
begin to make arrangements.”

“Certainly, Mr. Little,” Crowley said. “And I
know where I can find you if anything else turns up.”

Kathy took one last look around the room.
There was something missing, something that had been there the
night before. But she couldn’t say what it was. The worst of it,
she couldn’t help but wonder if Freddie and Gloria both knew and
were not telling the truth. But why would they lie? The only reason
Kathy could think of did not make sense at all or rather, it did
but in a terrible, terrible way.
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THREE

 


 


Freddie walked into the
study of his apartment very much wanting a good solid drink, never
mind that it was far too early in the day to start drinking. And if
he started drinking at that hour, it would upset Kathy and she was
upset enough as it was.

He had settled Kathy and his mother in the
living room of the apartment with his father’s valet, a sour-faced
man named Taylor, to run and fetch as needed. At last alone,
Freddie took a deep breath and looked around the newly crowded
retreat. Lined with bookshelves and filled with two desks, a large
over-stuffed sofa and two comfortable chairs with a what-not table
between them, it was a comfortable room. A fireplace on the side
wall kept it cozy. It had been spacious enough when Freddie had
been living in the apartment by himself. The desk he had installed
for Kathy across the room from his had made things cozier. With
Gamaliel as likely as not to be doing his schoolwork in there, the
room had become a bit crowded, but pleasantly so.

Although, at that moment, Freddie would have
preferred it if no one else besides him ever entered the room
again. He sat down on the chair and silently took a few deep
breaths. They weren’t quite sobs, but the sadness and the pressure
of new responsibility suddenly overwhelmed him and he trembled and
gasped for several minutes.

Finally, recovering himself, he turned to the
reason he’d gone into the study in the first place. Feeling along
the side of the bookshelf on the left side of the fireplace, he
found the small lever and pulled gently up. The bookshelf swung
open to reveal a safe in the wall behind it. Freddie dialed the
combination, opened it and set the box with the ruby necklace in it
inside. He quickly shut the safe, twirled the dial on the
combination lock and gently moved the shelf back into position.

There was a knock on the door.

“Freddie?” called a friendly male voice on
the other side. “May I come in?”

Freddie made sure that the shelf was
completely in place, then took yet another deep breath.

“Lowell. Of course,” he said. “Come in.”

Lowell Winters entered and shut the door
behind him. Everything about Lowell was large, from the girth of
his belly to the luxuriant dark mustache he wore, to his ego and
his appetites. Freddie was one of the few people actually taller
than him. The two had been friends since their college years at
Harvard.

“Feel free to kick me out if you’d rather be
alone,” Lowell said, easing himself into Freddie’s favorite
chair.

Freddie gazed at the fireplace then slid down
onto the sofa.

“I have no idea what I’d rather,” he said
after a long pause.

“Ah, yes.” Lowell nodded sagely. “I remember
feeling that way when my father died. According to those
psychiatrist fellows, it was lingering guilt over loving my mother
too much.”

“Really?”

Lowell shrugged. “I thought it was because my
father was a miserable, mean son of a bitch and that I was glad he
was dead.”

Freddie broke into a mild chuckle in spite of
himself. “I concede there’s been little love lost between my father
and me of late.” He sighed deeply. “But I am not glad he’s dead. I
was thinking about that last night when things finally settled
down. I did love my father. I just barely knew him, is all. He
tried taking me hunting a few times when I was young, but I didn’t
really care for it. It was cold, wet and boring.” Freddie shivered
at the memory. “When Grandfather was so ill that last month, Father
asked me if I wanted to go hunting, and I said yes. I knew he
enjoyed it but had no idea how much and thought the least I could
do was spend some time getting to know him. Then Grandfather died
and the will became a mess and all of a sudden my father started
treating me as though I were the enemy. As if it were my fault that
Grandfather left almost everything to me.” Freddie shook his head.
“And the worst of it is, with Father dead, everything is now that
much more complicated. At least, with Father alive, he could see to
the running of the family business and I could keep working on our
little publishing venture. Now, I have both to worry about.”

“And speaking of, is your father’s death
going to set back the release of Mr. Mennerly’s new book?”

“I haven’t had a chance to even consider
that.” Freddie sank even deeper into himself. “Besides, that should
be as much Kathy’s decision to make as ours, and right now, she is
in no shape to think about anything.” Freddie looked up at Lowell.
“She saw it happen. It quite affected her.”

“Yes, I heard. But maybe a little bit of
business might help to get her mind off of it. A welcome
distraction and all that.”

Freddie rolled his eyes and was about to
complain that Lowell’s interest in distracting Kathy had more to do
with his interest in the publishing company when there was another
knock on the door.

“Freddie, may we come in?” came Kathy’s
voice.

Freddie scrambled up. “Yes, darling.”

He hurried over to the door and opened it.
Kathy and his mother were waiting on the other side.

“Is there something you need?” he asked,
fighting to keep his voice soothing and calm.

“No, darling,” Gloria said, gliding into the
room. “We came to see if you needed anything. Truth be told, it was
getting a bit boring and morose simply sitting in the living room
and staring at each other.”

Freddie looked over at Kathy, who smiled
weakly. Lowell remained seated and Gloria, who had been headed for
Freddie’s chair, glared at Lowell briefly, then went and sat in the
other chair.

“I’m getting over the shock,” Gloria said.
“And since there isn’t much to be done about notifying people or
arranging the funeral, I’m at a bit of a loss for something to
do.”

“See? I told you,” Lowell said.

Freddie noticed that Lowell was still seated
and glared. “Mother, I apologize for this cur’s behavior. However,
there is no cure for Mr. Winters’ rudeness.”

“What?” Lowell demanded.

“A gentleman stands when a lady enters the
room,” said Freddie.

“That’s ridiculous,” Lowell snorted.

Gloria sniffed. “I suppose I should be
miffed, but I will forgive.”

Lowell shook his head as Kathy found her
favorite corner of the sofa and pulled out her knitting. Freddie
sat down next to her.

“Lowell, you were saying to Freddie that you
told him so?” Kathy asked.

“We were discussing the release of Mr.
Mennerly’s book,” Lowell said. “And whether it should be put back
or not on account of the senior Mr. Little’s passing.”

“I don’t understand,” Gloria said. “What
would my husband’s death have to do with releasing Mr. Mennerly’s
book?”

“It’s our company, Mother,” Freddie said
gently. “Our publishing company, Signature Books.”

“Oh. I remember now,” Gloria said with a
little smile. “You and those other authors got together to form
your own company so Kathy would have a job.”

Kathy chuckled. “Not quite, Mother Little.
They merely wanted me as their editor, and since my old house
wasn’t going to keep me on, they thought they might do better on
their own. Anyway, Mr. Mennerly’s new book, The Covenant, will be
the first from our company, and it’s due to be released in a couple
weeks. Lowell is being uncommonly polite in asking if it would be
appropriate to release the book while some of the principals of the
company are in mourning.”

Kathy paused to glare at her knitting
needles. Something in a yellow and green argyle pattern was forming
or would have been if she hadn’t sighed and started removing
stitches from her needles.

“Although,” Kathy continued. “I don’t see how
it would be a problem. Most people aren’t going to care and at the
most, it would only mean that Freddie and I are not at the release
party. At the very least, the funeral will have been held by then.
I hope.”

“Of course, it should,” said Freddie.

Gloria sniffed again. “That will depend on
the police. I was just speaking with the undertaker and he said
that the police wanted to have the body autopsied.”

“An autopsy?” Freddie tried not to gape.

“As Kathy quite sensibly pointed out, your
father was murdered,” Gloria said with a shrug. “The undertaker
assured me that it wouldn’t delay things by that much. All to the
better, I thought.”

“I suppose,” said Freddie, feeling rather
unsettled. “It does seem rather drastic.”

“Apparently, it’s quite common in these sorts
of cases,” Gloria said, then sighed. “It does mean that we can’t
schedule anything, which is decidedly a nuisance.”

“I seriously doubt the funeral will cause
that much of a conflict with the release, which is the important
part,” Kathy said. “Since it’s his book, we should probably ask Mr.
Mennerly how he feels about it. However, I do think that with being
a new venture, it would not help to hold up our first release,
especially since it has gotten a lot of interest from the press and
there are quite a few people who would be happy to see us fall flat
on our faces.”

“There is that.” Freddie both winced at the
thought and inwardly rejoiced that Kathy seemed to be getting over
her shock.

“Are you two going to investigate the
murder?” Lowell asked.

“Why?” asked Freddie. “The police appear to
have everything well in hand.”

“Good heavens, Lowell, we only do that when
we have no other alternative,” Kathy said.

“Investigate?” Gloria asked.

“These two are a regular Sherlock Holmes and
Watson,” Lowell said as both Freddie and Kathy rolled their
eyes.

“It’s true, Mother, that we’ve been caught in
a few awkward situations involving some crimes,” Freddie said.
“But, as Kathy said, we only resort to finding things out when we
have no other alternative. And the police do seem to have things
well in hand this time
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