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  Chapter 1


  Another Friday, another party in the Benjamin Franklin Hall lounge, the most rocking place on the Henley College campus. Putting Henley, Massachusetts on the map.


  Pity the poor humanities majors, with no building to call their own, no colorful mathematicians and scientists to celebrate.


  Today the honoree was mathematician August Ferdinand Mobius.


  “The wicked superhero,” cracked the computer genius Daryl Farmer, a freshman all the way from California. “How old is the dude? Like, two hundred and seven?” Daryl stood, with one hand in his jeans pocket, the other on his hip. Apparently the guy was unconcerned about aggravating his statistics professor, who could manipulate his grade. If I were so inclined.


  “Two twenty-one,” I said, amazed at how close he’d come.


  “Wish I had a blow-up of the dude for the wall on my side of the dorm.”


  Nerdy, sarcastic guys like Daryl were a new addition to the former women-only college. I liked them.


  Daryl did have a point about the abstruse personalities my Mathematics Department came up with when it was our turn to choose a theme for the weekly celebrations.


  The parties in the Franklin Hall lounge were sponsored by its occupants, in ascending order, by floor: the departments of mathematics, physics, biology, and chemistry. We took over the otherwise drab uncarpeted room on the first floor and displayed posters and equipment that evoked the Woman, or Man of the Week.


  I loved teaching math. I didn’t even mind the extra work involved in chairing my department this year. But there was no question that the gatherings were more fun when one of the sciences was in charge.


  Since classes, and the parties, started eight weeks ago, the get-togethers they’d sponsored involved safety glasses, asbestos gloves, magnets, and, almost always, things that plugged in and flashed on and off. We’d seen colored smoke, fire, and liquids that changed hues before our eyes. Stiff competition, the only drawbacks being the unhealthy smells when the Biology Department took the lead and the risk of an explosion when it was the Chemistry Department’s day.


  Our fun meetings had grown from seasonal, to monthly, and now weekly. The idea was to motivate the math and science majors to read beyond their textbooks and their mandatory class assignments and interest them in the historical backgrounds of the celebrities in their fields.


  “Bring them in with food; keep them here with the excitement of learning,” said my optimistic colleague, Fran Emerson as we took seats next to each other for the Mobius presentation.


  We faculty were cheered by an SRO crowd today as most weeks, refusing to believe the free snacks and soft drinks that lined the conference table were the main attraction. Glancing at the paper plates in the hands of many students, overflowing with cheese, crackers, fruit, and enough brownies for their own dorm party, I could tell some food budgets ran out by Friday afternoon.


  A senior physics major took it upon herself to bring us to order, using a bell and clapper from the storeroom to get our attention. Students made a last minute dash to the goodies on the conference table and eventually took seats on chairs or on the floor and fell silent.


  Today the petite sophomore Chelsea Derbin, a match in height to my five-three, was up, ready to wow us with a talk about one-sided surfaces. After a short talk on the life and times of Mobius, she led the group in the construction of a Mobius strip.


  “Take a strip of paper and twist one end before gluing the ends together,” she instructed, as she demonstrated.


  “Way to go, Chelsea,” Daryl said.


  Chelsea did her best to ignore him. “See,” she proclaimed as she ran her marker around the newly formed surface. There’s just one side now! How cool is that!”


  “What can you do with it?” Daryl challenged, from his lofty perch as the star student in our recently created computer science program. Daryl’s question seemed more intimidating, perhaps due to his imposing physique and a look that was more mature than many of the young men who were now part of the Henley student body.


  Though Daryl could be annoying, this was the kind of participation and intelligent questioning I relished, not just from the new male students, but from all of them. It had been a tough road overcoming the resistance from both administration and alumnae to going coed. I wanted to think it was worth it.


  I was still getting used to seeing names like William and Zachary mixed in with the Megans and Kaylas. I didn’t even mind that I couldn’t tell simply from the roster if Lindsey, Blair, and Devon were girls or boys.


  Chelsea’s eyes grew wide at this new challenge from Daryl. She bit her lip and finally squeaked out, “You can cut this different ways and get a bunch of intertwining loops?” Chelsea’s ending with a question gave the lie to the excitement and confidence she tried to pour into her delicate voice. Usually one to wear flowery print dresses, today Chelsea had chosen jeans and an oversize sweater. The better to hide in?


  Chelsea looked at me. “Dr. Knowles?” she said, a plea for help. Her enthusiasm over Mobius strips begetting more Mobius strips wasn’t catching on among the noshing crowd in front of her. I’d hoped Chelsea, a small-town girl from the Midwest, had gotten over her timidity this year, but I could see she’d hit her limit this afternoon. She was a nervous wreck, even more so than I’d anticipated. Much as I hated to, I stepped in.


  “What can you do with that beaded necklace?” I asked Daryl, grateful for the rise in popularity of unisex jewelry.


  Daryl balanced his salt-laden snack plate on his knees and fingered the brown and ivory shell pieces. “These are beautiful heishi beads with a lot of meaning. I got it directly from a Native American woman sitting on a rug in New Mexico. It doesn’t have to be functional.”


  Aha! A perfect opportunity to make a parallel with mathematics.


  “And it might come in handy someday if you need a miniature lasso in a hurry?” I said.


  Daryl smiled and I sensed he knew where I was going. “Yeah, I guess so.”


  I cleared my throat in preparation for my timeworn speech about the beauty of mathematics, the meaning it brought to universal patterns, and its usefulness in describing the physical world.


  In the nick of time, a lovely distraction appeared at the doorway. My boyfriend, medevac helicopter pilot Bruce Granville, who never bored eighteen-year-olds when he gave talks about his job. It wasn’t fair that he had dark good looks plus larger-than-life stories to tell.


  I wasn’t the only one to notice. “Your hunky guy is here, Sophie,” said Fran.


  I’d recently inherited the department chairmanship from Fran, who now directed the computer science program. Her new bob and black designer jeans—her idea of casual Friday dress—made Fran the youngest looking grandmother I knew.


  I caught Bruce’s eye through the crowd and sent him my best smile, which carried the promise of a great weekend.


  The novelty clock on the wall, with its “pi” notation, read four-thirty. Bruce had appeared with military precision, appropriate to a former Air Force man, at sixteen thirty to claim me from the drudgery of classroom life.


  Known to all the Franklin Hall faculty and many of the students, Bruce greeted them as he made his way through the room to me. That he was wearing his well-aged bomber jacket from his dad’s army days added to his appeal and snatched the stage from a grateful Chelsea.


  “Time to go. Thanks, all you guys,” Chelsea said, with relief in her voice. She gathered her meager demonstration equipment—scrap paper, scissors, and a marker— and turned off the boom box that aired her syncopated background music. She’d given it her best shot. I gave her a reassuring word, about the next time, and so on, but she rushed by me, saying, “Restroom.” I had an idea why. I hoped I hadn’t pushed her too hard to take charge of today’s show-and-tell.


  “Let’s give a shout out to Chelsea,” Daryl said to her retreating back.


  “Woo hoo,” sang a small chorus of her peers, those who weren’t already connected to their smartphones.


  Meanwhile, my handsome dark-eyed date was closing the gap between us, chatting with people as he did so.


  “Do you know what’s going on over at the library?” I heard Bruce ask Fran. She shook her head. “Nothing I know of.”


  “The place is surrounded,” he said.


  “Surrounded by what?” I asked, joining them.


  “There’s a fleet of cop cars in front of the building,” Bruce said. “The main library gate’s closed off. I had to park across the street and walk in through the tennis courts.”


  That was strange enough. Then I became aware of ringing cell phones in all corners of the room. The sound wasn’t that unusual since the official end of the party also meant cell phones could be turned back on, but there seemed to be an inordinate number of calls coming in today, their varied ringtones creating a mathematically complex cacophony.


  “Could it be just campus security having a meeting?” Fran asked.


  “Nuh-uh,” Bruce said. “I doubt it. Unless it’s an emergency drill. I saw an ambulance headed into the gate, plus all the patrol cars from town. Official Henley PD. You know, protect and serve.” Bruce saluted and Fran laughed.


  Bruce sounded facetious about the competence of the Henley Police Department, but he wasn’t fooling anyone. As a pilot with MAstar—Massachusetts Shock, Trauma, and Air Rescue—Bruce was on good terms with the state’s law enforcement agencies. Fran and a select few of those gathered at the party also knew that he was best buds with one of HPD’s detectives, Virgil Mitchell.


  I overheard snippets of conversation from students speaking into their cell phones. A few were texting. I felt left out.


  “I’m walking over there right now,” I heard from one student.


  “There’s a fire truck on campus, too?” from another, apparently being clued in by someone at the library site.


  “No way,” from a female Jordan.


  “Way,” from a male Reece.


  Daryl, the blue-eyed blonde with an appreciation of Native American crafts, spoke into his phone, then announced to the assembly, “They’re taking someone out of the library on a gurney.”


  Unfortunately the Ben Franklin lounge windows faced away from the campus, so we didn’t have a line of sight to the alleged emergency scene outside the Emily Dickinson Library.


  Bruce and I fell in with the flow of people streaming toward the front door.


  “We’re out of here soon, no matter what, right, Sophie?” Bruce asked me.


  As much sympathy as I felt for whoever was on the gurney, I hoped nothing would interfere with the getaway in Boston that we’d planned.


  “To Boston, the home of the bean and the cod.”


  “Where the Cabots speak only to Lodges,” Bruce responded.


  “And the Lodges speak only to God,” I finished.


  “Ten minutes, tops, and we’re on our way,” Bruce said, squeezing my hand.


  I squeezed back. “What’s to keep us here?”


  Chapter 2


  My mind was more on Boston than the Henley campus as Bruce and I filed out the front door with a dozen or so people. The rest of the crowd took the elevator to the basement, presumably to use the exit closest to the library. We stepped out into a chilly, darkening afternoon with just the right amount of fall snap in the air. My favorite season, with classes in full swing and the taste of pumpkin and cranberries always near at hand.


  Bruce and I had both been out of town at conferences lately, which ate into our time together, above and beyond Bruce’s tricky seven days on/seven days off schedule at Henley’s airfield.


  “After dinner tonight there’s that midnight showing of The Eiger Sanction in Cambridge,” Bruce reminded me as we made our way toward the library where it seemed the entire Henley College population had gathered.


  “A seventies movie. Can’t wait,” I said, in that way that he knew meant, “If you insist.”


  Bruce was also scheduled to leave on Sunday morning for a climbing trip to New Hampshire. He’d be available only through spotty cell phone reception and maybe through rangers when the visibility allowed. Not my favorite arrangement, but he was passionate about his mountaineering hobby. With an exciting, risky job piloting helicopters into accident scenes on the ground, you’d think he’d take up chess to relax, but not my guy. Hanging off the side of a mountain was his way of unwinding.


  The next twenty-four hours, give or take, were ours, however. We were headed north for an excursion where we’d be roughing it at a four-star hotel overlooking the Boston Common. My duffel bag was in my campus office, packed and ready to be transferred to Bruce’s SUV.


  I couldn’t wait for a dose of special togetherness before Bruce left to scale the heights with two of his buddies. The fair-weather summer and early fall tourists would be long gone and we’d have the north shore’s beautiful wharf areas to ourselves.


  In return for watching that nearly forty-year-old Clint Eastwood climbing movie, I’d made Bruce promise to spend an hour with me at the Museum of Science where a new mathematics exhibit had opened. I hoped to get inspiration for the math department’s next turn as entertainment committee for a Franklin Hall party. As much as I was a fan of Mobius and one-surface structures, my goal was to have props that were more titillating than strips of paper.


  The closer we got to the library, the more jarring the scene in front of us became. An unsettling feeling came over me as we watched the ambulance take off, shooting out of the main campus driveway, patrol cars blaring behind it. I could hardly believe the number of cell phones that were raised high to document the event. Did someone really want a photograph of another person’s misfortune?


  “It’s going to take forever to get to the hospital by the roads,” Bruce said. His standard half-joking plug for using air transport, particularly his own MAstar, for medical emergencies.


  The lights of the remaining police and campus security vehicles, about a hundred feet away, swirled red and blue as chatter from police radios and onlookers rose up and reached us.


  I looked at Bruce. Without speaking, we considered our next move. Option one was to take off as planned, immediately, without a backward glance. Our curiosity could be satisfied later tonight or tomorrow by a phone call to Fran or any other member of the Henley College community. Or we could even wait until Monday morning. Option two—


  “We should at least find out who’s in the ambulance,” I said, knowing Bruce would agree. It was his life’s work after all. And my campus.


  “Sure, just a quick Q and A,” he said.


  I nodded. “And then we’re out of here.”


  “It’s probably no one related to the campus,” Bruce said.


  “Yeah, some walk-in off Henley Boulevard,” I said. “It happens a lot.”


  “You don’t have the tightest security at that entry point.”


  “Retired cops. What can you expect?” I asked.


  “I won’t tell Virgil you said that,” Bruce teased.


  “Anyway, he’ll never know. There’s nothing here that a homicide detective would care about.”


  “Nah.”


  We sounded convincing.


  As we approached the building, I saw the faces of the students and staff closest to the police tape, which wound its way to the open library doors and inside the main lobby area as far as I could see. I guessed most of the onlookers had been in the library for the start of this drama. I could tell from their reactions that it was no stranger who’d been carted off campus with such ceremony.


  “Since when does a medical emergency require crime scene tape?” I asked Bruce, nervousness coming to the fore.


  He shook his head slowly, processing the scene in his mind.


  “Dr. Knowles, do you know what’s happening?” Daryl Farmer, the most vocal boy at the party—they were too young for me to think of them as men—came rushing up to me. “It’s Ms. Crocker. I heard someone say she was shot or something. I think she might be dead.”


  “Charlotte Crocker? The librarian?” Bruce asked.


  Charlotte Crocker, the librarian. Charlotte Crocker, my friend. I stopped short, unable to move. Charlotte Crocker shot? Dead? It wasn’t possible. I pushed the absurd phrases out of my head.


  Charlotte and I were gym partners, lunch partners, shopping partners. She’d been Henley’s reference librarian only two years, but had made her mark on students and faculty.


  I’d finally met her only family less than a week ago. Charlotte and I had taken her nephew to tour the MAstar medevac facility where Bruce worked. Noah, a senior at a Boston college, was interested in being a helicopter pilot. Charlotte was excited about the day, seeming every bit as curious about what was going on at the airfield as Noah was. It was clear she doted on him.


  Childless herself, Charlotte also doted on every young person who came across her path, and our Henley College students were the beneficiaries. I hated the idea that she’d been taken away with a serious illness, or injured on our campus. That she might have been shot made no sense at all.


  “Yeah, she was really nice,” Daryl said, as if responding to my thoughts. “She did so much work for us, no matter how busy she was. She practically wrote our papers for us, you know? And she counseled a lot of the girls. She was your friend, too, wasn’t she, Dr. Knowles?”


  Bruce looked at me. He could tell I wasn’t ready to speak.


  “Thanks for letting us know,” he said to Daryl. “We’ll check it out.”


  “I wonder who could have done that? Hurt Ms. Crocker,” Daryl asked, slow to take a hint.


  Bruce put his arm around me, turned from Daryl, and said, softly, “I’ll call Boston.”


  I reached to my shoulder and grabbed his hand, wishing his MAstar bird could sweep us back in time and take us up and away from the scene in front of me.


  Under normal conditions, I’d love the briskness of the day, and my long-sleeved turtleneck and fleece vest, my interpretation of casual Friday dress, would be enough. But since I’d heard Charlotte’s name in connection with the intrusive emergency vehicles that seemed to have taken over the campus, I’d become shivery cold and regretted leaving my jacket in my office. I could have used it, plus a coat, scarf, and fur-lined gloves.


  After the second shiver, I found myself weighed down by Bruce’s bomber jacket.


  “Thanks,” I muttered and felt Bruce’s comforting hand through the thick leather.


  “We’re going to check this out, okay?” he said. “It could be nothing. It doesn’t take much to get a rumor started in a place like this. You know that.”


  Yes, it could be nothing. A college campus, essentially a closed community, was a perfect setting for creating fiction. I’m overreacting, I told myself.


  Never mind that the roar of the fire engine’s motor, even in its idling state, and the indistinct chatter of cops and academics made it hard to stay calm.


  Daryl was only a freshman. How could he be sure it was Charlotte Crocker who was hurt? He’d barely met her. And who said her injuries were that bad? I was once sent away in an ambulance after a simple fall. I’d tripped on my raincoat going up a flight of stairs at a mall a few years ago, cracking my nose, sending streams of blood over the slippery tile steps. Security had swooped down on me immediately and rushed me to the nearest hospital, sirens roaring, lights streaking through the air. Genuine concern aside, what corporation—or school—wants a lawsuit these days?


  Probably something similar had happened to Charlotte. We’d joked about how the college needed to upgrade the rickety old half-wood, half-metal ladders in the library stacks. She might have fallen while reaching for an ancient tome.


  If it had even been Charlotte.


  People around me kept mentioning a gunshot, but did they even know what a gunshot sounded like? And, besides, that was information-by-cell-phone. Definitely hearsay and, therefore, unreliable. Nothing I should pay attention to.


  As I wished away the idea that my friend had been seriously hurt, Bruce led me closer to the Henley police cars and the detectives who’d begun to talk to the onlookers. We zigzagged past uniformed cops with pens and note pads who were pulling students and staff aside, talking one on one and in small groups.


  Fran Emerson and many of the students who’d been at the Franklin Hall party had apparently passed us after we left the building. Fran motioned me to join them off to the side, but I shook my head and let Bruce lead me in closer to the police tape. Bruce had never answered my question about the yellow and black tape. Was it used only when a crime had been committed?


  When I reminded him now, he shrugged. “Probably it’s routine,” he said. “Crowd control.”


  I bought the answer, gratefully. The imposing brick administration building, immediately to the east of the library, had emptied out. Upper management had gathered and stood together on the steps.


  The academic dean and her administrative assistant stood at the top of the stone steps. Below them, as if they were posing for an overhead shot for a Henley College recruiting brochure, the levels were lined with other officers and staff members, all in professional dress, unlike the professors. In my peripheral vision I picked out Martin Melrose, our three-piece-suit financial manager, and two vice presidents.


  The lower steps were populated with secretaries, cleaning service staff, and mailroom employees. It was as if someone had told them all to line up according to their salaries.


  I wondered if the event rated summoning Olivia Aldridge, Henley’s president, home from her alumni tour of the west coast.


  After fifteen years on campus, I knew almost everyone on the steps, but this afternoon I managed to avoid eye contact completely. No one in the administrative tableau was talking anyway; all were staring straight ahead at the drama unfolding on our beautiful fall lawns and pathways.


  By now Bruce and I had reached the narrow path between the library and the administration building. I felt a wave of panic when I realized where Bruce was headed—toward his best friend since college, Henley PD homicide detective Virgil Mitchell, a few yards ahead.


  My knees went weak. Not just an injury? A homicide?


  “They took someone away in an ambulance?” I said to Bruce. “If someone is dead, they wouldn’t put her in an ambulance, right?”


  “Henley sends everyone when there’s a nine-one-one call,” he said. “And we don’t have a separate coroner’s vehicle, so ….” He shrugged, not wanting to state a possible conclusion, but he didn’t need to.


  “Do you want to stay back here while I talk to Virge?” Bruce asked. Then, as a smile crossed his face, “Of course you don’t.”


  Virgil, all two hundred fifty pounds of him, left a group to the care of a woman in uniform and approached us.


  He and Bruce did a knuckle bump, which I’d never seen between them. Maybe it was code for a greeting mired in sympathy. A condolence rap.


  Virgil took my hand, another first. “Sophie, I’m sorry about this. People are saying you were one of Ms. Crocker’s close friends on campus.”


  My whole body seemed to buckle. Were. I’d heard were.


  I felt Bruce’s arm tighten around me, holding me up since my spine was useless. “What happened?” I asked Virgil.


  “Tell me about Ms. Crocker, Sophie. Anything you know about her that can help us?”


  “Help you do what? Is she …?”


  Virgil led us past the array of staff on the admin building steps, where the principals had stopped posing. Most were chatting in place as two uniformed officers headed in their direction.


  Dean of Women Paula Rogers, who’d been making an effort to be my friend this fall, had broken away, and came up to me. “Sophie, what’s this about? Did you expect this? I mean, to be questioned?” she asked, ignoring both my protectors, the beefy Detective Virgil Mitchell and my very fit boyfriend.


  Something about Paula put me off from our first meeting. I hadn’t been eager to develop a friendship with her and I certainly wasn’t going to start now by answering her silly questions.


  Virgil ignored her. Bruce gave her a charming smile and turned me away from her. I could have kissed both of them.


  Virgil and I settled on a bench on the vast lawn at the center of the campus. Bruce squatted in front us. In a couple of weeks, right after Thanksgiving, an enormous Christmas tree would be erected and decorated near this spot. Would we even remember today?


  With nothing new to see, students, presumably with police permission, drifted past us on the way to the campus coffee shop or to the dorms that lined the eastern edge of the property. The small clusters of students were more animated than sad or concerned, I noticed. I wanted to stop and lecture them: this is not simply excitement for a Friday night. You can’t just go on your dates now as if nothing’s changed.


  But as professors often do to gain perspective, I projected back to Sophie Knowles, college student, twenty-five years ago, understood their need to move forward, and partly forgave them. Besides, I wasn’t completely convinced anything serious had happened.


  Not for another minute, anyway.


  “Sophie, you probably know.” He paused. “There’s been a homicide,” Virgil said, dispelling any lingering hope I had that the emergency vehicles had responded to a sprained ankle or a possible concussion from falling books.


  I took a deep breath. “Charlotte was killed?”


  “I’m afraid so.”


  I looked toward the library, in the direction of the sunset. There seemed to be a sudden and drastic shift to a nighttime sky.


  Chapter 3


  I had mixed feelings about leaving the campus. Part of me wanted to flee and come back later to the revelation that the entire ambulance event had been a fiction. The other part wanted to stay behind, in case the obtrusive vehicle did come back: “It was a mistake,” the EMTs would say. “This lady is fine.”


  As it was, I had little choice but to comply with Virgil’s request to meet him at the police station downtown for an interview.


  “Where all the recording and authenticating equipment is handy,” he’d said.


  So formal. I hadn’t liked the sound of it.


  I sat in the passenger seat of Bruce’s SUV, as the Henley skyline came into view. Not that it was all that impressive. The golden-domed city hall, our tallest building, was in the center of town, flanked by a couple of less than imposing government headquarters. Within the last few months, the Henley police department had finally been relocated to the complex.


  Entering a brand new, attractive building, the newest in town, did little to make me welcome the experience. Virgil had respectfully requested that I meet him downtown for the interview.


  I saw a group of mostly campus people in the hallway, all seeming less nervous than I felt. I nodded to all the secretaries and service people as I followed close behind Virgil. I acknowledged all, but made sure my look was somber enough to discourage any attempts to engage me.


  My efforts fell flat on Paula Rogers, who nearly tripped me in the process of reaching me. Paula, whom I’d met first in Ariana Vogel’s beading class, before she was hired as dean, had mistakenly thought I loved beading as much as she did. How could she know I’d enrolled in the class solely to keep Ariana, my best friend, happy? My longsuffering childhood gal pal, and owner of A Hill of Beads, had that much coming from me.


  “You’re here, too?” Paula said to me.


  I thought it was obvious, but held my tongue. “Uh-huh,” I said and tried to put Bruce between us as we walked toward the waiting area.


  “Did you notice how not everyone is here? We all gave our vitals back on campus. I wonder how they decided who they were going to question further. Let’s get together tomorrow and compare notes. I know you have the scoop on this,” she said. “And I’ll bet you’ll need some TLC by then.”


  Before Paula could close the loop on a chummy get-together, our moneyman, Martin Melrose, elbowed her out of the way.


  “Do you know anything about this?” Martin asked. “Why’d they pick us to come down here?”


  I had my own question: Why did Martin and Paula think I knew anything more than they did? Maybe because of the Bruce-Virgil connection, I decided. I saw Paula in town now and then, at beading classes, and my interactions with Martin had been a little more frequent now that I had the math department budget to worry about. But it wasn’t as if I ever sought either one of them out or socialized with them off campus.


  “Do you think we’re all suspects?” Martin asked, more nervous than his usual fussy self. “I don’t really have an alibi except I was home all night and on campus all morning. I’m thinking we should get the school attorneys involved.”


  Another question: Who was the scraggy young man I’d never seen before? Too old to be a student, he leaned into Martin, appearing to be whispering in his ear, coaching him as Martin asked me questions.


  Not that I cared that much, but the young man, shabbily dressed, with a significant birthmark on his neck and part of his cheek, pulled Martin away before I needed to respond. Was he a suspect? Did he have an alibi?


  Did I?


  The whole episode was like a confusing dream where people you know mix with complete strangers, and there’s a whole back story you haven’t been made privy to.


  “Ready, Sophie?” Virgil asked.


  “Yes,” I said, but I didn’t think I’d ever be ready for the full impact of what I knew was coming.


  Virgil couldn’t have been more solicitous, holding the door for me, pulling out the surprisingly new metal chair, all but patting me on the head.


  “Are you warm enough?” he asked, stepping over to the thermostat by the door. “Look at this. We can adjust the temperature of each room individually.” You’d think he was demonstrating state-of-the-art technology, but I understood that he was proud of his new digs as well as concerned about me.


  “I’m fine,” came from a part of me I didn’t recognize.


  I was always ill at ease in the police station, however. Old and rundown, or shiny and new; it didn’t matter. I wished I could reach into my purse and grab a puzzle to work. I always carried a plastic or metal manipulable to twist apart, and a few word puzzles of my own or someone else’s making. Solving them and creating them gave me equal pleasure and tended to focus my energies away from anything unpleasant. I couldn’t think of when I’d needed to manipulate a puzzle cube more, or when it would have been less appropriate for me to reach into my purse and choose one to place on my lap.


  When a young officer set a bottle of water in front of me, I was ridiculously suspicious in spite of her nice smile. Was she after my fingerprints as a suspect? The thought was beyond hilarious since Vigil had easy access to even my DNA if he wanted it. All he had to do was lift prints or a hair from my house on one of the many evenings he and Bruce and I shared a pizza and a movie. Martin’s silly questions had done a number on me.


  The officer left and Virgil and I were alone, across a small metal table from each other, far from the comfortable chairs in my dark-toned, soothing den that I loved. The newly painted pale green walls of the interview room were a distant cousin to anything I’d call pleasant.


  “Coffee?” Virgil asked. “I’m afraid we don’t have any of those great donuts we’re famous for. And, to be truthful, the coffee here’s no better than in the old place.”


  “I’m fine,” I said again, more normal, grateful for the friendly connection he was trying to reestablish. Emboldened by his gestures, I ventured a question. “When did all this happen, Virgil?” I looked at the bottle of water on the table in front of me. It seemed too much effort to remove the cap. “How did she die?” I asked, hearing myself finally admit to the fact of my friend’s death.


  “Do you know a Hannah Stephens?” Virgil asked me, getting down to it, and ignoring my reasonable queries. Probably every reporter from Henley to Boston, forty miles away, knew more than I did at this point, but Virgil had gone to cop mode.


  “Hannah Stephens? Yes, I know her.”


  “How well?”


  “Just to say hi to. I don’t have her in class. She’s Charlotte’s student aide, an English major.”


  “So, you never had lunch with her or counseled her, anything like that?”


  “No, nothing like that.”


  I resented that Virgil got to ask me more questions before I had any details about Charlotte’s murder, a simple fact that I’d practically had to drag out of him back on campus.


  I surveyed the venue. A clean (for now), stark room with a table and two chairs. A boxy unit by the thermostat that screamed out: recording devices here! Maybe even a gun cocked and ready. We were in homicide detective Virgil Mitchell’s house now and I knew the faster I played it his way, the faster I’d be out of here and able to get some answers on my own.


  “No one seems to have seen Ms. Crocker since last night when she closed up around nine o’clock,” Virgil said. He paused. “Did you?”


  “After nine last night? No, I didn’t. Did anyone see her today? You think she was shot last night?”


  “When was the last time you did see Charlotte Crocker?” Virgil asked, his head turned slightly, his eyes making contact from the sides.


  “Excuse me?”


  All the pepperoni pizzas we’d put away together counted for nothing when I was asked a question like that, and in the manner of every television detective on primetime. For the moment my rational mind took a vacation and I heard Virgil’s question an accusation. I gulped—loudly, I thought—and pushed the feeling away.


  “When was the last time you saw Charlotte Crocker?” he repeated, slightly less hostile. If he’d ever really been hostile, except in my mind.


  “On Wednesday, I think. We went downtown for lunch.”


  “You didn’t make a habit of calling or seeing each other every day?”


  “No, not necessarily. We emailed or texted sometimes.”


  “Across the yard?”


  “That’s how we do it now.”


  Virgil raised his eyebrows. Uh-oh. I hadn’t meant to sound condescending. Virgil was only a couple of years older than I was, Bruce’s age, but his mindset was different, not hanging around kids all day, as I did. At least not the best and brightest kids, outfitted with the latest in i-technology, like almost all the Henley students. I taught them math but they taught me a new app practically every week—last week I downloaded a site that would point you from your location to the nearest restroom, in any city— and new ways of communicating. They were more connected than Virgil would ever want to be.


  He flipped through pages in his notebook. “You went downtown for lunch on Wednesday. Any special reason?”


  “We didn’t need a reason to get off the campus.” I smiled, then settled back into the somber mood I wasn’t ready to give up. “We were both inside buildings all day.”


  “What did you talk about?”


  I shrugged. “What girlfriends talk about.”


  “The new governor?” Virgil prodded.


  “For a minute or two. “


  Virgil laughed. “That’s about right.”


  Charlotte and I had bonded soon after she moved here from California two years ago. We’d met at the gym downtown around the same time we first saw each other on campus, and slid into an easy friendship. Certainly not of the closeness I’d shared with Ariana since we were preteens, but Charlotte and I saw eye to eye on politics, books, and campus issues. We parted ways on only one issue—reluctantly, I smiled again—fashion. Charlotte wore classic, fifties preppy. I’d adopted the popular student look: layered pieces, bordering on steampunk, aka the Victoriana-meets-Goth look.


  I could see that Virgil was waiting for more specifics about my last lunch with her.


  “Charlotte was planning to visit an old friend in Florida for Thanksgiving,” I offered.


  “Another two minutes to talk about that?”


  I wasn’t trying to be difficult; it was simply hard to remember what we discussed.


  I decided to relax for a minute and be honest with Virgil. “This is like when I come back from a two-hour coffee date with Ariana, and Bruce can’t figure out what we could have talked about for that long, and I can hardly tell him. Except that we didn’t finish. Women friends always run out of time before we run out of things to say. It was the same with Charlotte and me.”


  “I see.”


  But he didn’t. I doubted he and his buddies sat and chatted more than five minutes before doing something—playing cards or racquetball, lifting weights, fishing. It was hopeless to think he’d understand how Charlotte and I interacted.


  I’d never allow such sloppy reasoning in my math classes, but these were extenuating circumstances.


  I remembered something Charlotte and I had talked about. “There’s a new book club forming at the public library in town. Charlotte and I discussed joining the group and we brainstormed books we’d like to see on the list.” I felt proud I’d thought of something specific.


  “Okay, that’s good,” Virgil said, and made a show of writing it down. “Did you text her today at all or any time since nine o’clock last night?”


  “Uh, I don’t think so. I was busy with classes today, and then the party. August Mobius, November seventeenth,” I said. “We’re a little early, but close enough.” How pitiful. Reveling at a party about a mathematician from two centuries ago while Charlotte was … “When did you say she died?”


  “I didn’t. But I’ll tell you now that Ms. Hannah Stephens, the student aide we talked about, left her boss in the library just before nine o’clock last night. She went back into the stacks around four pm this afternoon to shelve some books. She found Ms. Crocker’s body on the floor up against the bookshelves.”


  I drew in my breath. I didn’t want to hear any more and Virgil sensed that. He unscrewed the cap on the water bottle and pushed it closer to me. I accepted it gratefully and swallowed short bursts of cool liquid.


  I hated the thought that Charlotte had been lying helpless on the library floor while I concerned myself with a sophomore’s presentation and my plans for the weekend. I wanted to ask Virgil if it was a quick death, then realized he wouldn’t tell me even if he knew this soon, then realized I didn’t want to know. Tears formed and I quickly switched to a blank screen in my mind.


  After a grace period, Virgil continued. “Do you remember what you were doing last night, Sophie?” Virgil looked away immediately after he asked for my alibi, thus missing my shocked look. “I have to write it down.”


  I felt my muscles relax as I heard his apologetic tone and felt his hand briefly on my shoulder. “I was home, doing the usual, reading, puzzling.”


  “Phone calls?” he asked.


  I nodded. “Bruce, to set up plans for today and the weekend. Ariana, to chat.”


  “You didn’t speak to Ms. Crocker?”


  “No, not last night.”


  “Can you think back and remember the last time you and Ms. Crocker spoke or emailed or texted?”


  “I can check my phone.”


  “That would be a big help. Not right now, okay? I have a few more questions then I’ll leave you to go through your phone and write down the times of your last few communications.”


  “Okay.”


  What else
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