

[image: image]




[image: image]




Dedication

for

Jennifer Joel

and

Felicity Blunt





Epigraph

Aye, and even in gen-teel families,

in high families, in great families . . .

you have no idea . . . what games goes on!
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Tuesday, June 23





IN A MOMENT THEY’LL FIND HER.

Find her where she floats, fingers splayed wide in the marbling water, hair spread like a Japanese fan. Fish glide beneath it, push through it; skate along the line of her body.

The filter hums. The pond simmers, shimmers. She trembles on the surface.

Fog prowled the ground earlier this morning—San Francisco swirl, velvet-thick and chill—but now the last of it burns off, and the courtyard basks in light: paving stones, sundial, a chorus line of daffodils. And the pond, that perfect circle sunk near the wall of the house, with its glowing fish, its lily pads like stars.

In a moment a scream will crack the air.

Until then, all is silent and all is still, except for the shiver of the water, and the slow traffic of the koi, and the ripple of her corpse.

Across the courtyard, the French window opens, sun sliding off glass. A breath. Then that scream.

They’ve found her.





Six Days Earlier: Wednesday, June 17





1.

“YOU LIKE MYSTERIES?”

Nicky cuts her eyes to the rearview mirror. The cabbie is squinting at her through lenses round and thick as shot glasses.

“Looks like you’re reading a mystery there,” he rasps. The car coasts over a pothole, shudders beneath them.

She brandishes the paperback. “Agatha Christie. Murder in Mesopotamia.” The man fancies a chat, and Nicky aims to please. Cabbing must be a lonely gig.

“You smoke?”

“No, sir.”

“Good.” Poking a cigarette between his teeth. “Too pretty to die young.”

He sparks it with a bashed Zippo, and Nicky taps the window switch. White air spills in, cool and damp, swamping the backseat; she presses the switch again to a half inch up top and tilts her head toward the glass, sees herself twinned there: lashes spiky with mascara, gloss glinting on her lips. She isn’t too pretty—she knows this, doesn’t much care.

The cab jolts. Her bag jumps to the floor. “I think you clipped the curb there.”

“Yeah, well.” Glaring at the windshield. “Surprised they were landing planes. Miracle you touched down.”

For Nicky, who is not a flyer born, it’s always a miracle when she touches down. She peers past him into a stagnant tide of evening fog, lustrous as pearl in the headlights.

“June gloom. Bet you don’t get weather like this back east.”

“Nope.” Back east—it sounds impossibly distant, mythical.

He grunts, satisfied, then bats the turn signal as they hug a corner and surge uphill. Nicky gropes at her seat belt.

“Mysteries, I was saying.” Smoke chugging from his mouth, roiling in the cold air. “Lots of mysteries in San Francisco. You heard of the Zodiac?”

“They never caught him.”

“They never—yeah.” He scowls in the rearview. Nicky shuts up; it’s his city, his story. “He’s our Jack the Ripper. Then we got the Romance of the Skies. She was a jetliner disappeared back in the fifties. Flying to Hawaii, and she just—” A suck of his cigarette. “Gone.” A puff of smoke.

“What happened to . . . her?”

“Who knows? Same with the ghost blimp. Wartime, coupla army boys float up in a Goodyear, and when she crashes in Daly City, no one’s on board. It’s a mystery, like I—that over there!” He flaps a hand to the right. “Oldest house in Pacific Heights.”

Nicky spots an albino Victorian with wide-eye windows, rearing back from the street as though startled. “Built fifty years before the quake,” brags the cabbie. “That was a middle-aged house, and she survived.”

“She looks surprised,” Nicky observes. “Like she can’t believe she’s still around.”

He grunts again. “I can’t believe she is, either.”

They tunnel ahead. On either side, white street signs flash in the fog, phantom fingers pointing forward: This way, keep going.

“Said you’re from New York?”

“Yes.”

“Well, this is the most expensive neighborhood in the country.”

The houses loom roadside, spectral in the haze: nineteenth-century ladies, slim and prim, dressed in pastels; a Spanish-style sprawl swarming with ivy; a mock Tudor, timbers and plaster atop herringbone brickwork; two Queen Annes, wood trim lacy as a doily.

“Some of ’em are tech people,” the cabbie informs her. “Google. Uber. Uber, I’ll tell you something—” He glowers, but doesn’t tell her something. “Still a lot of old money here. We’ve-been-rich-forever types.”

Vapor haunts the streets ahead. They ride swells of pavement, waves of it, now cresting, now dropping. Nicky catches her breath.

“We got mystery writers in San Francisco, too. Dashiell Hammett—he lived back there. Post Street.”

Another sign thrusts through the mist, urging them onward. Keep going. This way.

“Oh, here’s one for you.” Chewing the cigarette. “Mystery writer used to live in—was it Pac Heights? Somewhere swell. Well, fellow’s wife and son up and vanish one night.”

Nicky shivers.

“Thin air. Like that plane. Must be twenty-five . . . no—twenty years ago. New Year’s Eve, nineteen ninety-nine.” The words float in a cloud of smoke, bob there like buoys.

“What happened to them?”

“Nobody knows! Some folks suspected the brother—the writer’s brother, I mean—or his wife, or maybe both of ’em. Some folks swore it was their kid. The brother’s kid, I mean. There were employees, too, a guy and a gal. But most people . . .” Curving around a corner. “Most people believe it was the writer himself. And here we are,” he announces, as the cab brakes against the curb with a yelp and Nicky pitches forward, her book skidding from her lap.

She watches the cabbie unpack himself from the front seat, circle to the trunk; the tip of his Marlboro glows in the mist, bright as a will-o’-the-wisp.

Nicky tucks the paperback into her bag. Inhales deeply, coughs—the cabin of the car smells like a fire pit—then pushes the door open and steps into the fog. The street is a ghost town, the hulks of houses mere shades, façades like skulls, staring each other down across the pavement. She shivers again.

“You came ready in that sweater,” says the cabbie as the door closes behind her with a clack.

Nicky inspects herself. Her single most expensive piece of clothing: cashmere, a simple charcoal V-neck, newly dry-cleaned. Somewhere over Nebraska she’d knocked a beer down the front. Her jeans, she sees, are still dusted with coarse mutt hair, even though she spent an entire time zone trying to tweeze them clean.

When she glances up again, the cabbie is gawking at the steep pitch of the driveway. He turns to her.

“This is that house,” he says. “The mystery house. Did you know?”

“Guilty.” She feels it, too.

“Shoot. You let me blab.”

“I didn’t want to interrupt,” she explains gently—she hadn’t meant to deceive. But she’s read all about the wife and son who up and vanished; by now she knows as much as anyone. Or almost anyone.

The cabbie huffs his cigarette, casts it to the street, a little comet-tail of sparks trailing it. “How ’bout that. Just visiting?” A glance at her luggage, a compact roller and a small vintage steamer trunk, leather clasps and nailheads, spotty with travel labels.

“On a deadline.” She dips a hand into her bag, digs out three twenties and a five.

He fondles the bills. “Don’t see cash much anymore.”

“I’m ol’-fashioned.”

“And you ain’t frightened? You don’t think he killed ’em?”

Sotto voce, like he’s asking if she doesn’t suppose she’s had too much to drink. “I hope he didn’t,” says Nicky brightly.

“Well. Enjoy that mystery of yours.” Moving past her in a waft of nicotine; Nicky wonders if he means the murder in Mesopotamia or the disappearance in San Francisco. As he ducks into the front seat, the car wheezes, and the cabbie with it. “Enjoy the city, too,” he calls. “Fifty square miles surrounded by reality.” The door bangs shut.

Nicky remains gazing at her luggage, her back to the vehicle. The engine clears its throat; the tailpipe spouts exhaust against her leg; she listens as the car rolls away.

When she turns around, the fog has closed in upon itself, iced over, smooth and still as a mirror, as though the cab and its driver had never been there at all.





2.

SHE STANDS IN THE MIST, arms folded across her chest, hands curled around her shoulders: hugging herself, as is her custom when excited or anxious, or both. Behind her she feels the house holding its breath. She holds her own.

Nicky isn’t much for theatrics, not usually—among her friends, she is acknowledged as both sweetest and sanest—but she’s waited five years to introduce herself. Her mind rewinds: past five summers, an electric-blue blur; past five winters, Manhattan under snow; five years exactly, this same month, when she wrote that first letter.

Dear Mr. Trapp: You don’t know me . . .

Nicky had fan-mailed mystery novelists as a teenager, pleading for insight and autographs; later, during her graduate studies, more thoughtful letters, more probing questions. She still keeps up with the few willing to ditch their screens and tip letters into the postbox. Nicky, a sentimentalist, values pen and paper. Ink sinks into stationery, indelible as a scar; email is breath on glass, an instant dissolve.

Then, in the dregs of July—a pale blue envelope, her name slashed across it, scored deep in the paper: Mr. or Ms. Nicky Hunter.

She inspected the flap, the San Francisco address. Smiled, softly.

For three weeks she workshopped a response before at last batting back. (Dear Mr. Trapp: I am in fact a woman.) Another month, another blue envelope. And so on into autumn, into winter, into the New Year, into four more—perhaps a paragraph or two from her, a few sentences from him—until their latest correspondence, typewritten in that same cracked ink, the letters heaving and jostling like passengers at sea. We look forward to welcoming you to our home.

She rubs her arms. Turns, slowly. The fog ripples, parts like curtains, unveiling the house, risen above her in a great frozen wave.

Château revival in soft cream, built by Bliss and Faville in 1905, the year before the earthquake; since then home to just four families, present occupants included. “One of Pacific Heights’ most elegant and tasteful mansions, commanding a spectacular view of the Golden Gate Bridge,” panted Architectural Digest in a piece headlined MYSTERY HOUSE. “Grand in its proportions, gracious in its décor, and jealously guarded by the lord of the manor.” The article was breathless to the point of asthma.

Still: More than thirteen thousand square feet, spread across four stories (aboveground). Seven bedrooms. Eight bathrooms. A walnut-paneled library housing some six thousand books; a parterre courtyard with sunken koi pond. White-oak flooring throughout. Dormer windows peering from the steep slate roof. Vaulted foyer. A fireworks display of exotic finishes.

Nicky eyes the front door, damming within all that elegance, all that grandeur. And somewhere inside, the author who most intrigues her. She feels little-girl giddy.

Thirteen steps glide up in a smooth sweep of marble. Nicky scans them, squares her shoulders. Her body is light yet wiry, pared and planed; five years ago, when she took up boxing, Nicky Hunter—a happy person, a softie, a hugger—discovered a talent for battery.

She hoists her trunk, hikes the roller bag under her other arm, and mounts the steep front steps.

At the landing, she sets the luggage down. A black-bronze knocker bulges from the door: a question mark, extravagantly curled and swollen at the top, like a hooded snake. Nicky traces the curve with one hand, then aims a finger at the doorbell.

The chime cries, dies.

Dear Mr. Trapp: You don’t know me, but I found what might be an error in your novel . . .

The quick snick of a lock. Nicky retreats a step.

The door opens.

There before her, backlit in amber, stands the most beautiful woman she has ever seen.
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AS SHE POURS DARJEELING, Nicky studies her.

She appears lit from within, a lantern lady. Fortysomething, lavish lashes and Cupid’s-bow lips. Her hair tumbles loose over one shoulder. Modest powder-blue dress—modest woman, for all her glories: shy smile, one leg laced demurely across the other. Her voice (“Milk or sugar?”) is quiet, as though dusty from disuse.

Diana glances up, and Nicky’s eyes abruptly tour the parlor: its butterfly-print wallpaper, its pillar lamps flanking the sofas, the miniature chandelier. Through a pair of French windows, she can glimpse the courtyard, dim in the dying light. Against one wall, a narrow bookshelf; beneath her feet, a Persian rug, artfully distressed. We’ve been rich forever.

Or rich long enough, anyway.

“Your trip was . . . ?” The question burns off. Diana’s accent is like fog, English and soft at the edges.

“Bumpy.”

“All the way from New York?”

“All the way from the airport. We couldn’t see four feet ahead. I felt like I was being whisked someplace mysterious. Like in ‘The Adventure of the Engineer’s Thumb.’”

Diana blinks politely.

“Sherlock Holmes,” adds Nicky.

“Ah.”

“There’s this engineer—no, thanks; just milk—an engineer who travels from the train station to this mystery house twelve miles away. The carriage windows are blacked out, and the journey seems to take forever. Then his clients at the house try to kill him. Death by hydraulic press. Then Holmes figures out that the house was near the train station the whole time. The carriage ride was a feint: the engineer had been driven six miles away and six miles back.”

Diana purses her lips. “I confess”—she does sound confessional—“I’m not a mystery fanatic the way you are. Both of you.” Now a frown. “I don’t mean fanatic in a bad way.”

“I don’t take it in a bad way. What do you like to read?”

Diana names a Nobel winner and two French novelists.

“We have nothing in common,” says Nicky.

“Well, I taught French for years. Latin also. But I’ve read some of your work—the Edgar Allan Poe essay, I remember, and Ngaio Marsh. You’ve a very human touch. I suppose we tend to think of crime writers as would-be killers, don’t we? Murderers manqués? But this made me want to know them. Made me want to read their books, too.” She sips. “And you supervise mystery writing?”

“I offer a crime seminar in the spring semester. Otherwise, the kids can write whatever they want. Literary fiction, usually. I remind them that plenty of great American novels are crime stories. Lolita. Mockingbird. Native Son. Gatsby—that’s a detective novel. The detective isn’t wearing a badge, or a fedora, but he’s still trying to solve a mystery.”

Diana sips her tea, and Nicky stares at her lap, pinches a dog hair from one knee. Vows to talk less. “Oh—I come bearing gifts,” she says, talking more, unzipping her bag. “Didn’t manage to wrap this very well . . .” Despite working for forty minutes, tongue poking from between her teeth like she was a child trying to draw inside the lines.

It is very obviously a magnifying glass, but Diana has the grace to ask whatever could it be before peeling off the wrapping. “Oh, how lovely—what a beautiful handle. Copper? How old is it?”

“Early nineteen twenties.”

“He’ll be enchanted.”

“Least I could do, truly.” Nicky watches steam play atop her tea. “I’m very grateful to you,” she hears herself saying, and she lifts her eyes to Diana. “This is a—really extraordinary privilege.”

A smile, the shyest tilt of the lips. “Have you worked on a project like this before?” Diana asks. “A—private biography? Just for loved ones?” Gesturing to herself, tentatively, as though unsure that she is in fact loved. “Is there a proper term?”

“Never. And not that I know of.”

“How very like Sebastian to toss in a last-minute twist. I suggested—I hope you won’t mind—I did suggest he might write it himself, but . . .” A shrug. “He worries he won’t have time to do it properly. Besides, he’s only got his perspective. He wants a record with . . .” Again the sentence fizzles like a match.

“Multiple narrators,” Nicky suggests.

“Precisely.”

“How is he?”

The saucer rings when Diana sets it on the table. “Evidently renal failure doesn’t kill you until—it kills you. You don’t drop dead, exactly, but it’s pretty much business as usual right up to the end. With more naps. So a few months. Approximately.”

Nicky nods.

“Although I’ve learned never to underestimate him,” says Diana, stroking one shin with both hands. “Besides, he’s so looking forward to meeting you.”

“Oh, not as much as I am.”

“You two can argue about that. He loves a sparring partner.”

The gong of a clock somewhere outside the room. Diana eyes her watch. “Have you eaten?”

“I could do things to a sandwich,” Nicky admits. “Or a fried egg.”

“How about both? I’ll fix you a croque madame.” In the accent of a native. Diana smooths her dress as she stands. “Pretentious ham-and-cheese sand—”

And then a wave crashes into the parlor.

Fills it, floods it—Nicky expects the furniture to float up on a tide of sound; waits for the windows to burst, gushing noise; for the chandelier to swing, raining crystals.

“Bring me the child!”





4.

HER HEART STALLS.

The echo drips from the ceiling, ebbs from the floor—dark and full and thundergodly.

“Doesn’t sound like a dying man, does he?” Diana asks, and Nicky catches the sunset of a blush in her cheeks: a woman fond of her husband. “Careful in this house,” she adds. “Sound travels. No secrets.”

Nicky rises, slings her bag over one shoulder, wipes her hands against her thighs (what is the point of palm sweat?), and trails her hostess into the vast vault of the foyer, where Diana’s pumps—modest, naturally—tap against the floor. A grand staircase, fanned at the base, sweeps up to the second story and forks there. She follows Diana in silence to the landing.

A painting hangs on the wall between two high windows. Oil, but so clear and fine that the effect appears photographic. Nicky pauses before the subjects.

A couple on a bench: the man slim as a sword, sheathed in a suit the color of bone, ascot boiling over at his throat, one eyebrow archly arched; the woman, grinning, in cranberry slacks and navy polo open at the neck. Standing beside the man is a plump girl, thirteen or so, wearing a white sundress, her arm laced through his. A small blond boy perches on the woman’s lap, his shirt and shorts identical to hers. He too smiles, exposing what Nicky’s uncle used to call summer teeth (“summer here, summer there”). In his hands he holds a white paper butterfly.

Fellow’s wife and son up and vanish one night, the cabbie had said. New Year’s Eve, nineteen ninety-nine. When Hope and Cole Trapp, wife and son of the acclaimed detective novelist, disappeared from two separate locations in San Francisco . . . never to be seen again.

Words that, to Nicky, rumble like stage thunder. Except the Trapp mystery proved authentically sensational—one magazine hyped the disappearance as “the most baffling literary vanishing act since Agatha Christie’s eleven days on the lam in 1926”—and now, two decades on, still haunts the Internet, haunts the brains of taxi drivers, even haunts Nicky Hunter.

Diana turns right, past a flight of stairs, and then left again, leading Nicky down a corridor, footfalls quiet on red carpet. Sconces line one wall; dusk spills through a row of tall windows. The house is a horseshoe, Nicky sees, its wings squaring off across the courtyard, where a knee-high hedge maze coils in upon itself. She spies the pond in a far corner, at the juncture of two walls, orange fish like embers beneath the surface.

His fish. His maze. His home! “The champion deceiver,” critics hailed him in bygone days; the creator of Simon St. John, gentleman English sleuth (and his trusty French bulldog, Watson); her correspondent these past five years. And now she’s walking his halls.

Nicky can feel her veins glowing, like neon tubing.

They arrive at an oak door, slightly ajar. Fixed upon it is a fist-sized ivory skull, loop of metal clutched in its jaws, crossbones jousting behind it. The man likes a knocker, thinks Nicky, peering into the eye sockets as Diana raps three times. Waits.

“En-tah.” The door all but rattles.

They en-tah.

Into what she can only describe as a chamber: deep and broad and tall, hardwood underfoot, the ceiling coffered in walnut. A range of windows faces Nicky, panes scrubbed clear, the Golden Gate springing across the dark bay beyond; but the room—cavernous, ravenous—sucks up the evening light, eats it alive.

Floor-to-ceiling shelves line the walls, groaning with those six thousand books, all packed tight as teeth. There, near the floor, a batch of leather omnibuses, JOHN DICKSON CARR etched in gilt letters; above her, baby-blue paperbacks in stacks (Gaslight Crime, Victorian Women Sleuths, Locked-Room Mysteries), bindings chipped and creased; by her hand, an Ellen Raskin novel in glossy laminate and what appears to be a first edition of The Moonstone, three volumes in violet cloth. Tier upon tier of spines, cracked and foxed and tattooed with tiny foil letters that flicker like gold dust in a mine.

Spectacular, thinks Nicky. Absolutely spectacular.

A ladder slants against one wall, feet shod in casters; at its top, it hooks over a bronze rail curving along the uppermost shelf. She tracks the rail to the deepest, most distant end of the room.

Housed within the far wall is a fireplace, flames waving, as though inviting her to kneel beside the hearth. She would ignite, she thinks; she is dry tinder.

And before the fireplace sits a desk—old, wooden.

And on the desk, a typewriter—old, metal.

And behind the typewriter, a man—old, but older than he looks, Nicky knows. Slowly he stands, unfolding like a switchblade every inch of his impossibly long body. He inclines his head.

“Hello, Mr. or Ms. Hunter,” he says. “I’m Sebastian Trapp.”
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“I’M SORRY TO HAVE KEPT YOU WAITING. Rotten way to begin a story. You don’t want too much lounging around.” He calls to Nicky in a crushed-velvet baritone, rich and deep and scuffed; it rolls effortlessly down the length of the room.

To her surprise, she’s trembling.

Suddenly his voice drops an octave: “‘I have seen those symptoms before,’” he continues, actorly. “‘We may take it that the maiden is perplexed . . .” And now she clocks it: Holmes, “A Case of Identity,” as the detective observes his new client pacing in Baker Street. A smile tugs at the corners of her lips.

“‘But here she comes in person to resolve our doubts,’” he prompts her.

At her back, Diana murmurs, “After you.”

Nicky advances cautiously, while behind his desk Sebastian continues: “‘There is always a look of fear upon her face,’” he says. “‘She would do better to trust me. She would find that I was her best friend.’” He tilts his head. “‘But until she speaks, I can say nothing.’”

Now Nicky sees the spindly chair before the desk; now she perceives the instruments arranged across the blotting pad beside the typewriter: a small noose in wrought iron; a bronze candlestick sans candle; a viper-green poison bottle, unstoppered, empty; a dagger, slender and silver; a Webley-Fosbery automatic—Simon St. John’s weapon of choice.

The desk is dark oak, the desktop itself a glass shadow box, a few inches deep and swarming with insects, a dazzle of butterflies, red and cloudless blue and tropical pink, each pinned to a corkboard, wings flung wide in surrender.

Three more steps and Nicky stands across from him. Resists the urge to hug herself. He’s just a man, she remembers. A man who, as one critic remarked, wrote “the best Golden Age detective stories since the Golden Age.” A man whose books have astounded her for years.

He’s so tall.

Patrician, too, with a saber-sharp nose and square cleft chin, blades of bone beneath the cheeks, a sweep of steely hair. He wears a three-piece suit, shadow-gray, a crimson tie knotted at his throat. “You sense that he shares a wardrobe with his series hero, down to the pocketwatch,” someone wrote—and there it is, a fine chain slung from the pocket to a button below his chest.

“‘Why should you come to consult me?’”

Nicky says nothing.

“You’re much chattier in your letters.”

Nicky says nothing.

His eyes narrow. “¿Habla inglés?”

“She’s perfectly chatty,” says Diana, appearing at Nicky’s side. “She’s excited to meet you, is all.” Presenting him with the magnifying glass. “And she’s brought a lovely gift.”

“Beware of Greeks bearing gifts,” he says. “You’re not Greek, are you?”

Nicky shakes her head.

“You’re right, my wife, she simply won’t shut up.”

“If you’d stop quoting Agatha Christie—”

“Conan Doyle,” reply Sebastian and Nicky in unison.

Diana throws her hands up. “I’ll be back in a few minutes. It’s an early night for you, young man.”

They regard each other as she walks away. Flames gossip in the fireplace, low and soft.

“What about Murder on the Orient Express?” Nicky asks at last.

“It’s alive!” He sits, gestures to her chair. “Please. What about Murder on the Orient Express?”

She cradles her bag in her lap. “You said there shouldn’t be too much lounging around in a story. But that story’s basically just a series of interviews.”

“Not at the beginning. At the beginning it’s hustle and bustle and all-aboard. You want to yank up the curtain quickly. Set things in motion.” He flicks a fountain pen atop his blotting pad; Nicky watches it roll across the leather. “So let’s pick up the pace, shall we?” He pulls out a desk drawer, pulls out an envelope, pulls out the single sheet of paper within.

And begins to recite her first letter.

Dear Mr. Trapp,

You don’t know me, but I found what might be an error in your novel Little Boy Blue. It feels like sacrilege even to suggest this!

He glances at Nicky, grave.

On page 222 of my edition, St. John says that “The Adventure of the Blanched Soldier” and “The Adventure of the Lion’s Mane” are the only Sherlock Holmes stories narrated by Holmes instead of Dr. Watson. Unless I’m mistaken, “The Adventure of the Musgrave Ritual” is also—technically—narrated by Holmes.

Yours,

Nicky Hunter

“Now, look at your letter. No—first observe the envelope.” He pushes it across the desk.

Nicky observes: the creased paper, the publisher’s address in her clear script. The faded waves of the postmark. The butterfly stamp, still vivid.

“I appreciated the Limenitis archippus,” Sebastian adds. “Thoughtful touch. As is this—” Wagging the magnifying glass. Through the lens he inspects the stamp.

“That’s a monarch, I believe?” she says. Simon St. John’s insect of choice.

“Common mistake. It’s a viceroy. A mimic. It evolved to look like the monarch, which is poisonous. Although lepidopterists discovered a while back that in fact both species are poisonous.”

Nicky wiggles her mouth from side to side. It’s a habit of hers since childhood; You’ll dislocate your jaw, her parents used to warn her. “Why mimic another poisonous species?”

“Perhaps it doesn’t realize it’s poisonous,” replies Sebastian merrily. “Perhaps the viceroy isn’t so innocent after all. Where was I? Yes: I consulted a graphologist on my fifth book. That’s a handwriting expert.”

Nicky knows what it is.

He taps the stationery. “Your letters have been blown by an easterly wind. They lean to the left. A rebellious personality.”

Nicky waits.

“Here, on the envelope: ‘Sebastian’ and ‘Francisco.’” The pen moves between them. “You dot your i’s to the left of the stem. That suggests you procrastinate.”

She smiles politely.

“And . . .” But something flickers in his expression, like flame behind a screen. He sits back. “Where did I go wrong?”

“Very beginning. I’m left-handed.”

Clapping a palm to his forehead. “Of course. Of course.”

“So the slant of my letters actually means—”

“—you play by the rules.”

“And the dots on my i’s—”

“Methodical. Oh, the left-handed assailant. I never saw it coming. What would Simon say?”

“Don’t you control what Simon says?”

“We aren’t on speaking terms anymore. Are you warm? This is a gas fire, but it still throws off some heat.”

“I’m fine,” says Nicky, her brow damp.

“Good. It’s always burning. I do like a fire.” Sebastian’s eyes dart to the envelope. He grins, taps the postmark. “Has it really been five years?”

Practically the longest relationship of her life. “I brought your most recent letter with me,” she says, tugging a blue envelope from her bag. “May I?”

“I wish you would.”

Dear Miss Hunter:

Death has come for better men. Death has come for worse. Now Death has come for me.

Five weeks ago, I learned

“We know what I learned,” he says.

Nicky skips to the next paragraph.

. . . I am a storyteller. Very old trade, to which I have brought but seventeen novels that will, I hope, endure for their full term of copyright.

They both smile. His dims first.

However, I lived a life before Simon St. John. Alongside him, too, and after. There are passages from that life, that story, that I would like to share, in hopes they might entertain (I am of course an entertainer), or even--dare I say it?--illuminate.

She pauses. “I seem to recall there was more,” says Sebastian.

There is more, but Nicky feels uneasy with compliments, at least when she is the complimented.

Your published work is searching and humane--rare qualities in a critic. You know Simon well, and of course I am a part of him just as he is a part of me. In you, Miss Hunter, I see the audience for the final story I will ever tell. I see someone who can tell it in kind to anybody who cares to know.

I’ll be dead in three months. Come tell my story.

“And in the postscript you recommended that I bring—”

“A gown and a party mask, yes. What does my penmanship tell you?”

“It tells me that you used a typewriter.”

“Not for the signature, I’m sure.”

“The signature is just two letters.”

He chuckles. “That’s the idea.”

Nicky folds the paper. Somewhere outside the library, the house groans like an old man rising.

“That elevator,” sighs Sebastian, “will be the death of me. It’ll have to hurry, of course.” He traces two bony fingers along the chain of his pocketwatch, dipping across his front, tightrope-walking to his vest button. “We aren’t discussing a proper biography—nothing so dull as that. More like a . . .”

“A memory book?”

The fingers pause midstride. “Upon my word, Watson, you are coming along wonderfully. A memory book.” A quick jerk on the chain and the watch rolls from his pocket. “This was my father’s,” he says. “One of his few gifts to me. This watch and my military bearing.” Reaching across the desk.

Carefully, Nicky lifts the watch from his hand. The metal is cool; the engraving reads TIME IS THE BEST KILLER.

She slips her thumbnail into the groove of the lid, wonders if she should open it. Glances at him. He wears a faint satisfied smile, and his eyes glitter like razors. Nicky nearly shudders.

She presses the watch back into his palm. When her fingertip brushes his skin, she catches her breath.

“Have you met my daughter yet?” he asks. “No? What that child needs is a darn good spanking. Well, speak to Maddy; speak to my idiot nephew. He hates to be left out. Speak to Simone, my—his mother. She refuses to be left out. Diana, of course. A few guests at our party next week, perhaps; people feel generous when you’re dying. When you’re dead, too—nil nisi bonum, you know—but I’d like to hear it in advance.”

Nicky nods. “I wondered if I ought to speak to your former assistant? Isaac—”

“Isaac Murray.” Sebastian looks sly. “Haven’t seen the boy in twenty years. But I liked him. More importantly, he liked me. So obviously Isaac must be quoted at length. I’ll ask Diana to phone him.”

“And how long have I got until . . .”

“My premature death. Three months.” Sebastian places a hand atop the Webley, caresses its anteater snout.

“No, I—I wanted to ask how long you’d like me to stay.”

“Not longer than three months, certainly. Who knows you’re here in San Francisco, by the way?”

“Oh—friends. All of them. Not all of them, but—”

“But enough of them.” He smiles.

“Has he behaved himself?” Nicky twists in her seat to see Diana in the doorway, a phantom in the half-light.

“Mostly,” she replies.

“Mostly,” agrees Sebastian. “Was that you gambling with your life in the Otis?”

“That was Freddy, bringing Nicky’s bags up to the attic. Fred is Sebastian’s nephew,” Diana adds.

“Yours, too, darling.”

“Well. During the school year, he coaches high school baseball and football.”

“Soccer.”

“Known everywhere else as football, involving as it does both a ball and feet, unlike some sports. Fred’s got summers off and he’s been good enough to help his uncle with dialysis and medication and errands. He’s very devoted.”

“He is an ass.”

“Stop that. It’s an early night for you—lots of chat tomorrow. I’ll wait here.”

Nicky rises with Sebastian, prepares to say goodbye.

But he’s already beside her, shoulder to shoulder, she facing the fire, he the door. “Thank you for coming all this way,” he says. “If you can find the good in half the authors you’ve written about, I hope you can find the good in me.” A grin. “And I hope you won’t have to dig too deep.”

He smells very faintly of salt water and soap. She breathes deep; he bows his head to hers, as though to kiss her cheek. Her heart pounds.

And then, in a voice so quiet she almost doubts whether he spoke at all, Sebastian Trapp whispers:

“You and I might even solve an old mystery or two while we’re at it.”
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NOT UNTIL SHE’S FELT HIM LEAVE THE ROOM does a little shudder ripple through her.

You and I might even solve an old mystery or two.

For a mad moment, Nicky imagines herself a girl detective in the pages of a book, a creature of pulped paper and black ink. A character.

She eyes the typewriter, keys glinting in the firelight, casing flexed like muscles, as though ready to pounce; it’s a Remington, she knows, and it’s spat out every page Sebastian Trapp ever published.

The man himself.

Even with three months left, he’s able to conduct electricity: just sitting before her, he seemed to radiate energy, like a dying star. His eyes as she examined his pocketwatch; his voice as it melted in her ear. She’s in awe. She’s afraid.

She’s curious.

Slowly she circles the desk, the flames whispering about her. “Oh,” she gasps when her phone shivers in her back pocket.

“Murdered yet?” he asks in that bruised voice Nicky still likes.

She smiles, resists the urge to park herself in Sebastian’s chair. “I should be so lucky as to get murdered in this house.”

“Why are you muttering?”

“Why are you calling, Irwin?”

Irwin is his middle name. Throughout the two years they dated, Nicky took to teasing him with it; when he broke up with her, her first words were “Is it because I call you Irwin?” (No: It was because she was “too nice for me.” So nice that they’ve remained friends. So nice that not once in six months has Nicky pointed out that he calls or texts almost daily.)

“Why am I calling? I refer you to my previous question re: murder.”

“I’m in his library right now.”

“Weapons everywhere, I bet.”

She surveys the desk: Noose, dagger, poison bottle. Gun. She wonders if she might touch it.

“Seriously, babe.” He catches himself. Old habits. “Seriously, though: don’t you think dude’s a killer?”

“Would I be here if I thought dude’s a killer? He wrote books I love, he’s lived an interesting life—I’m lucky to be invited. How’s Potato?”

“I’ve told him you’re never coming home.”

“I will cut you.”

“Christ. You’re supposed to be nice.”

“Some would say too nice.” She pauses. “So how’s my dog?”

“Wanna talk to him?”

The world beyond the window suddenly dims; the flames ebb in the fireplace, the desktop shadow box fills with darkness—the library is fading. Night falls fast here.

“I don’t want to confuse him. But thanks for puppysitting.”

“Feels like old times. I assume I was your third choice.”

Fourth. “First. You’ll find a little thank-you beneath the pillow. Gotta go.” A packet of Oreos. No sense being too nice.

A snap in the fireplace, like a cracked whip, and Nicky hurries to her bag, hurries past the ranks of books, past the ladder, past the windows, into the low light of the hall. To her right a narrow back staircase winds into gloom, as though up to no good, so Nicky walks back the way she came, along the corridor. She’ll wait for Diana in the parlor.

At the landing she slows. A man stands before the portrait, glaring at the family.

Six feet of built-to-last, muscles bulging within his sleeves. Linen shirt tucked into jeans. Ink-dark hair, so black it’s nearly blue; stubble gritty on his cheeks and chin.

“Even after all these years,” he says, studying the painting, “I keep waiting for their eyeballs to follow me around.” His voice is deep. His accent is Californian.

Nicky waits. Nicky is good at waiting.

He glances at her with brown eyes, pupils full, lashes thick. “Freddy.”

“Nicky.” His grip is firm, but so is hers. She grins—it’s exciting to meet another Trapp, after all—and he grins back.

“Freddy,” he says again, as though for the first time. “Sebastian’s my uncle. I’m the houseboy. Nah, kidding: three times a week I fire up the ol’—the ol’ dialysis machine, is all. And tonight I lugged your luggage upstairs. Your hero, right?”

“Thank you.”

“Not much to lug. You lost?” Thrusting one finger past her, toward the library hallway. “That’s Sebastian territory. And thataway”—jabbing a thumb over his shoulder—“you’ve got Hope’s office and the solarium, I kid you not. Overgrown now.” His eyes snap away from hers, and suddenly he smiles: a megawatt beam, that of a first-time waiter or a child actor. “All good?” he calls.

Nicky turns to see the lady of the house descending the staircase. A key dangles from her fingers. “Freddy, I’m sorry for reeling you back here. That wasn’t much of a job.”

“Anytime.” He shifts the smile to Nicky. “Want me to show you to your room?”

“Lead the way.”

“I’ll lead the way,” says Diana, before her hand springs to her mouth. “Your sandwich. Your croque madame. How stupid of me. I don’t know why I’m so scattered lately.”

Nicky does not point out that her husband is months from the afterlife. “That’s okay,” she says, her stomach complaining. “I’d like to head out anyway. I haven’t been to San Francisco in years.”

“I can stick around another couple minutes,” Freddy offers. “If you need a lift. Part of the service.”

“I definitely will.”

Diana continues to frown. “Thank you, Fred. And again—well.” She turns, begins mounting the stairs. Nicky follows.

The steps curl up to a long hall wallpapered in Tiffany blue. “The bedrooms,” Diana explains, still climbing. “Most of them stuffed with curiosities, he calls them. Suits of armor, and spinning wheels, and a worrying number of taxidermied animals, and . . .”

Approaching the fourth floor, the staircase fading underfoot, Nicky dimly sees her bags at the top of the stairs, in front of a door. Diana slows; her knuckles bulge as she grips the key.

“Sebastian thought you might like some space to yourself. So—here’s the attic.” A pause. “And here’s this.” Pressing the key into Nicky’s hand.

Nicky lifts it—weighty, snaggletoothed—and, with a scrick of metal, slides it into the lock.

Twists.

The door opens.

And the room exhales a fug of dust, almost coughs it. Diana coughs, too. “I thought we’d aired it out properly,” she mutters, hoisting Nicky’s trunk and stepping inside.

Nicky stands by her roller, peers into the attic, rinsed in gray light. A vast sprawl of floor, loaded at one side with disused furniture—a damask divan, a spiderwebbed floor mirror, a harp the size of a whale jawbone—and arranged at the other with a double bed, a dresser, a rolltop desk; flush against the wall, a long row of children’s books, broken spines in candy colors. She recognizes the same Agatha Christie paperbacks she read as a girl.

Dormer windows dominate the attic, six on either side, and between them galaxies of dust re-form themselves in the dusk.

Diana crosses to the bed, lays the suitcase upon it, switches on the floor lamp. The depths of the room swallow the light whole. “It’s a bit Miss Havisham. I don’t suppose you play the harp?”

“I’m a little rusty.” Nicky remains in the doorway. This is the bedroom of a lost child.

Diana walks to the desk; the lampshade flushes traffic-light green. “The bathroom is over there.” An open door in a far corner—penny tile and a claw-foot tub. “This used to be staff quarters, back when there were staff.”

“I see.” Nicky wonders if she ought to be here after all.

“The house key.” Diana sets this on the desk beside a sheet of paper. “I’ve written down my mobile number, and Madeleine’s, and also Freddy’s, in case you’d like him to drive you anywhere. Sebastian doesn’t believe in phones. The Wi-Fi password is ‘Watson7.’ Uppercase W, numeral seven. Come in, come in!”

Nicky steps into the attic, slowly walks ahead, passing through soft-edged beams of light, one after another, three, four, five. The area by the bed glows like a campfire as she draws near, the roller bumping behind her. “Our housekeeper will be in tomorrow afternoon,” her hostess says. “If you’d like her to spruce it up. Adelina is a saint and a terror.”

“Thank you.”

Diana returns to the doorway. “Consider it your room and your house. And—”

Nicky waits.

Diana smiles, leaves. Her footsteps die in the depths of the staircase.

Nicky turns. Beside the mirror stands a plaster bust, a shapely head crowned with laurels, and next to that a clutch of croquet mallets leaning against a martini table. A chandelier overflowing in a cardboard box, strands of crystal dripping to the floor; a rocking horse, decapitated; four or five old maps in flaking gilt frames; and there, low to the floor, a pair of eyes glinting.

Nicky recoils. The eyes stare.

She spies another set beside them. And another. And another. Eleven eyes altogether, in the faces of six French bulldogs, heads lifted, ears pricked. A firing line of undead canines.

Nicky nearly laughs. She crouches in front of the nearest, black and jowly, and reads the tag on its collar: WATSON VI. Its neighbor, a beefy brindle: WATSON V. Then a small fawn, and so on, until Nicky finds herself eye to eye with a pied cyclops: WATSON.

She crosses to the desk, pockets the house key. Pulls the drawer open—safety scissors, a plastic magnifying glass, Magic Markers. She imagines the hands that held them, watches her own hands tremble.

At a dormer window, she gazes down. A lonely streetlamp. Clouds swarm the rising moon.

Her toe knocks against a Magic 8 Ball, filmy with dust. She grasps it, thinks, shakes, watches the blue pyramid float into view on a raft of bubbles: CANNOT PREDICT NOW.

A glimmer overhead. Above the bed, beyond the lamplight, the ceiling is spackled with pale white stars—glow-in-the-dark, faint against the paint. Nicky squints, and the little cosmos resolves itself:

[image: image]

She sits on the edge of the bed—surprisingly firm, clean linen sheets—and as the light seeps from the attic, as the windows darken and the furniture disappears, she sighs.

Cole Trapp’s bedroom. Imagine that.
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FREDDY’S SCRAWNY NISSAN is equipped with a six-CD player. “Pretty much the reason I bought this beauty,” he explains.

“What’s on rotation?” Nicky hopes he won’t say anything douchey.

“Mostly Maroon 5. Also an Uncle Sebastian audiobook. Jack Fell Down.” Introducing Simon St. John’s nemesis, a Moriarty figure known only as Jack. “Figured it’d give us something to talk about. Me and him. Before he punches out.”

“And does it?”

“Nope. Where to, by the way?”

They cruise out of Pacific Heights; when Freddy spins the wheel, bands of muscle shift in his forearm. Nicky studies his face. My idiot nephew, Sebastian had said. She’d like to make conversation—she’s here for the Trapps, even the idiots of the species—but between the cabbie and the missus and the mister, finds herself fresh out of chat. Instead she looks at Freddy, compares him to the boy he was in photos twenty years ago, when the news cast him as the teen-dream cousin in the Trapp family mystery. Still handsome, baseball-jockishly, but affable, too, with a reckless smile and that slightly ditzy voice; the pictures hadn’t captured that.

Freddy brakes at a light and grunts, wincing in the red dashboard glow. “Tore my labrum last year,” he explains. “Every so often my shoulder complains. No reason at all.”

“Like a bratty kid. Maybe there?” A small corner diner on loan from 1955.

Freddy points, rucking up his sleeve, and Nicky spots a tiny line of text inked into the skin above his elbow. He shrugs the car to one side, brakes.

“Would you like to join me?” she asks politely.

He chews his lip. “Yeah, but—I got tournament plans.” He names a video game. Nicky, who outgrew games right after beating that one, fumbles with her seat belt. “You got my number, though? In case you need a ride. A car ride.” When she glances at him, he’s blushing. Could be the dash light.

The belt slithers across her chest. “Diana wrote it down for me. Thanks for the car ride.” Climbing out, laptop case slung over one shoulder.

“Welcome to San Francisco. Don’t talk to strangers,” he adds, and the Nissan coasts away, Maroon 5 whining in its wake.

The diner: jukebox, laminated menus, pictures of the entrées. Nicky parks in a booth and checks her warped reflection in a metal napkin dispenser. Unfolds her laptop.

Closes her laptop. Reclines—

“Getcha anything?”

Sits up. “Corona, please. With a lime.” Sits back once more.

A mystery or two . . .

Cole and Hope Trapp disappeared on New Year’s Eve 1999—or, technically, the following day, when they were reported missing, as both had been seen after midnight, albeit in separate locations: Cole in his cousin Frederick’s bunk bed, a quarter past twelve, when Freddy himself fell asleep; Hope outside a liquor store in the Presidio, where Sebastian’s brother and sister-in-law dropped her off at 1:30 A.M. so that she could reload on a particularly exotic mezcal for the Trapps’ fabled New Year party (“Glittering!” “Swank!” “Glamorous!” chorused the papers). She would summon a cab, she told them, and return to Pacific Heights with nightcaps for the stragglers.

Ten minutes later, Dominic and Simone peeked into their son’s bedroom. Freddy they saw curled up in the lower bunk; they assumed Cole was up top, but later admitted that they hadn’t looked too closely. (“Mysterious!” “Shocking!” “Unthinkable!”)

Madeleine Trapp, the daughter, returned to Pacific Heights from her off-campus apartment in Berkeley a few minutes before nine A.M. on New Year’s Day (her roommate’s boyfriend confirmed he had bumped into her outside the bathroom just after three), around the time Sebastian called his brother’s house to ask after Hope, who hadn’t made it back home before he went to bed; he’d concluded she was battened down with her in-laws.

She wasn’t, Dominic informed him. And—as Freddy, awoken by the phone, had reported that very moment—neither was Cole.

The investigation commenced within hours. Surveillance footage was scrutinized—airport, train station, taxi ranks, highways. Neighbors were questioned; classmates were quizzed; the (glittering, swank, glamorous) party guests eagerly submitted to interviews. But—

“Corona with lime.”

Nicky smiles and swigs, beer rushing through the lime wedge.

The waitress fans herself with a menu. “Anything to eat?”

“A burger, please. Bloody.”

“We’re vegan, doll. ’S why we’re called Give Peas a Chance.”

Goddammit, San Francisco. Nicky swallows a sigh, orders carrots and a bowl of hummus. Shuts her eyes again.

At last, the lead investigators—a creaky veteran soon to retire and his partner, a keen-eyed, green-haired young woman only two years on the force—back-burnered the case. Hope and Cole had been missing for six months.

Did they choose to flee? Was it a double kidnapping? No mere coincidence, surely? Online—this was the midmorning if not the dawn of the Internet—conspiracy theorists spun spiderwebs, click-starved magazines posted lurid captions beneath photos of Hope and Cole: CULT! WITNESS PROTECTION! ALIEN ABDUCTION!

In February, the police publicly cleared Sebastian of suspicion, thanking him for his cooperation. That same day, he traveled to England, where years earlier he and Hope had bought a country house in her native Dorset, and there he remained as Madeleine returned to school and Dominic and Simone and Freddy returned to their lives.

Without a carcass to circle, the media eventually flapped away.

When, at the end of that year, Sebastian Trapp reappeared in San Francisco, he vanished again, as completely as the vicar’s ward in London Bridges, as the pilfered urn in Ashes, Ashes. As his own wife and child.

He wouldn’t write a new book for ten years. He wouldn’t remarry for another fifteen, although his choice of bride did not go unnoticed.

Because—lest anyone forget—there were the aides. Husband and wife had each employed an assistant, his to help with research, hers to manage her committee schedules. Sebastian’s was a graduate student called Isaac.

Hope’s was a young Englishwoman called Diana.
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NICKY REMAINS AT THE CAFÉ for nearly two hours. A half dozen friends have texted today, each cracking the same are-you-dead-by-now joke; she submits proof of life, assures them she’s hiring a security detail, or at least a body double. Outside the window, fog blurs the air again, cars swim through it—nothing like the lava flows of taillights in New York. She counts nine Teslas before paying the check, summons a ride.

Again she scales the steps; again she strokes that question-mark knocker with one slender finger. But this time Nicky slides the house key into the lock, twists, and pushes the door open. The cavernous foyer is lit low and warm; far away, the staircase glides up into darkness, the portrait at the top just a box of shadows. The windows on either side are black.

In the silence, she feels like a teenager returned late from a night out.

“And what have you been up to?”

Nicky starts, glances to her right.

It’s a room she hadn’t noticed earlier. Through the doorway, she sees the back of a woman bowed over a card table. Nicky counts five other tables as she approaches, each strewn with jigsaw pieces: in the corner there’s a cloud of clownfish, creamsicle orange-and-white; nearby, Sargent’s Madame X, two bare arms and a narrow waist and no head.

She steps over the threshold—into the nineteenth century, across the ocean. An extravagant mural covers the four walls: London by gaslight, cobbled streets glistening, alleys soft with fog, horse and carriage, both glossy and black . . . and stumbling over the stones, walking through the mist, darting around the hansom: urchins and drunks and greengrocers and rats and cats and a pair of gentlemen clutching silver-topped sticks. The façade of a tavern spans one wall; its windows, frosted and sooty, paupers raising pints behind the glass, appear to be blackout blinds drawn over the front of the house.

Nicky studies the woman from behind. Her hair is careless and blond, her shoulders round. Hazy smoke drifts over her head. In one hand she cradles a wineglass, shallow tide of red within. Nicky longs to see her face.

The woman plucks a cigarette from the ashtray. “Someone very dangerous is standing right behind you.”

Nicky turns, zeroes in on him instantly, just beside the open door: a figure in the distance, beyond the arch of a viaduct, posed in the sallow light of a lone streetlamp; top hat on his head, cape billowing from his shoulders, mist swirling at his feet. Jack the Ripper. She tries not to shy from him.

“Come over here and let’s take a look at you.”

As she moves forward, Nicky assesses the woman’s work: a tabby, reared on its hind legs, clawing at a caged canary. “This is a trick puzzle,” she explains, carefully unpicking piece after piece until the cat is disarticulated, just a scattering of whiskers and fur. “It can fit together any number of ways. But there’s only one true solution.”

Now she turns, and at last Nicky beholds her plain, pleasant face. She’s on loan from the prow of a Viking ship, yet she appears very slightly amused, as though she’s got a secret and it’s dirty.

Nicky tries not to gawk: this person, in her sloppy sweater, with her sloppy hair, scarcely resembles the college athlete pictured in the press twenty years ago.

Beneath the table an animal stirs, snorts—a squat French bulldog, face a crumpled black mask, two bat ears poking from its head.

“That’s Watson.” The dog regards Nicky with bulbous eyes, sighs as though disappointed. “And I’m Madeleine.” Her handshake is a single brisk pump, the way Nicky was taught.

“I’m Nicky.”

“Oh, I know.” Madeleine sweeps one arm around the walls. “My father loves the late Victorian. Gaslights and penny dreadfuls. He would’ve set his novels back then, except Conan Doyle beat him to it. I’m a whore, by the way.”

Nicky frowns.

“See?” Pointing to a prostitute in an alley, her skirts muddy at the hems, her bosom overripe. Her face is Madeleine’s.

“Dad asked did I want to be the lady in the carriage, and I was like, ‘Hell, no—I want some action. And gimme a rack, while you’re at it.’” A sip of wine. “Sorry about your room.” Lifting her cigarette. “It’s where my brother used to sleep.” She drags deeply, arrows smoke to one side, mashes the butt into the ashtray—“Filthy habit”—and rinses with wine. She stands, rising six feet tall, her body soft and full, and turns to another table—a kitten dangling from a branch above the words OH SHIT. Underfoot, Watson ambles slowly after her, like a homely familiar.

“So not a week ago, Dad announces he wants to”—shrug—“reminisce in print. Okay, sure—eighty million books, of course he’s got stories. Places he’s been, people he’s met.” She thrusts a hand into her sweater pocket, pulls out a dented pack of cigarettes and a lighter, fires up. Drifts over to the decapitated Madame X. “He knows everyone. Well—he knew everyone. Until twenty years ago.”

Nicky hears the hitch in her voice, feels the urge to console.

Madeleine gazes down at the headless vision and with two fingers reconstitutes a shoulder. “But I don’t think,” she says at last, “he should spend what time he’s got left dredging up the past. He never talks about them, you know. You’re not unaware of . . . all that.”

“I’m not.”

“So if that’s what you’re after . . .” Madeleine steps back to her wineglass, finds it drained.

“I’m not after anything,” says Nicky to this unexpected version of Madeleine Trapp.

“You better not be a Trapper Keeper.”

Nicky nearly grimaces. True-crime rubberneckers and paranoiacs and self-appointed Sherlocks, usually preoccupied by the drama within their own ranks, who continue to obsess over Hope and Cole’s disappearance. They tout alleged sightings; they reenact—in print, anyway—the double murder; they debate elaborate methods of corpse disposal (acid bath, as in Baa Baa Black Sheep; butchered, cooked, and served to a family dog, per Everywhere That Mary Went); they gossip about Diana, whom none of them appear to have actually met. Nicky has knocked on the doors of those chat rooms over the years, waded through the sewers of social media—it’s an intriguing story, after all—but only to observe.

“I’ll take that as a no.” The cigarette hisses in the dregs. “Nothing against you, by the way. I’m sure you’re a damn delight. Dad says so.” A smile—her smile is perfect: just enough teeth, just enough mischief. “I’m also sure you’ll be exquisitely sensitive.”

“Sensitive is my middle name.”

“Very few people use their middle names.” Madeleine crouches, and the bulldog shuffles into her arms. “Well—oof—I’ve seen you. That’s enough progress for tonight, I think.”

They quit the vermin and the vice and emerge into the serenity of the foyer. “Over there’s my hidey-hole”—Madeleine nods at a door in the far wall—“by the grandfather clock. My sweet little suite. Watson is my roommate.”

Their footsteps are silent on the marble. “How long have you lived here?” asks Nicky.

“As a grown-up? Moved back in three terms into law school, never moved out. Never finished my degree, either. Never did lots of things, in fact.”

“What do you do?”

Madeleine adjusts Watson in her arms. “Christ, she’s getting heavy. Dad feeds her pâté. You got a dog? Don’t feed it pâté. Let’s see: I wrote a terrible book. I won’t ask if you’ve read it. You’d be embarrassed if you hadn’t. I’d be embarrassed if you had. Stunt publishing. Dad’s editor asked if I had a decent mystery novel in me.” The dog snorts. “Correct, Watson. I did not.”

The terrible book starred a female private eye tracking an arsonist in fifties San Francisco—“Not so much hard-boiled as scrambled,” sniffed one critic. Nicky wonders if she ought to change the subject, if she ought to reassure Madeleine, if she ought to suggest lunch or maybe one of those GoCar city tours (not now, though, not at night, after they’ve both been drinking) or—

“I helped Dad with a few Simons back in high school,” Madeleine continues. “Research, I mean. I was bad at that, too. I’m good at taking care of him, though. You’ve been warned about the Otis?” They’ve reached her door.

Nicky looks to her right at a latticework elevator grate. Before she can reply, Madeleine drops Watson to one hip, opens her other arm like a wing. Nicky steps into the hug—Madeleine Trapp’s hug! She can feel the dog snuffling against her side.

“Night.” Cigarettes and a surprisingly flowery shampoo.

“Night,” Nicky answers.

A squeeze. “I really wish you weren’t here.”

Nicky decides to squeeze back all the same—it’s only polite—but Madeleine releases her, smiles. Disappears into her suite.

What that child needs is a darn good spanking, Sebastian had said of his daughter. Nicky can’t imagine anybody less spankable.

She stands alone in the foyer, black shadows steeped in the corners, white steps unfurled before her. Around her all is quiet. The walls say nothing to one another; the floors don’t settle. Not even the whisper of pipes. Not even the creep of a clock. A house without a voice. Nicky stamps on the marble floor beneath her. One pitiful thump—no report, no flock of echoes.

Doesn’t sound travel in this house? Or is that only human voices?

Her gaze travels up the staircase, to that portrait suspended in the darkness, the phantom family.

A moment later, she arrives at the landing. On the wall before her, Madeleine flanks her father in her white dress, staring at the foyer. Her posture is excellent, her plump face sober and somber. The woman downstairs had slumped at her table, appraised Nicky through a scrim of smoke.

Why, she wonders, would a man who never talks about his first wife and child hang their picture here?





9.

MADELEINE PARKS HERSELF AT HER DESK, a dainty escritoire that chafes her thighs, and rouses her laptop. Observes that she has left two lamps lit all day. San Franciscan of the year.

She’d hugged her.

Why did she hug her?

Pity, probably. Pity and cheap wine. The girl seemed nervous; quiet, too, and Madeleine distrusts quiet people. Why in royal hell had her father recruited such a homunculus? Why had he recruited anyone at all? Is the homunculus to have the run of the house? Does she expect a tour guide? Will she want to visit Madeleine’s room?

She swivels. “And here,” some museum docent announces, “we see a bedroom from the late twentieth century, preserved intact.” The battered sofa and twin armchairs, vainly awaiting a party of five; the bed in its nook, vainly awaiting a party of two; drapes tumbled in thick crimson tresses over three tall windows facing the street; the bureau and mirror and en suite—all as they were twenty years ago. “Observe the Cyndi Lauper concert poster,” the guide continues, “and the enlarged reproduction of a nineteenth-century German postcard. We might conclude that the occupant enjoyed retro popular music, possibly ironically, and was also, at some point in their life, pretentious.” And along the far wall, the same broad scaffolding of shelves, crowded with tennis trophies and paperback novels and CD cases and framed photographs (assorted Watsons in assorted poses) and a lava lamp (extinct) and an aquarium (droughted) and a maidenhair fern.

In her arms, Watson complains. “I agree,” says Madeleine. “No visitors.” She turns back to her laptop.

The file, stashed in an obscure folder, is named pap smear photos, which seems likely to discourage interest. Madeleine clicks.

SIMON SAYS

A screenplay by Madeleine Trapp

Based on the novel by Sebastian Trapp

She scrolls through twenty-five pages, two murders, and many, many cameos from Simon’s dog. It’s bad in all the ways she feared, certainly, but also in ways that she appears to have invented. She’s glad her father knows nothing about it.

Three of the St. John mysteries have already been adapted for film, each handsomely mounted, each well received, and each long ago—a point emphasized by the movie producer who this past February reached out. Madeleine’s is a stubby CV—four years of college, three terms of law school, assorted volunteer posts, all these details last revised online in 2008—but the producer wasn’t looking for an unemployed half lawyer: he wanted to revive the Simon St. John franchise, reboot it from the top, and could Madeleine put him in touch with the author?

She could, but she hasn’t, and she won’t. Not yet. If Simon is to be restored to life onscreen, what better resurrectionist than—here’s a twist—Madeleine Trapp? She imagines her father leafing proudly through one hundred pages of crisp banter and mild violence; she hears him praising her fresh ideas, so fresh that as of
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