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  Dedication

In memory of Katharine Dawson Marshall, the last of the Dawson clan to enter eternal life on January 30, 1998, joining Monica Richardson Dawson, Louis Dawson, Frances Dawson Webster, Thomas Dawson, and Helen Dawson Shelley. We will always love you.












ONE





JUDITH MCMONIGLE FLYNN stacked twenty-four pancakes on a platter, grabbed the syrup pitcher, and opened the swinging door with her hip. Just behind her, the kitchen phone rang.

“Damn!” Judith cursed under her breath, then sheepishly smiled at the eight hungry, curious faces seated around the old oak dining room table. The phone kept ringing. “Sorry,” Judith apologized, as she set the pancakes and syrup on the table, “I don’t usually get calls this early unless they’re reservations from the East Coast.”


The bed and breakfast guests made various incomprehensible sounds, then began dishing up pancakes. Judith returned to the kitchen just as the phone trunked over to the answering machine. After delivering bacon, eggs, and extra butter, she checked the message.


“I know you’re there, you twit!” Cousin Renie’s voice had an early-morning croak. “Call me! Quick!”


It was 7:36. Judith’s cousin never, ever got out of bed before nine and almost never achieved full consciousness until ten. Apprehensively, Judith dialed Renie’s number.


“Are you okay?” Judith asked in a breathless voice.


“I’m terrible,” Renie replied crossly. “I’m up the creek, in the soup, down the toilet.”



The exaggerated response relieved Judith’s mind. If Renie had been held hostage or was lying at the bottom of her basement stairs, she wouldn’t describe her plight so vividly. Judith poured a mug of coffee and sat down at the kitchen table. “So what’s really wrong?” she asked, more intrigued than alarmed.


A big sigh rolled over the phone line from the other side of Heraldsgate Hill. “It’s the OTIOSE conference—you know, the Overland Telecommunications and Information Organization of Systems Engineers.”


“It’s called OTIOSE for short?” Judith asked in surprise. “Do they know what it means?”


“Of course not. They’re engineers. Anyway,” Renie went on, still sounding vexed, “they used to be part of the local phone company before the Bell System got broken up by the Justice Department. Remember I told you I was putting together a really big graphic design presentation for their annual winter retreat? I’m redoing their logo, their colors, everything right down to the cheap pens they hand out to lucky customers and members of their board. But there’s a problem—the caterer backed out at the last minute and they’ve asked me to find a sub.”


“So? There are a zillion caterers in the Yellow Pages. If they’re telephone company people, why can’t they let their fingers do the walking?”


“Because they are telephone company people. Their brains aren’t attached to their fingers. Plus, these are the top executives. They’re not used to doing things for themselves.” Renie was clearly exasperated. “Anyway, I opened my big mouth and told them I knew a topnotch caterer. Believe it or not, I was referring to you. What do you say?”


“Ohhh” Judith set her mug down with a thud and splashed coffee onto the plastic table cover. Running a B&B was hard enough, especially with the holidays so recently behind her. Of late she’d been trying to phase out the catering arm of her business. For several years it had been a joint venture with Judith’s friend and neighbor, Arlene Rankers. Her husband, Carl, had retired two years earlier, and their family of five had expanded. The quiet leisure years they’d anticipated had turned into a merry-go-round of grandchildren crawling around in the laurel hedge that separated the Rankers and Flynn properties. Arlene no longer had the time or the energy to help run a full-scale catering service, and Judith couldn’t do it without her.


“I really don’t think I can manage on such short notice,” Judith said at last. “Isn’t the retreat this weekend?”


“Right, over the three-day Martin Luther King holiday.” Renie paused. “It’d be for only a day, actually. All you have to do is set up the first meal on Friday, then stock the fridge and freezer and whatever. The rest of the weekend is”


“More coffee please,” came a request from the dining room.


“Do you have powdered sugar?” called another guest.


“There’s something gruesome crawling around under the table,” complained a third, rather frantic voice.


Judith hadn’t heard the last part of Renie’s explanation. “Coz, I’ll get back to you in half an hour,” she said, feeling a touch of panic.


The coffee and powdered sugar were delivered, then Judith dove under the big oak table to retrieve her cat, Sweetums. The cat arched his back, hissed, and began rubbing against the sheer stockings on a pair of rather hefty legs.


“Eeek!” cried a voice somewhere over Judith’s head. “My hose! I’m being attacked by an animal! I feel fur and disgusting warmth!”


“What is it?” inquired an anxious male voice. “Not a porcupine, surely.”


Judith grabbed Sweetums with both hands and dragged him out from under the table. “Sorry,” she apologized again. “My husband must have let him in when he went to work.”


“I hate cats,” said the woman who had first complained.



“Cats carry all kinds of dread disease,” stated a man at the end of the table.


“That cat looks mean,” remarked a woman who was sprinkling powdered sugar on her pancakes. “Is he rabid?”


Sweetums was now sitting by the swinging doors, his long, fluffy tail curled around his large orange, white, and gray body. The yellow eyes narrowed and the whiskers twitched.


“He’s a very healthy cat,” Judith declared in a defensive tone. “I’ll take him outside. Come on, Sweetums. Let’s go eat some birds.”


A gasp went up from some of the guests. Judith immediately realized she should have kept her mouth shut. But this time she didn’t apologize. Nudging Sweetums with her foot, she guided him into the kitchen, down the narrow hall past the pantry and the back stairs, and out onto the porch.


Sweetums balked. It was extremely cold, as befitted the third week of January. Heavy dark clouds hung in low over Heraldsgate Hill. Despite the budding camellia bushes and the green forsythia shoots, Judith sensed that winter was far from over. She didn’t blame Sweetums for not wanting to stay outside. Maybe he’d be satisfied visiting Judith’s mother in the converted toolshed. Gertrude Grover was probably champing at the bit, awaiting her own breakfast.


Judith went back into the kitchen to prepare her mother’s morning repast. Then she and the cat trudged down the walkway to the small apartment. Gertrude opened the door and offered her daughter a knuckle sandwich.


“You’re late, you moron,” Gertrude snarled. “It’s seven-forty-nine. I’m practically ready to keel over from starvation.” Her small eyes brightened as Judith uncovered the plastic tray. “Flapjacks, huh? You got any little pigs?”


“Not today,” Judith replied as Sweetums sniffed around the legs of Gertrude’s walker. “Bacon, not too crisp, just the way you like it, swimming in its own grease.”


“Mmm.” Gertrude seemed appeased. “Did you warm the syrup?”



“Of course.” Judith began setting the breakfast things on Gertrude’s card table, which was littered with magazines, jumble puzzles, candy boxes, candy wrappers, and half a chocolate Santa. Gertrude had already eaten the head and shoulders, and was obviously working her way through the little round belly. Though bacon, eggs, and pancakes might not be the most wholesome of foodstuffs, Judith consoled herself that at least they weren’t sweets. In recent years, Gertrude had begun to reject such items as fruit, vegetables, and almost anything else that was healthy. The problem had been exacerbated by the holidays. Gertrude had stockpiled sugary treats given by friends, relatives, and neighbors. If her mother had had any of her own teeth left, Judith guessed that they would have fallen out by New Year’s Eve.


Returning to the house, Judith tended to her guests’ latest, not always reasonable requests, and tried to keep smiling. She knew she was suffering from the usual post-holiday doldrums. Traditionally, January was a slow month in the hostelry business, but this year had proved to be an exception. For the first time since Judith had converted the family home into a B&B almost eight years earlier, Hillside Manor was booked through the twenty-first. Following on the heels of the holiday season with its professional and personal hustle-and-bustle, Judith could have used a respite. But there was none, and she was tired, cranky, and drained of her usual cheerful enthusiasm.


It was eight-thirty by the time the guests had finished breakfast. Two couples had drifted into the living room to drink coffee in front of the fireplace, and the others had gone upstairs to prepare for checkout. Judith dialed Renie’s number, propped the portable phone between her shoulder and ear, and loaded the dishwasher.


“You’re late,” Renie snapped. “I was ready to drive over to see if you’d died.”


“Just busy, coz,” Judith replied in a listless voice. “Anyway, the answer is no. I’ve got a full house this weekend and I’m really beat. Today’s Tuesday, and if this event is set for Friday, that doesn’t give me much time to put together a menu that’ll last through the long weekend.”


“Oh. Okay. Bye.”


“Wait!” Annoyed with herself for letting Renie goad her, Judith slapped a hand against the dishwasher lid. “I mean, you’re not mad?”


“Huh? No. That’s fine. See you.”


“But what will you do?” Judith asked anxiously. “You said you were in a bind.”


“I’ll kill myself. I’m getting a noose out of the broom closet even as we speak.” Renie’s voice was unnaturally placid. “Now where’s a box I can stand on?”


“Dammit, you’re making me feel guilty.”


“That’s okay. You’ll forget all about it when Bill keels over from grief and you and Joe end up with our three kids. They may be adults legally, but they’re still a financial drain. Unlike you, we haven’t been able to marry ours off.”


Judith’s mind flashed back to Mike and Kristin’s wedding the previous summer. It had been wonderful; it had been terrible. Judith had felt the wrench of parting with her only son, and had somehow temporarily buried her feelings by trying to help her homicide detective husband catch a murderer. But during the months that followed, the sense of loss had deepened. Even though Mike hadn’t lived at home for several years, his marriage had been a major life change for Judith. He and his bride worked as park rangers some four hundred miles away in Idaho, but they were due to be transferred. The new posting could take them almost anywhere in the fifty states, and Judith feared she wouldn’t see her son and his wife more than once a year. The hollow feeling wouldn’t go away, and Judith knew it was another reason she felt not only tired, but suddenly old.


“When do you make your presentation?” Judith asked, forcing herself out of her reverie.


“Friday,” Renie answered, no longer placid. “I told you, it’s just for a day. Can’t Arlene Rankers help you throw some crap together for these bozos? Bring her along. You’ll be up at the lodge for about six hours, and they’ll pay you three grand.”


“Arlene’s getting ready for her annual jaunt to Palm Desert with Carl, andthree grand?” Judith’s jaw dropped.


“Right.” The smirk in Renie’s voice was audible. “OTIOSE pays well. Why do you think I’m so anxious to peddle my pretty little proposals? I could make a bundle off these phone company phonies.”


“Wow.” Judith leaned against the kitchen counter. “That would pay off our Christmas bills and then some. Six hours, right?”


“Right. We can come and go together, because my presentation should take about two hours, plus Q&A, plus the usual yakkity-yak and glad-handing. You’ll get to see me work the room. It’ll be a whole new experience. I actually stay nice for several minutes at a time.”


Judith couldn’t help but smile. Her cousin wasn’t famous for her even temper. “How many?” she asked, getting down to business.


“Ten—six men, four women,” Renie answered, also sounding equally professional. “All their officers, plus the administrative assistant. I’ll make a list, just so you know the names. Executives are very touchy about being recognized correctly.”


Judith nodded to herself. “Okay. You mentioned a lodge. Which one?”


“Mountain Goat,” Renie replied. “It’s only an hour or so from town, so we should leave Friday morning around nine.”


Judith knew the lodge, which was located on one of the state’s major mountain passes. “I can’t wait to tell Joe. He’ll be thrilled about the money. By the way, why did the other caterers back out?”


There was a long pause. “UhI guess they’re sort of superstitious.”



“What do you mean?” Judith’s voice had turned wary.


“Oh, it’s nothing, really,” Renie said, sounding unnaturally jaunty. “Last year they had a staff assistant handle the catering at Mountain Goat Lodge. Barry Something-Or-Other, who was starting up his own business on the side. Heahdisappeared.”


“He disappeared?” Judith gasped into the receiver.


“Yeah, well, he went out for cigarettes or something and never came back. Got to run, coz. See you later.”


Renie hung up.


 


Joe wasn’t excited about Judith’s bonanza. Indeed, Joe didn’t really hear her mention the OTIOSE catering job. He was uncharacteristically self-absorbed and depressed, though the reasons had nothing to do with his wife.


“It’s these damned drive-bys,” he complained, accepting a stiff Scotch from Judith. “They’re always kids, both victims and perps, and sometimes they’re innocent bystanders. The victims, I mean. God, it’s such a waste.” He loosened his tie and collapsed into a kitchen chair.


Judith came up behind him and massaged his tense shoulders. “It’s sad. What are they trying to prove?”


“That they belong.” Joe sighed. “It doesn’t matter that it’s a gang of punks just like themselves. They fit in somewhere, there’s a place for them, a niche they can’t find with family, because they don’t have any. Not a real family, I mean. They’re the new outcasts, and they can only prove their worth by blowing some other poor kid away.”


“It’s an awfully stupid way to prove anything,” Judith said, turning back to the stove where mussels boiled in a big pot. “You usually catch them, though.”


“That’s the frustrating part,” Joe said, taking a deep drink. “The perps end up in the slammer for fifteen, twenty years, wasting their young lives. What’s even worse is that the rest of them don’t learn by what happens to the ones we send away. There are times when I hate my job. Do you realize I could retire in three years?”



Judith, who was draining the mussels into a colander, almost dropped the pot. She’d never heard Joe mention retirement before. “Do you want to?” she gulped.


Joe sighed again, his green eyes troubled. “I’ve been thinking about it lately. Hell, I’ve been on the force for thirty-three years. Plenty of guys burn out by fifty-five. I’m past that already. I figure I’m lucky to have lasted this long.”


So was Judith. Only in the five and a half years of her marriage to Joe had she been able to count on financial support from a spouse. During her nineteen years with the unemployed and unemployable Dan McMonigle, Judith had worked two jobs. By day she had served as a librarian, and at night, she had toiled behind the bar at the Meat and Mingle. The daytime and evening clientele neither met nor mingled. Most of the hard-fisted drinkers were lucky they could read the bar specials posted on a chalkboard set next to the blinking sign depicting a hula-skirted chipmunk.


“Well,” Judith said, tossing the mussels into a bowl of vermicelli and rice, “it’s your decision.” She gave her husband a quick, keen look. The red hair had more gray in it, the forehead was growing higher, the laugh and worry lines were etched more deeply. Joe was still the most attractive man in the world to Judith, but he was getting older. She’d hardly noticed. After a twenty-five-year separation, their time together had seemed so brief. “You’ll know when it’s time to quit,” she added a bit lamely.


“Hmm.” Joe sipped more Scotch. “The retirement package is fairly good, all things considered.”


Which, Judith realized, Joe had considered. “Medical, dental?”


“Right. I’d have Social Security, too.”


There had been no security with Dan, social or otherwise. At over four hundred pounds, her first husband had offered only verbal abuse and demands for more vodka, Ding-Dongs, apple fritters, and whatever else he could stuff into his fat, lazy face.



“I guess we’ll have to think about it,” Judith said, sounding slightly wistful.


Joe didn’t reply. He has thought about it. Plenty. Why hasn’t he mentioned it to me? Judith felt betrayed.


Maybe this wasn’t the time to discuss the three grand for the OTIOSE conference. Maybe Judith should start building her own little nest egg. Certainly she wasn’t prepared to give up the B&B. She’d worked too hard to turn it into a successful venture.


“Did you hear me say I’ll be gone most of Friday?” she asked, spooning green beans onto a plate for Gertrude. “I’m catering a phone company conference for Renie.”


Joe had picked up the evening paper and was reading the sports page. “Since when did Renie go to work for the phone company?”


“She’s freelancing, as usual.” Judith was getting exasperated.


“Bill’s retiring next year.” Joe turned a page of the newspaper.


“What?” Judith gaped at her husband.


He nodded, but didn’t look up. “Thirty-one years in the university system. Why shouldn’t he?”


“Renie hasn’t said a thing!” Now Judith’s annoyance spread to her cousin.


“Maybe Bill hasn’t told Renie. Where the hell is the Hot Stove League news? I heard there was a big trade brewing.” Joe riffled the pages, in search of baseball reports.


“Bill wouldn’t not tell Renie,” Judith seethed. “Bill and Renie communicate.”


“Maybe she forgot to mention it to you. Ah, here we are” Joe disappeared behind the paper.


Judith marched out to the toolshed with Gertrude’s dinner. For once, she put the covered plate outside the door, knocked twice, and raced back to the house. Gertrude hated mussels. Judith wasn’t in a mood to hear her mother gripe. Judith, in fact, was feeling mutinous. Joe wasn’t usually secretive, especially not when it came to making decisions that affected them as a couple. And Renie always told Judith everything. The cousins were as close as sisters, maybe closer, because they hadn’t been forced to grow up under the same roof. Judith felt like slugging Joe, shaking Renie, and giving Bill a boot just for the hell of it.


Judith would never admit it, but she was in the mood for murder.












TWO





FRIDAY DAWNED COLD and cloudy. Renie was driving the Jones’s big blue Chev, which was fitted with snow tires, and carried chains in the trunk. The cousins set out at nine on the dot, heading east toward the mountain pass that was located about an hour outside of the city.


“I made a list,” Renie said, patting an envelope that lay on the seat between them. “It’s on top. Take it out and go over the names. When—and if—I introduce you, it won’t be so confusing.”


Judith perused the single sheet of typewritten paper as they crossed the floating bridge that led out of the city. “You should have included descriptions,” she complained. “These names and titles don’t mean much. The only one I’ve ever heard of is the CEO, Frank Killegrew. I’ve seen his name in the newspaper.”


“Good, that leaves only nine, and four of them are women. Don’t worry about it,” Renie counseled. “With any luck, you won’t have much contact with them.”


Judith scanned the names: After Franklin Killegrew, president and CEO, there was Ward Haugland, executive vice presidentnetwork and customer services. Judith made a face. “What’s with these complicated titles? Why can’t Haugland just be an executive vice president?”



“Because telecommunications is complicated these days,” Renie replied. “It’s still in a state of flux. First came the big Bell System divestiture, sixteen, seventeen years ago, along with the revolution in technology. Independent companies like OTIOSE are still trying to find their niche.”


“Is that why I get four phone bills instead of one?” Judith asked.


“Yep. You’ve got your local carrier, your long distance company, your leased equipment, yourwhat?” Renie shot Judith an inquiring glance.


“My pager,” Judith said. “It’s really Mike’s pager, but he doesn’t use it anymore. The problem is, neither do I. I only took it from him so Mother could get me in an emergency.”


“Has she ever paged you?” Renie asked as they reached the mainland and flourishing suburbia.


“Never. She swears she lost the number and wouldn’t use it if she found it.”


“Then get rid of the thing. It must cost you twenty bucks a month.”


“Arlene has the number,” Judith said. “Like now, she could page me if she has a problem taking over for the day at the B&B.”


Renie shrugged. “Then maybe it’s worth it.”


They drove the interstate past industrial complexes, car dealerships, fast-food chains, trendy restaurants, and gas stations the size of a mini-mall. It never ceased to amaze Judith that what used to be vacant rural areas where the family gathered hazelnuts, blackberries, and Christmas trees was now a thirty-mile stretch of commercialism. At last they began to climb, but even where tall trees still grew, there were large swaths of housing developments. The city had sprawled, almost to the pass itself.


“Joe says Bill’s going to retire.” Judith finally broached the subject that had been on her mind since Tuesday night.


“He’s talking about it.” Renie pulled into the fast lane, passing a big semi-truck.



Judith noticed that some of the taller trees were dusted with fresh snow. “Really?” she remarked. “You haven’t said so to me.”


Renie gave a little shrug. “It won’t be final—or real—until he hands in his retirement application to the university administration. I never anticipate, you know.”


“Joe’s talking about it, too.” Judith tried to keep her tone light. “Of course he wouldn’t retire for another three years.”


“Good for him,” Renie said, moving back into the right-hand lane. “Both of our husbands have had long careers. They need to kick back and enjoy themselves.”


“Yes.” Judith’s tone was dubious. “Yes. I suppose they do.” A vision of Dan McMonigle, supine and blimplike on the sofa, rumbled through her mind’s eye. “It’s just that I’ve been through quite a bit of change lately. With Mike married and now being transferred, he and Kristin could end up in Alaska or Hawaii or Florida where I’d hardly ever see them.”


“So Joe retires and you travel.” Renie shrugged. “That’s what people do. Frank Killegrew’s retiring, by the way,” she added as they drove further into the forest and away from civilization. “Haugland’s his heir apparent, but I’ve heard you can’t count on it.”


Judith glanced at the list Renie had given her. She wasn’t terribly interested in OTIOSE’s career paths. All she could think of was trying to live on Joe’s retirement and Social Security. Would he insist she give up Hillside Manor and retire with him?


“Doesn’t retirement make you feel old?” Judith finally asked.


“Huh?” Renie seemed puzzled. “No, why should it? It’s a natural act, like eating or shopping for shoes. Besides, I won’t give up my graphic design business. I do it at home, we can use the extra money, and I’d be bored stiff if I didn’t work.”


“I agree,” Judith said as low clouds drifted across the divided six-lane highway. “I’d like to keep the B&B going for another ten years. But I’ll definitely dump the catering part in the next few months. Say,” she went on, changing gears, “speaking of caterers, what about the guy who disappeared last year?”


Renie frowned. “I told you. He left on some errand and never came back. End of story.”


Judith, who possessed a very logical mind, wanted details. “He never came back to the lodge? Or he never came back, period?”


“Period.” Renie was exhibiting a touch of impatience. “This BarryNewsom or Newsbaum orNewcombe, I think it was, had forgotten something for his catering stockpile. He went off that Friday afternoon, presumably to the nearest store which is at the summit of the pass, and never came back. When he didn’t show up for work the following Tuesday after the long weekend, his co-workers back at the company weren’t concerned. They figured he was tired out from his catering duties. But later, one of the executives asked about Barry because they hadn’t seen him after he left the lodge Friday afternoon. I guess he was listed as a missing person, and that’s what he still is—missing.”


“The executives didn’t miss him that Friday?” Judith was incredulous.


“I guess not,” Renie replied, negotiating the wide, sweeping switchback turns. “They probably thought he hadn’t been able to find what he was looking for at the summit grocery and had gone all the way back into the nearest town. It had started to snow hard by then, so maybe they figured Barry couldn’t get back up the pass. Bear in mind, coz, these big business types are all wrapped up in themselves. They don’t pay much attention to underlings.”


The executive suite was a world that Judith didn’t understand. The B&B, the Thurlow Street branch of the public library, and the Meat and Mingle hadn’t prepared her to face an officer corps. Renie, however, was accustomed to captains of industry. It seemed to Judith that her cousin regarded them much as she would observe animals at the zoo. They were interesting, they were different, they could even be amusing, and only upon rare occasions did they do something vulgar in public that would be better done in private.


As they approached the summit, driving conditions worsened, with deep piles of snow alongside the road. Not once had they glimpsed the mountains. The clouds were low and heavy, creating a foglike atmosphere that kept the Chev down to a crawl.


“We take a side road at the summit,” Renie said, again pointing to the envelope on the seat. “Check the map. I’ve never been there before, but the directions looked easy.”


It was a few minutes after ten when they reached the turnoff. Renie pulled into a service station that also featured a small grocery store. “This is where Barry supposedly went,” she said. “As you can tell, they don’t carry much beyond the basics. That’s why he might have gone back down the pass. I’m going to fill up now because I didn’t take time to stop at the BP on Heraldsgate Hill.”


While Renie pumped gas, Judith got out of the car and walked around the wet tarmac. The area around the station had been plowed, but there was snow everywhere, perhaps as much as twenty feet. Judith spotted the main ski lodge through the drifting clouds and managed to catch sight of some of the chalets utilized by winter sports buffs.


Having used her credit card to pay at the pump, Renie got back in the car. “It can’t be more than a mile from here,” she said as Judith refastened her seatbelt. “Let me see that map.”


The road was easy to find, not quite a quarter-mile from the service station, and on the north side of the interstate. It, too, had been recently plowed, and the going was relatively easy. Or seemed to be, for the first half-mile. Then the pavement suddenly ended. Renie found herself driving on bare gravel.



“This is stupid,” she complained. “If they can pave half of the damned thing, why not the rest?”


“Maybe it’s a matter of jurisdiction,” Judith suggested. “The state or county may keep up part of it and the rest is Forest Service. I’d guess this was originally a logging road.”


“Probably.” Renie had dropped down to under ten miles an hour. “I wish Bill were here. I don’t like driving in snow.”


“You’re not in snow. It’s plowed.”


“So far. But who knows what’s up ahead?”


The narrow road zigged and zagged, climbing higher into the mountains. During the brief intervals when the cousins could see more than a few feet, they noticed that the trees grew more sparsely, and were of a different variety than the evergreens below the snow line. Judith counted lodge-pole pine, western larch, Engelmann spruce, and Noble fir.


“You should have let me drive,” Judith said. “I could have taken the Subaru. What if we get into a snowstorm on the way home this afternoon? You’ll panic and kill us.”


“I’ll panic and let you drive,” Renie responded, already looking rather grim. “Bill said the Chev would hold the road better because it’s so big.”


Heavy iron gates stood directly in front of them. Fortunately, they were open. Renie drove through, accelerated up a little rise, and hit pavement again. “Thank goodness,” she murmured.


They were no longer on a road but in a sweeping drive which lead to the lodge and a large parking area. “Who owns this place?” Judith asked, peering through the foggy clouds at skimpy views of weathered logs and stone chimneys.


“It’s privately owned,” Renie said, heading for the nearest parking spot. As far as the cousins could tell, no other vehicles were present. “It used to belong to the park service years ago, but it’s changed hands several times. Some group in the city owns it, and at one time, Frank Killegrew was involved in a partnership with other downtown investors. Now, it’s mostly doctors and dentists who rent it out to private parties. Not just conferences and retreats like the previous owners, I gather, but ski groups and church organizations and whoever else is willing to pay the freight. This new bunch shut it down last summer and did some renovations to bring everything up to speed. I don’t think the lodge rental comes cheap.”


Judith understood why after they carried the first load of comestibles inside. The lobby was vast, with a high, arched ceiling hung with multicolored banners. Built entirely of pine logs, the old wood gleamed under the lights of a half-dozen cast-iron candelabra suspended from the rafters. Animal skins and stuffed heads decorated the walls, and the huge stone fireplace was filled with cedar and fir, awaiting the touch of a match.


“It’s grand,” Judith said, smiling in appreciation. “Where’s the staff?”


“I told you, nobody’s here but us and the OTIOSE gang,” Renie said, setting a carton of groceries down on the hardwood floor. “The staff was due to take off about nine this morning. The caretaker lives in a cabin about a half-mile from the lodge, but he won’t be around, either. I was told he’d leave the door open so we could get in. I don’t think the phone company folks will be here much before noon.”


“Where’s the kitchen?” Judith turned every which way, taking in the rustic furnishings, all made of wood and covered in rich, dark nubby fabrics.


Renie gestured to french doors on her left. “That looks like the dining room, so I assume the kitchen is off of that. Let’s finish unloading, and then we can snoop around.”


Three more trips were required to deposit Judith’s weekend supplies. As Renie had guessed, the kitchen was at the far side of the dining room. While the lodge appeared to have been built during the thirties, the kitchen facilities were state of the art. Judith rubbed her hands in glee as she ogled the stainless-steel American range, the Belgian cook-ware, the German cutlery, and the French skillets.


“This is wonderful!” she exclaimed. “I’m going to start right in on lunch. Ham-filled crepes, raddicchio salad, a fresh fruit medley, four kinds of cheese, and puff pastries with a blackberry and cream filling.”


“Go for it,” Renie said, turning toward the door. “I’m going to the conference room on the other side of the lobby to set up my stuff.”


“Okay,” Judith replied, still distracted by all the latest appliances and gadgets. Then, as Renie exited, it dawned on Judith that something was out of kilter. “Coz!” she called. “What’s with you? Aren’t you hungry?”


Renie turned in the doorway. “No. I’ve got work to do. That’s why I’m here.”


Judith stared. Renie was always ravenous. She ate often and in large amounts. It never ceased to amaze Judith how her cousin could consume so much food and stay slim. Metabolism, Judith told herself, and envied Renie’s gene pool. All her life, Judith had fought to keep weight off, and only now, in her fifties, did she feel comfortable with a couple of extra pounds on her tall, statuesque figure.


“Do you feel okay?” Judith finally asked.


“Yes. Yes, I feel fine.” Renie sounded cross. “It’s going on eleven. I’ve got to get organized. Good luck.” She disappeared from sight.


Judith didn’t have time to worry about her cousin’s sudden lack of appetite. For the next hour, she immersed herself in making crepes, dicing ham, rolling out puff pastry, and cutting up fruit. It was a joy to work under such splendid conditions, and best of all, with no interruptions from guests, the telephone, or her mother.


The bus arrived at ten to twelve. Judith didn’t hear it pull in, but Renie came to alert her. “It’s actually a big van,” she told Judith from the doorway. “The driver won’t stay, of course. He’s already headed back to the city.”


Judith, who was in the middle of fashioning her puff pastries, merely nodded. “Lunch at twelve-thirty, right?”


“Right.” Renie left again.


The lodge’s staff had already set up a large round table for ten in the dining room. Judith checked the table settings, admired the centerpiece of yellow gladioli, purple freesia and white lilies, then returned to the kitchen. She was filling the industrial-size coffeemaker when a small woman with big glasses and a platinum blonde pageboy entered the kitchen.


“Are we on schedule?” the woman asked, tapping a huge wristwatch that looked as if it could weigh down her arm.


“We are,” Judith replied with a smile. “My name’s Judith Flynn.” She wiped her hands on a cloth and reached out to the other woman.


“Nadia Weiss, administrative assistant,” Nadia replied with a faint New York accent. She didn’t budge, let alone shake hands. “If you have any problems, come to me.” With a swish of cashmere skirts, she departed.


Judith uttered a self-conscious little laugh and went back to work. Two minutes later, another woman appeared in the doorway. “You must be the caterer,” she said.


Judith looked up from the crepe pan she was heating on the stove. A slim, plain woman of Chinese ancestry fixed mesmerizing dark eyes on Judith. “Yes,” she gulped. “I’m Judith Flynn.”


“The caterer,” the other woman said in a tone that indicated Judith wasn’t a person, she was merely a service. “My name’s Margo Chang. If a Ms. Weiss contacts you, ignore her. I’m the vice president in charge of public relations, and I handle jobbers like you.”


Judith imagined that a small smirk tugged at Margo’s tight, thin mouth. “Okay,” Judith said, still subdued. “If I need anything, I’ll ask you.”


“You shouldn’t need anything. You should have come prepared.” Margo’s voice dropped a notch in what sounded to Judith like a threat.



“I’m fine. Everything’s fine,” Judith said hastily.


Margo gave a curt nod and left. Judith’s wide shoulders relaxed. She stiffened again when she heard someone else enter the kitchen. To her relief, it was Renie.


“Thank heavens!” Judith cried. “I’ve just been visited by two of the three witches.”


“Which ones?” Renie asked. “By my count there’re four.”


Judith winced. “Are all the women who work for this outfit like Ms. Weiss and Ms. Chang?”


Renie’s round face grew thoughtful. “I’m not sure. By chance, I’ve dealt mostly with those two. You have to realize, coz, that I don’t know most of these people very well myself. I’ve only done a handful of smaller projects until now.”


“But you’ve actually worked with the ones I just met?” Judith was aghast.


Renie nodded as she surveyed her cousin’s handiwork in the kitchen. “I’m used to it. You have to remember that all these executive types must be fairly tough to get to the top. The women have to be even tougher.”


Judith, who was slicing kiwi, looked a bit puzzled. “But Whatshername—Weiss, right?—isn’t a vice president or an officer. Or is she?”


“That’s the problem,” Renie said, leaning against the marble countertop. “She feels she should be. As administrative assistant, she wields a lot of power, but she doesn’t get the same perks or the big salary. In the last few years that I’ve dealt with Nadia and the p.r. v.p., Margo, I haven’t seen any love lost between them. Nor with Andrea and Ava, if it comes to that.”


“Andrea and Ava? They sound like a dance team.” Judith tried to visualize the list Renie had given her. “Which ones are they?”


Renie smiled indulgently. “Ava Aunuu is vice presidentinformation technology services. Andrea Piccoloni-Roth is vice presidenthuman resources, which used to be known as personnel. I’ve never understood the name change in a world that keeps dehumanizing people.”


A quick glance at the digital clock on the stainless-steel range told Judith that it was 12:25. “I’d better start serving the food. When are you going to eat?”


Renie shrugged. “Later. I don’t like to make presentations on a full stomach.”


Judith started to say, since when?, thought better of it, and began dishing the fresh fruit onto heavy brown earthenware plates. “I’m surprised they didn’t ask for a buffet.”


“Everything else will be buffet,” Renie said, rummaging in her big purse. “Since you’re here only for one meal, they decided they’d like it to be a sit-down event.” Renie took out a package of cigarettes and lighted up.


“Coz!” Judith almost dropped a crepe. “What are you doing?”


“Smoking,” Renie responded through a thin haze.


“You don’t smoke! You haven’t smoked since we went to Europe where we had to smoke!”


“Well, I’m smoking now.” Renie sounded unnaturally calm. She exhaled a large blue puff.


Judith was flabbergasted. She herself had quit smoking almost ten year earlier, and had never quite gotten over her desire to start again. Renie, however, was another matter: She had been what Judith called a party smoker, enjoying cigarettes only when accompanied by reasonable amounts of adult beverages and loud decibels of rock ’n roll.


But there was no time to discuss her cousin’s newly acquired vice. “I could use some help with these plates,” Judith said, picking up two of them.


“Can’t.” Renie puffed some more. “It’d ruin my image.”


“Very funny,” Judith said, heading for the dining room. “Hold the plates steady. I don’t want to screw up the presentation.”



“I’m not kidding,” Renie called after her. “I can’t help you.”


Judith stopped at the door and turned to look at her cousin. “What on earth are you talking about?”


“I’m serious.” Renie had put on what Judith referred to as her cousin’s boardroom face. “I can’t be a waitress one minute and a graphic designer the next. Those people out there would think I was nuts.”


For the first time, Judith had a glimpse of Serena Grover Jones, graphics specialist to the stars. Or whatever. While she’d watched Renie at work in her basement office, she’d never actually seen her deal with clients. Judith wasn’t sure she liked her cousin in this other guise.


“Fine,” said Judith, annoyed. “I’ll manage without you.”


The OTIOSE executives were clustered in little groups of twos and threes. Judith tried to place them, but recognized only Nadia, who was chatting with a self-possessed African-American man, and Margo, who had been cornered by a wildly gesticulating male whose thinning fair hair stood up in several places on his very round head.


On the third and fourth trips, Judith managed to carry four plates at a time. The conferees still seemed absorbed in their various conversations. Not wanting the crepes to get cold, Judith picked up a spoon and tapped a water glass.


“Luncheon is served,” she announced.


No one paid any attention. Judith tapped the glass again and raised her voice. Nothing happened. Judith hesitated.


Then, at precisely twelve-thirty, Nadia Weiss glanced at her big watch. “Lunch!” she bellowed.


A stampede of conservatively dressed animals headed for the table. Judith back-pedaled out of the way just before a very large man with a completely bald head and a wizened little fellow with buck teeth almost ran right over her. A moment later, everyone was seated. No one so much as looked at Judith.



Feeling humbled, she returned to the kitchen where Renie was lighting another cigarette. “Coz!” Judith cried. “What is all this? You’re smoking, you’re not eating, you’ve turned into a stranger!”


Renie examined her fingernails. “I’m working. You’re not used to it, that’s all. Don’t you behave a bit differently with your guests than you do when you’re with me or Joe or your mother?”


“Of course,” Judith replied. “But it’s not just that. It’sthis.” She jabbed a finger at Renie’s cigarette. “Andthat.” She pointed to the untouched leftovers on the marble counter.


Renie expelled more smoke and a big sigh. “Okay, okay. We haven’t seen much of each other since the holidays because I’ve been putting this presentation together and you’ve been really busy with the B&B. You know my eggnog diet?”


Judith knew it well, though she was skeptical about how it worked. Renie claimed that from Thanksgiving until New Year’s, she lived on eggnog, the richer the better. It was one of her favorite things, and she refused to dilute it with milk or liquor. Because she was so busy with holiday preparations and annual report designs, there was barely time to eat. Thus, she fueled herself with eggnog from morning until night, and insisted that since she wasn’t eating many regular meals, she actually lost instead of gained weight over the holidays.


“I flunked it,” Renie declared. “The eggnog diet finally failed me. Or I failed it.”


Judith couldn’t help but laugh. “Coz! You mean you didn’t lose weight this year?”


Renie shook her head. “Not only that, I gained seven pounds. I’m wearing my fat suit.”


The tailored brown wool with the faux fur collar didn’t look like a fat suit to Judith. “I can’t tell you’ve gained anything,” she said.


“I have,” Renie insisted, patting her midsection. “This outfit is just camouflage. I should be wearing Armani for the presentation, but trying to get into my other suits is like squeezing toothpaste back into the tube. It just doesn’t quite make it.”


Judith’s amusement faded. “So you’re starving yourself and smoking? That’s dumb, coz.”


“Only until I lose seven pounds. Two are already gone or I wouldn’t have gotten into this suit, either.” Renie stubbed her cigarette out in a saucer. “I had to do something with my mouth and hands before I went to the post-holiday sales and bought up all the Russell Stover chocolate Santas I could find.”


Judith recalled how Renie had eaten her way through seventy-eight dollars worth of chocolate bunnies during an infamous Lenten season a few years earlier. Her cousin loved Russell Stover’s chocolate almost as much as she loved eggnog.


“I certainly hope you can quit smoking when the weight’s off,” Judith said darkly. “God knows, it was tough for me to give it up.” Her dark eyes strayed to the open cigarette pack Renie had left on the counter.


“I will,” Renie said complacently. “I’ll do it for Lent.”


Judith was about to mention the chocolate bunnies when the cousins heard a commotion in the dining room. Renie remained in place, but Judith went to see what was going on.


At first, she thought it was a food fight. Then she realized that only two people were involved: A plump, pretty woman with upswept silver hair had just thrown a handful of raddicchio salad at Margo Chang. The white wine vinegar dressing and the hand-shredded magenta leaves clung to Margo’s flat chest.


“Now, now,” said a jovial voice. Judith recognized the speaker. She had seen Frank Killegrew’s picture in the newspaper often enough to realize that he was the broad-shouldered, balding man in the well-cut charcoal suit who had a slide rule next to his place setting. “We’re steering this ship on a steady course. Let’s not get personal, ladies,” Killegrew urged good-naturedly.


Margo whirled on Killegrew, who was seated two places down the table on her left. “I’m not a lady! I’m a person!”


“You’re a slut!” the silver-haired woman shouted, plump shoulders shaking with wrath.


“That’s kind of mean,” said a tall, lean man on the woman’s right. “Couldn’t we all sort of simmer down?”


“Why should we?” demanded a handsome woman who looked as if she might be Samoan. “Don’t we come on these retreats to air our differences?”


“Now, now,” Killegrew repeated, though not quite so jovially, “we don’t have that many differences. We’re a team, a seaworthy crew.” The gray eyes suddenly took on a steellike quality as he gazed at the silver-haired woman. “Andrea, pull yourself together.” His gaze shifted to Margo. “You’d better clean up, what do you say?”


Margo said nothing, but got up from the table, threw her napkin onto the floor, and marched past Judith to the kitchen. Judith followed.


“Hi, Margo,” Renie said, revealing only a flicker of astonishment at the spray of salad on the other’s woman’s chest. “How’s it going?”


Margo glared at Renie. “Terrible! Andrea Piccoloni-Roth is such a bitch that I can hardly stand to be in the same room with her! See what she did?”


“Owie!” Renie said in a sympathetic tone. “That’s an oil base. You’d better not try to spot it or it’ll set and stain.”


“I know,” Margo replied. “I’ll have to change. For now, I just want to scrape off the garbage.” She went to the big enamel sink and carefully began removing the raddicchio from her pinstripe coat dress.


“Basically, I went with your colors for the corporate logo,” Renie said. “I only tweaked them a little. You’ve got a good eye, Margo.”


“You can’t go wrong with black on red,” Margo replied, grimacing as she took in the damage to her outfit. “You did keep that concept, didn’t you?” Her almond eyes pinioned Renie.


Renie, however, seemed unperturbed. “I reversed it. TIOSE isn’t a firefighting unit, it’s a telecommunications company. You use a red background, you’re stuck with it for everything. It’s too hot, it lacks class. Black is much more versatile. You’ll like it when you see it. Your basic colors were a great idea.”


If Margo was taken aback, she didn’t show it. “Okay, we’ll see. I still think red is vivid and eye-catching. I’ve got Ward Haugland’s vote on that. Max Agasias is in my corner, too.”


Renie chuckled softly. “I didn’t realize it was a democratic process.”


Margo’s smooth skin darkened. “It should be.” With great thoroughness, she wiped her hands on a towel. “You’re on in thirty minutes,” she said to Renie. “I hope you’re ready.”
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