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“You… How can it be you??! HOW CAN IT BE YOU?!!!”

* * *

FORTY-TWO YEARS AGO…

The front door of the house opened and Roberta Lammwych stepped out.

It was a sunny early morning in Platte, Vermont, just outside of Veil. The sun encouraged the opening of blinds and window curtains. If it had been cloudy, fewer people might have witnessed the last-ever appearance of Torrance Lammwych’s teenage adopted daughter.

For a minute, she stood on the threshold of the lumber baron’s grand house wearing a hollow expression, a bathrobe draped carelessly over her shoulders, her dark hair hanging limply. Her expression didn’t change as she walked, trancelike, down the cobblestone path leading from the porch. Those who saw her would later give such descriptions as “devastated,” “forlorn,” “crushed,” though in actuality the most accurate one was “zombielike,” for her face bore no emotion whatsoever.

As she reached the sidewalk, the bathrobe slipped off. For one thrilling second, several of the watchers believed she was stark naked, before they realized she had on the apricot strapless dress she wore to all her piano recitals. Even so, it was the middle of winter; she must have been freezing.

For years afterward, a question would be asked again and again without ever receiving a satisfactory answer: between Torrance Lammwych’s front door and the limit of the street that dead-ended at the edge of the woods, there measured just under a thousand feet, so why, across all that distance, did no one go to Roberta and ask her what she was doing? Why was she out in the cold with almost nothing on? What was wrong? Some replied helplessly that they’d felt so captivated by the sight that it didn’t even occur to them to try to intervene. A few admitted to themselves, ashamedly, that they’d thought it was some sort of exhibitionism on the part of the teen, and didn’t think it worth getting involved. After all, everyone knew about the raging fight she’d had with her father just the night before. Undoubtedly this was some sort of scheme on her part to get back at him.

“Admit it!” Torrance had hollered at her. “I know you were with him! Johnson Thorne has got you in his pocket! He’s paying you to spy on me, isn’t he!!”

Johnson Thorne was Torrance’s best friend turned bitter rival, a rivalry that had become violent in recent years, if rumors were to be believed. Roberta swore tearfully that night that Thorne had not gotten her on his payroll, that her gratitude and her loyalty were unwavering. Torrance refused to believe her.

In point of fact, the real reason no one went outside to help Roberta was that the majority of those who witnessed her strange behavior didn’t see her until she turned onto the dead-end street. Most of the witnesses were only half-dressed or in the middle of shaving or some other early-morning task. Some didn’t even notice she was scantily clad, for they were still half-asleep, and were used to seeing Roberta taking a stroll at this time of day, in all seasons. For those that did notice and decided to try and help, by the time they dressed and made it outside, it was too late.

Roberta’s ambling pace increased just slightly as she approached the end of the street, as if something among the curtain of trees were inviting her, beckoning her. She didn’t respond when someone opened their upper story window and called out to her. She crossed the tree line, dissolved into the woodland…

And darted down the slope just beyond, trying hard not to scratch up her bare feet. At the bottom of the slope she all but ripped open the sack she’d left there some nights ago, tore off her dress, and put on the clothes hidden in the sack, followed by a pair of boots. Once properly attired, she hastily stuffed the dress into the sack. She had seconds before concerned citizens came looking for her. It had taken her a great deal of time and effort to determine the perfect place to stage her disappearance, the spot where she’d be seen by a maximum number of witnesses. Having a perfect memory was useful in such an endeavor, to say the least, but it would all be for nothing if she were spotted now.

Glancing about once to make sure she was leaving nothing behind, Roberta set out along the route she’d plotted beforehand. She took care to avoid leaving any tracks or traces. By the time anyone followed her into the woods, she had vanished.

Roberta Lammwych had become a ghost.

* * *

Smoke rose from the wreckage. Torrance Lammwych could hardly breathe, let alone summon enough coherent thought to discern what had just happened. He could barely feel his body, but he had the sensation that it was twisted about him the wrong way. So was his car.

His car—he’d been driving in it with his wife, Edie. Was she here? He couldn’t see, couldn’t move, couldn’t scream for help. He tried to breathe deeper, but his lungs resisted his efforts.

Just then a shadow obscured his vision. At first he thought he was blacking out, then the blur in front of him resolved into a face.

Roberta!!!

She was alive!! Relief flooded Torrance, and he felt his lungs fill with air, as if joy were the breath of life. He hadn’t driven his daughter to suicide after all!

Then he noted the expression on her face. He had never seen her wear that expression before. It was one of smugness. Satisfaction. Triumph.

Cruelty.

She had done this. She had made him crash. He couldn’t remember how exactly it had happened, but a deep instinct told him it was Roberta who had caused him and Edie to…

“Edie,” he managed to croak.

“Dead,” said Roberta in a singsong voice. “I just made sure of that. She had to die before you, or else this wouldn’t work.”

Torrance let out an enraged hiss. “I was right! You are on his payroll! Johnson—” He began to cough up blood. “Johnson Thorne got you in his pocket!”

Roberta shook her head, amused. “No one’s paying me. And if I’d gone to see Johnson, I doubt he’d even have noticed I was there. He’s practically catatonic—thanks to you.”

“Then—why?”

“Because…” Roberta grasped his head softly and whispered in his ear:

“I made a promise.”

As he lay dying, she explained it all to him, told him exactly what she was going to do and why. His rage gave way to sorrow, then regret, followed by despair. He felt it consume him.

“You’re hailed as one of Veil’s heroes,” Roberta said, ignoring his frantic attempts to speak. “You’ll always be remembered that way. I don’t mind that. Not too much. But I wanted you to know, before you’re gone, the sheer number of people, in Veil and elsewhere, who are going to die because of your crimes.” With that, she clamped her hand over his mouth and nose and held it there until he went still.

* * *

Reuben Wells, executor of the Torrance Lammwych estate, was fading in and out of oblivion. In his semi-conscious state, he was unsure which he preferred, as his moments of consciousness were accompanied by great pain. The pain made an effective barrier against rational thought. Fortunately (or possibly not), as a lawyer, Wells was used to thinking sharply under pressure, and one of those sharp thoughts managed to pierce the barrier straight through:

Food poisoning.

Someone had deliberately made him sick. Part of him immediately wanted to know who and why, but he ceded priority to the more pertinent question, how, as that question might lead to an answer in the form of an antidote. However, his knowledge of poison was limited, and no amount of thought could tell him the method by which it had been administered.

Very well, who, then?

He could feel his body weakening. He outright refused to die without solving his own murder.

Who could hope to profit from his death? The word profit directed his thoughts in an obvious direction: the Lammwych estate was worth millions. Now that Torrance was dead, by his only remaining will, everything would be left to his thirty-something son, Bobby. There had been another will after that, but Torrance’s adopted son Farley had destroyed it, believing it to be an even newer will leaving part of the estate to him. He had done it in a fury, out of spite, shouting that he wanted nothing of his father’s, he only wanted his twin sister back—unless…

What if Farley’s rage had been faked? If he believed there was a third will from which he would profit, might he have killed Torrance over it? Perhaps the outburst was meant to deflect suspicion. Perhaps he had known the will he destroyed was of no benefit to him. Perhaps, after Torrance’s death, Farley had somehow found out that there never was a will in which he and Roberta had been named as heirs. Would he just give up? Unlikely. What could he do? Without that third will, he had no chance…

Of course! Farley had forged a new will naming himself as heir. His only obstacle was the one person who knew Torrance hadn’t written a third will—Reuben Wells! That’s why Farley had poisoned him…

Except that Farley couldn’t possibly have done it. He’d been in the woods all that day, searching for Roberta, accompanied by his friends and neighbors. Farley couldn’t be the murderer, not unless he had an accomplice.

Wells gasped, but it wasn’t from the pain. What other person would help Farley but his own twin? Roberta had faked her disappearance! She and Farley had planned this together from the start! She was the poisoner!!

Sensing the end was near, Wells forced the words out as coherently as he could: “Roberta… Find…Roberta!!”

Peggy Allen, his junior partner, had her head bent over him. “What did he say?” someone asked her as she straightened up.

“He said, ‘Find Roberta.’”

“Roberta Lammwych? Oh, I see. If she’s one of the heirs, no one can inherit until it’s established whether she’s alive or dead.”

“I understand, Reuben!” Peggy told him. “I’ll take care of it, I promise.”

No!!!

Reuben screamed on the inside.

He was still screaming when he passed.

It might have been of some comfort to him to know that though his reasoning had been a little faulty, his solution was correct.

* * *

Bobby Lammwych became quite voluble once the gag was removed. “Just wait a minute!” he pleaded several times. “You don’t have to do this!”

“I’m afraid I do,” said Roberta.

Bobby began to cry. “Why?”

Roberta shrugged. “It’s a necessary part of the plan. No way around it. Believe me, if there were another way, I’d do it. Murders are incredibly hard to arrange.”

Bobby sputtered, gesturing with his hands as best he could. They were velcroed together with a custom-made restraint. Roberta had designed it herself so it would leave no abrasions. It was also flame-resistant.

“I would explain it to you,” she said, “but I don’t think it would improve how you’re feeling.”

Bobby begged her, and she capitulated.

Her prediction was right. He became even more agitated once he understood the breadth of the plan. “I’ll give it to you!” he squealed. “Just let me out of here and I’ll give you the money! You don’t have to kill anyone!!”

Roberta sighed and shook her head. “No, that’s not the point. You can’t give it to me. Not like
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