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Call home the child, whose credulous first hours
Burn at the heart of living, and surprise
The better reason with unbidden truth.
—David McCord

“A Bucket of Bees”
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Part One

 

1

It was a lazy Friday afternoon, the kind of day that leads thoughts to hammocks and shade trees. Barbara Holloway stifled a yawn as she escorted her last client of the day at Martin’s Restaurant to the door. August was always slow, and she had taken notes of four clients’ complaints about neighbors, evil debt collectors, recalcitrant landlords. She had caught up with Internet news, had her terrorist anxiety renewed, answered e-mails and was wishing that she had a shade tree and a hammock. She was looking forward to a dinner with friends and then a movie.
Now it was time to take down her Barbara Is In sign. “Don’t worry,” she said. “Guys like that turn into pussycats when authority hits them in the head. Sometimes the law can carry more punch than a bat.” Her client, a thin young woman of twenty-one, with a three-year-old child and a one-year-old, looked relieved.
When Barbara opened the door she was surprised to see another woman standing by the steps. And she was not the sort of client who usually turned up at Martin’s. Her hair was gray and beautifully styled, short with a bit of wave; her skin was lovely and unwrinkled. About sixty, trim, and well-dressed in a cream-colored linen skirt and silk shirt, wearing a gold chain and small gold earrings, she looked as if she could be the owner of the black Saab parked at the curb. It was as out of place here as she was. Martin had renovated a simple house, had torn down interior walls to make a dining room with six tables and six booths, and he cooked some of the best food to be found in Eugene, but Barbara doubted that the woman on the doorstep had ever driven through this neighborhood, much less considered eating here.
“Ms. Holloway, may I have a few minutes?” the woman asked.
It was ten minutes before five, and at five-thirty Martin liked to have the restaurant empty, in order for him and his wife Binnie to set the tables.
“Of course,” Barbara said, moving aside. She took down her sign and motioned toward her table where Martin was picking up the carafe and cups. He paused a moment.
“Can I bring you something? Coffee, wine?”
Martin was big enough to fill a doorway and as black as night. A white beret was striking in contrast; it seemed to glow. And he never offered wine to her clients. He had sized up this woman as rapidly as Barbara had done.
“No, thanks,” the woman said, seating herself.
Then, as Martin walked back to the kitchen, she turned to Barbara. “I know it’s late and I’ll be as succinct as I can. My name is Louise Braniff. I’m in the music department at the U of O, and I give private piano lessons to a few students. Also, I’m a member of a society of women. We call ourselves the Crones’ Club, but officially we’re the Benevolent Ladies Club. We sponsor various causes that we consider worthy. Sometimes surgery, sometimes a scholarship, or helping someone get a start in business, various things. All directed at girls or women. We want to retain you.”
“To do what?”
“Defend Carol Frederick, who is accused of murdering Joe Wenzel.”
Barbara studied her more closely. “Murder suspect comes under your definition of worthy cause? I think you’d better start a bit further back.”
“Of course. How we choose our recipients is a starting place, I imagine. When one of us learns of a particular instance where a gift of cash would change a life, we meet and discuss it and investigate the person we’re considering, and if we all agree, then one of us is chosen to make the proper arrangements. In this instance we decided that I should approach you since I was the one who proposed helping Carol Frederick originally.”
She paused and gazed past Barbara as if gathering her thoughts, then continued. “One of my associates at the university told me about a young woman who was playing piano at a lounge here in town and insisted that I go hear her. Another member of our group and I went together. We had dinner in the adjoining restaurant and then sat in the lounge for most of one evening listening. She is a first-class pianist, gifted but untutored. She needs a bit of technical help. We took it up at our meeting and the other members arranged to go hear her play, and then we voted to assist her. What we proposed was to make it possible for her to go to Hamburg and study under the tutelage of Gustav Bremer. He is the master, and after a year under his guidance she could become a world-class pianist. I am convinced of that. I was chosen to make the arrangements, but before anything could be done, someone killed Joe Wenzel, and the following week, last week, she was arrested.”
“Do you know her, anything about her? Or him? Wenzel?”
“No. None of us know her. Apparently she has been here in Eugene for no more than five or six weeks. I don’t think any of our group ever met Joe Wenzel. I don’t know whether she killed him, but that’s beside the point. She needs the best defense possible and we agreed that you could provide it, not a public defender, who is overworked and understaffed. She, of course, has no money.”
As Barbara continued to regard her thoughtfully, Louise Braniff opened her purse, withdrew a check and placed it on the table. “If you agree, there are certain conditions,” she said.
“I thought there might be.”
Louise Braniff nodded. “First, you won’t try to find out who else is in our club. We prefer to remain anonymous. For tax purposes you are to give the Benevolent Ladies Club as the payer for your services. I am the only one you will ever contact, and then only if the retainer is not sufficient to cover your expenses and your fee. We understand that if she accepts a plea bargain, the expenses will be minimal, but if she continues to plead innocent and there is a full trial, the expenses will be much higher. In that case you will notify me and I will provide another cashier’s check for whatever amount you name. And finally, Carol Frederick must never be told who her benefactors were, only that a group of people put together a defense fund for her.”
“I see,” Barbara said, although she didn’t. “Why the secrecy? Why did you come here instead of using my real office? I assume you investigated me and know that I have an office.”
“Yes, we know about your office. And some of us have followed your career for the past few years. We know about you. But my name is never to be associated with this any more than the names of any other members of our group. Not in your records, not in your files, nowhere. The only client you will have is Carol Frederick, and the Benevolent Ladies Club will be financially responsible. You won’t report to me or anyone else except your client. We shall follow the case as it is reported in the newspapers, that’s all.”
Barbara glanced at the check then. Twenty-five thousand dollars. “I have to think about this,” she said. “You must know how irregular it is, and for all I know you killed Joe Wenzel yourself, and in a fit of conscience you’re trying to make amends to a wrongly accused woman.” She spread her hands. “You do see my point.”
“I do.” Louise Braniff smiled. “And it’s well taken. I have permission to give you one name for reference. Judge Barry Longner. But I warn you, that’s all he will admit. We exist, and we help girls and women. You’ll want my card, my address and phone number so you can verify my identity.” She took a card from her purse and put it on the check.
“It will be her decision,” Barbara said. “If she says no thanks, then what?”
“Send the check to that address, registered mail. That’s all. If it isn’t returned, we’ll assume you’ve accepted our proposal and that you’re working on this.” She pushed back her chair. “But first, your word that you accept the conditions I outlined.”
“No written receipt? No lawyer-client agreement? Not even made out to the Benevolent Ladies Club?”
“Just your word,” Louise Braniff said. Her expression had remained almost bland, neutral, as if she were interested but not involved in the matter and now, for the first time, she leaned forward and watched Barbara intently.
After a moment Barbara nodded. “If she agrees and becomes my client, I’ll honor your conditions.”
Louise Braniff stood up, her expression once more that of an interested bystander. “Thank you, Ms. Holloway. Don’t bother to see me out.” She turned and walked to the door and left as Barbara remained by the table watching her.
Barbara sat down again wondering what Louise Braniff’s stake in this case could possibly be when Martin came from the kitchen carrying two glasses of pale wine.
Barbara stirred herself. “Thanks, Martin, but she’s gone.”
“I know. I saw her leave. That’s one classy lady. This is for you, and this one’s for me. You look like you’ve walked into quicksand and haven’t got a clue about how to get out.”
Barbara took the glass he offered and sipped a very good chardonnay. “Martin, you’re not only the world’s greatest chef, you’re also a very perceptive mind reader. That’s exactly how I feel, as if I’ve blundered into quicksand.”
 
“It’s Dad’s fault,” she muttered later, sitting in her nice office, which Louise Braniff had bypassed. On returning to the office, she had learned that quite sensibly Shelley, her colleague, had left shortly after five, while Maria Velasquez, secretary to both of them, had pretended to be busy until Barbara got back. She seldom left until Barbara ordered her out.
After making notes about the clients who had consulted her in Martin’s Restaurant and putting the check in her safe, Barbara sat at her desk thinking about Louise Braniff. Backtracking, she found the cause for her unease: For a moment she had seen past the neutral exterior on Louise Braniff’s face to the intensity of her gaze, an almost rigid stiffness in her posture.
She would research Braniff and Wenzel, of course, but later. Now she mused about her conclusion that her acceptance of a case she believed to be hopeless was her father’s fault.
First, in March his book on the art of cross-examination, years in the making, had finally been published. And he had thrown a party to celebrate. She had been his hostess. She recalled the expression on his face when she took off her coat and revealed her costume for the event: a long black velvet skirt, silky white cashmere sweater and the lovely necklace he had given her for Christmas. Sapphires and amethysts, it had been her mother’s. For a moment he had gazed at her saying nothing, then embraced her, and she murmured, “She would have been so proud.” Drawing back, he had nodded. “She would have been,” he agreed, and she understood that his book was not uppermost in his mind.
Then the guests had started arriving, and among them had been Darren Halvord. She stared at him. “What are you doing here?”
“Invited,” he said with a grin. “I called to congratulate your dad, and he invited me to his party. Do I get to come in?”
All evening, every time she glanced around, he had been there, chatting with a judge, in conversation with an attorney, laughing with Alex and Shelley, uncorking more wine, bringing in more hors d’ oeuvres, talking seriously with Frank in the kitchen.
For the next months it had seemed to her that every time she turned around Darren was there, invited, coincidence, whatever, and she had realized with indignation that her father was scheming, playing matchmaker, for God’s sake! And with Darren! He had set off her anger button the first time they met, and almost every time afterward. A more arrogant, self-satisfied man she could not imagine.
The last time, only two weeks ago, Darren and his son Todd had appeared for dinner at Frank’s house on Sunday, the day Barbara always had dinner there. After the meal she and Darren volunteered to clean up the kitchen.
“What are you afraid of?” Darren asked.
“Cobras, black widow spiders, ravenous tigers, homicidal maniacs wielding axes.”
“And?”
“That’s it,” she snapped.
“Ah,” he said, handing her another plate to go into the dishwasher.
A day or two later Will Thaxton had called, inviting her to dinner and to hear a new sensational musician. Theirs had been a comfortable, easygoing relationship, no questions asked, no demands, good dancing, good sex, never an argument, her anger button untouched. Although she had decided that it was over, she had accepted. Why not pick up where they had left off? Make it more than clear that she had no interest in Darren Halvord?
Will was always up on any jazz group playing in town, any group touring, any new genius waiting to be discovered. She was surprised that Saturday night when he drove to a motel restaurant not far from the interstate, one of many motels on the strip along with fast-food eateries, gas stations, myriad brightly lighted tourist-oriented outlets.
This restaurant was called the Cascadia, and apparently it catered to first-class travelers. The restaurant had white tablecloths, waiters in black, an impressive menu, and the food was better than just passable. In the background, piano music played, the kind of easy-listening nostalgia-arousing melodies that tended to be soothing even when only vaguely recognizable. Throughout dinner Will talked about a new client in the mocking tone he occasionally used to describe his clients, and she half listened.
She didn’t know when the music stopped, but it was not there when Will beckoned the waiter and murmured, “We have a table reserved in the lounge. We’ll have coffee and cognac in there.”
The waiter led them to a bistro table and a minute later brought coffee and oversize goblets with cognac. Barbara swirled hers and watched the way the liqueur crawled back down, expecting now to hear the phenomenal jazz discovery. Instead, she was jolted when the piano player started again, this time with the passionate, assertive opening of Rhapsody In Blue. She had not seen the pianist return, and her view of the woman playing was obscured by a fishbowl on the piano with a few bills in it. Without a pause the music changed, became sweet and dreamy, “The Blue Danube.” Again a change without a transition, and it was “Dancing in the Dark.” From there it dissolved into “Greensleeves,” into something she did not recognize, then Mahler, Chopin, something she did not know. The lounge had gone silent, no murmuring voices, or clinking of glasses, just the music with one piece dissolving, flowing into another with apparently effortless ease. The poignant strains of “Where Have All the Flowers Gone?” a lilting and gay “Farmer in the Dell,” Offenbach’s “Barcarole,” a bit of Mozart. She stopped trying to identify the pieces that came and went seamlessly, and then there were single notes, and she heard the words in her head that went with them. When will they ever learn?
There was silence for a minute when the last note sounded; someone began to applaud, and then everyone applauded wildly. The pianist stood up, bowed her head and swiftly walked away out of sight through a doorway behind the bar.
“My God!” Barbara whispered.
“Didn’t I tell you? Phenomenal, isn’t she?”
Her coffee had grown cold, and she no longer wanted the cognac. Will had finished his. “She’ll be back in twenty minutes or so,” he said. “But not like that. More easy-listening stuff. Want to leave now?”
Will had talked about the pianist all the way back to her apartment until she had wanted to gag him. “Probably an addict, those long sleeves are hiding needle marks, or maybe she’s shacked up with a guy who beats her and she’s hiding bruises. She could have become a concert pianist, but instead she’s playing in a bar in a two-bit town. Probably a hooker. She’ll rake in the tips, you bet she will. And move on.”
At her door she had not asked him in, to their mutual surprise.
Now that woman was her client, although she had yet to meet her. And it was Frank’s fault, she said to herself, getting back to her starting point. If he hadn’t tried to push her into Darren’s arms, she would not have gone out with Will, she would not have gone to that lounge and heard Carol Frederick play, and if she had not heard her play, she doubted that she would have taken the case. It appeared to be open and shut.
Carol Frederick was a drifter with no permanent address, no known family, no real friends in Eugene. According to the newspaper, and the leaks providentially dropped by the D.A.’s office, she had been pursued for weeks by Joe Wenzel, the owner of the motel and had avoided him, or lured him on, depending on how one looked at it. The night of his death she was seen talking with him in the parking lot after she quit work, arguing with him? Fighting with him? She had been seen entering his room.
The next day Joe Wenzel’s body was discovered on the bedroom floor of his suite in the motel. He was wearing a lightweight summer robe, nothing else. Carol Frederick’s hairs were on his coat, her fingerprints on a glass in the suite.
Tried and convicted by leaks, Barbara thought then. But any public defender, with a minimum of bargaining, would get her off with no more than involuntary manslaughter. And that would result in prison. Barbara shuddered to think of that magical piano player in prison, but she doubted very much if she or anyone else could do any better for her than that.
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At eleven the next morning Barbara was in a small meeting room in the county jail waiting for Carol Frederick to be delivered to her. The room was dismal, with a metal table bolted to the floor, two wooden chairs and a harsh overhead fluorescent light that turned skin tones to a shade somewhere between yellow and avocado-green, and made any lipstick a garish purple. The door opened and a guard ushered Carol into the room.
“Hi, I’m Barbara Holloway,” she said, standing by the table. “Can we talk a few minutes?”
Carol Frederick was not pretty in any conventional way, but striking looking. Long, straight black hair in a ponytail, dark blue eyes, heavy eyebrows straight across, and facial bones that suggested some Native American in her genealogy. She regarded Barbara with suspicion and remained standing by the door. “Why? I don’t know you. How do you rate a private room?”
“I told them I’m your new defense attorney.” She pointed to her briefcase, which had been searched. “My credentials,” she said with a smile. “Of course, that can change if you kick me out, but as it stands now, that’s why.”
“What happened to the one they already gave me? Quit already?”
“Nope.” Barbara pulled out a chair and sat down, motioning Carol toward the other chair. She approached it warily as if suspecting a trap. “It seems that you’ve become the cause for a group of people who donate money for various worthy causes. They want to pay for your defense. I’m not connected to the government in any way. I’m in private practice. They hired me to represent you if you’ll have me.”
Carol perched on her chair as upright as a person could be, and now drew back and crossed her arms over her chest, her suspicion even more pronounced in her expression of skepticism. “What’s in it for them?”
“Not a damn thing that I can see,” Barbara said. She repeated some of what Louise Braniff had told her, then spread her hands. “I’m sworn to secrecy concerning your benefactors. I have a cashier’s check for a retainer, and I’m not to report back to them along the way, just get in touch with the spokeswoman if I need more money.”
“I don’t believe it,” Carol said. “No one hands out money for a stranger.”
“They apparently do, and they did. It’s up to you if we go on from here. You don’t have to decide this minute. Do you know anyone you can ask about me, confirm that at least I’m legitimate?”
Carol shook her head, then contradicted the gesture. “Yes, maybe I do. If I can trust the matron who brought me here. She said you’re okay. I should grab you if I can. But you listen to me. If you’re just going to try to talk me into taking what they’re offering, the way Bill Asshole is, forget it. Spend the money on a cruise or something.”
Barbara grinned, remembering the time she had called Bill Spassero the same thing, only to be rebuked by her father. “He’s a pretty good attorney, actually, just overworked. What are they offering? What did they say when they questioned you?”
“At first, it was all sympathy. They said they understood. The creep dragged me into his room and locked the door and when the party got too rough, I shot him and took off. Self-defense, what any girl would have done, maybe get off altogether, or else involuntary manslaughter, minimum sentence. They said they were on my side, make it easier on everyone if I just admitted it up front and be done with it.” She pushed back her chair, ready to stand. “I said I wanted a lawyer and they said what for, no problem with self-defense, no lawyer needed. Like that. Two, three hours like that. Only problem is that it’s a lie, and I wouldn’t admit to anything and I just quit talking. They charged me with second-degree murder. Some sympathy. So if that’s your line, forget it.”
“As I said, it’s up to you. And that’s not my line. I don’t have a line since I haven’t heard your side. Want me to leave now?”
“Wait,” Carol said. “Why did you agree to do this?”
Barbara studied her for a moment, then said, “Because I heard you play.”
Her words seemed to strip the tough veneer off Carol. She slumped in her chair, looking very young and vulnerable for a second, and very frightened. She straightened again and her expression tightened. “So what now? What do you do? What do I do?”
“This is just a preliminary, get-acquainted meeting. There are certain formalities I have to see to on Monday, and after that we’ll be spending a lot of time together. I’m Barbara, by the way.”
The young woman hesitated, then said, “Carrie. I go by Carrie.”
“Okay. For now, just tell me what happened that night. Your side of it.”
“I don’t have a side,” Carrie said almost sullenly. “I quit work at midnight and went out to my car, and the creep was waiting for me on the walk by his door. He grabbed my arm, and I shook him off and kept going. He was drunk, talking crazy. He followed me and when I got to my car he tried to hold the door open, but I closed and locked it and took off. I went to the apartment where I lived and went to bed. That’s what I told the detectives, all I could tell them, because it’s all I know about it.”
“Okay,” Barbara said. “Had you known him before? Ever been to his suite at the motel? Had drinks with him? Anything at all?”
“No. He was a slob, a fat and ugly slob. I didn’t know who he was until I complained to Mark—he’s the manager, Mark Ormsby—and he told me the creep owned the place and to try to get along with him. I never even saw him until a couple or three weeks before he was shot. He began hanging around at night, watching me, brushing me in passing, touching my hair, like that, and I complained to Mark. I told him I’d quit if the slob didn’t lay off, and that’s when he told me to cool it, that he’d talk to him.”
“Did he?”
“I don’t know. If he did, it didn’t do any good.”
“You could have filed a harassment complaint.”
“Yeah, right. Against the owner. Sure I could.”
“But you didn’t quit. Why not?”
That strange vulnerable look crossed her face again as she gazed past Barbara and said softly, “I wanted to play the piano.”
Whatever reasons Barbara might have assumed, good tips, or good hours, leaving her free during weekdays, to play the piano had not been among them.
“Okay,” she said. “We have a few details to work out.” She opened her briefcase and brought out a folder with the client-attorney agreement and a steno pad. “Don’t bother with that right now,” she said. “Read it overnight, and we’ll sign it on Monday after I clear things with the Public Defenders’ office. Also, make notes of anything that might be of help, anything at all that you noticed at the motel, tension between Wenzel and others, things of that sort. What he was saying to you that night. Even if it seems inconsequential, it might be something we can follow up on….” She finished with her instructions, leaned back and said, “Now, what do you want me to bring you, or send over?”
“Like what?”
“Personal items, books, your favorite slippers, things like that. Nothing expensive. You don’t want to get robbed here.”
“My sheet music from the lounge,” Carrie said after a moment. “Can I have that?”
Surprised again, Barbara nodded. “Let’s make a list. Where is your stuff, by the way? Your car, clothes?”
“In the apartment. The car’s parked at the curb. I have a couple of boxes, two suitcases…. They took my keys.”
“I’ll get them back. I’ll collect your belongings and keep them safe for you.” She got the address of the apartment Carrie had shared with Delia Rosen.
“You’d better write a note to your friend,” she said then. “Give me permission to pick up your things. And another one for the lounge.”
“Delia isn’t a friend. Just someone I met in Las Vegas. She might have tossed my stuff out already to make space for a new roommate. He, Bill Asshole, didn’t offer to do anything about that.”
“Well, as I said, he’s overworked. He would have in time.”
Carrie shook her head. “No. It’s part of the pressure to make me take their offer. He thinks I did it.”
Barbara did not argue the point. Carrie might even be right, she knew, recalling Will Thaxton’s easy assessment of her: addict, abused, on the make. Besides, Bill Spassero had seen the evidence gathered by the investigators.
 
Delia Rosen’s apartment was on the second floor of one of the fine residential houses that had been converted to apartments to accommodate the university students, in walking distance to the school and downtown, and dilapidated after many years of abuse and neglect. Delia had light-brown curly hair, eyes the color of milk chocolate and a dimple in her cheek. Her building was like an oven, and she was wearing shorts and a halter that hot day when she opened the door at Barbara’s knock. She appeared to be as friendly as Carrie had been guarded. She hardly even glanced at the note Barbara handed her.
“Boy, am I glad someone’s going to take her stuff. I didn’t know what to do with anything. I guess my boyfriend will move in and share rent, and her stuff’s in the way. Come on in, I’ll show you.”
The apartment had a living room with kitchenette, a bedroom and a bath. An ironing board was set up in the living room with several blouses on hangers on the end of it. Delia motioned toward some boxes and two suitcases against the wall. “That’s her stuff. I packed up everything I could find.” She picked up a can of diet soda and said, “You want a cold drink?”
Barbara, who hated carbonated drinks of any kind, and especially diet drinks, said, “I’d love it. I’m burning up.”
“Yeah, me too, and I’m stuck with ironing on a day like this.” She went to a small refrigerator and brought out another can, which she handed to Barbara.
“Had you worked with Carrie very long?” Barbara asked, opening the can.
“Not really. We didn’t work together in Las Vegas, just in the same casino. She was in the dining room and I was a cocktail waitress. We saw each other now and then, that’s about it.” She motioned toward a rickety chair and pulled out another one for herself. “When she got fired I said how about going to Eugene with me, and she got this real funny look and said, who’s he? See, like she thought I meant a guy. Maybe I was suggesting a ménage à trois or something.” She laughed. “I went to the U of O here, and I knew I could get a job….” She rambled on, wanting to talk about herself, and now and then Barbara nudged her back to Carrie.
“I wanted to come up early enough to find an apartment and line up a part-time job. If you wait too long you can’t find anything, not after the kids return. So she said sure, she’d drive us to Eugene and hang out a while.”
“Why did she get fired?” Barbara asked during one of the infrequent pauses.
“I don’t know firsthand, just the rumors and stories. Some gals said she slugged a customer, or else she just gave him a shove when he wouldn’t keep his hands to himself, or something like that. Anyway, she got fired on the spot. She’s a funny girl, you know. I never did hear her make on it. She doesn’t talk about herself. You know, that’s a long drive from Vegas to Eugene, and she hardly talked at all. She’s just strange.”
Barbara nodded. “Some people don’t seem to have a lot to say.”
“Not just that. We applied at the lounge the same day, and there were some others waiting for an interview. She spotted that grand piano, and it was like a magnet for her. First thing I knew she was over there playing like a pro. And she never even mentioned before that she knew how to play. Anyway, they hired her to play and she raked in the tips, believe me. They loved her. And every morning she’d go over there around nine and practice for a couple of hours. A magnet.”
“What about Wenzel? Do you think the motel will change now that he’s gone?”
“It wasn’t his, you know. It’s the property of Wenzel Corporation, the developers. He moved in after his house burned down. He was off at Vegas losing money and his place burned to the ground, I guess. We called him Joe Weasel. And he got after Carrie right away after he moved in. It was spooky the way he watched her, like an obsession, and she made it worse by the way she cold-shouldered him. Probably if she’d just kidded him along a little, he would have let it go. Or she could have said something like her boyfriend was a gun nut and jealous, or something. I mean, you can usually say something to make them back off, but she didn’t.”
“That’s a good line, about the boyfriend,” Barbara said. “I’ll have to remember that. Does she have a boyfriend?”
“Not that I know of. Or girlfriend either, if you know what I mean. She’s just funny. Sort of a loner.”
When it appeared that Delia had confided all she knew about Carrie, Barbara stood. “Well, I’d better haul that stuff out of here. Thanks for the soda.”
“And I’d better finish my ironing,” Delia said.
Barbara carried the boxes and suitcases to her car, then sat for a minute. Where to take them was a problem. Not to her small apartment. They would just be in the way. Not the office, same problem. Her old room at Frank’s house, she decided. Plenty of room up there, in no one’s way, accessible. She would swing by the lounge and pick up the sheet music and then head for her father’s house.
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Barbara heard Frank’s car when he arrived home that Saturday afternoon, but even if she had not heard it, the two coon cats would have alerted her. Keeping her company, jumping in and out of boxes while she sorted through Carrie’s few possessions, they had both twitched their ears and abandoned her without a backward look when they heard him. Soon he called up the stairs, “Bobby? Are you up there?”
“Be down in a minute,” she yelled back. She was holding a newspaper article, so worn and frayed that she feared it would fall apart in her hands. With a sigh she returned it to a clear plastic folder, then sat back regarding her efforts. One box of cool-to-cold weather garments; one box of warm-to-hot weather things. Underwear, gowns, slippers…A sleeping bag. A small box of books, poetry, paperbacks, dictionary…Some lotion, hairbrush, comb, face cream…Half a dozen papers of various kinds—birth certificate, her parents’ death certificates, medical records, school report cards, bill of sale for a car that would be fourteen years old now, some sheet music for piano.
She was putting the documents together in a folder, then paused to regard the newspaper clipping once more. Marla and Ronald Frederick had been killed instantly in a fiery crash when their truck collided with a concrete barrier, and their daughter, Carol, had been critically injured. There was a poor photograph of Marla and Ronald; Carrie looked more like her father than her mother, the same straight eyebrows and black hair. Her mother apparently had been fair—it was hard to tell from the newspaper photograph—and very pretty, with a big smile that showed a lot of teeth. Carrie had been eight years old when it happened.
She added the folder to the documents she would take to the office to keep in her safe, then closed the overnight bag she planned to take to Carrie. She put the other things in her closet.
When she entered the kitchen a few minutes later, her father was sorting his own collection of items. Pots, packets of seeds, watering can…“Hi,” he said. Then, eyeing the overnight bag, he asked, “Are you coming or going?”
“Going,” she said. “What’s all that stuff?”
“Look out back,” he said, motioning toward the door. “I got the shade cloth on yesterday, and today I did a little shopping. Perlite, vermiculite, coconut pith, pots. I’m ready to set up shop.”
Over the past two weeks he had had a lean-to greenhouse built onto the side of the garage, then found that it was too hot this time of the year to enter, much less do any work there. Now the structure was covered with a shade cloth.
Barbara glanced out the door and nodded.
“So, what’s the bag for?” Frank asked, a bit annoyed that she showed so little interest in his new greenhouse.
Briefly she told him about Louise Braniff’s visit, and her own visit to meet Carrie. “I think I’m going to like her,” she said. “She reads T. S. Eliot and Finnegan’s Wake, for one thing, and she plays the piano like an angel. Also, she called Bill Spassero Bill Asshole. Ring a bell? She says she didn’t do it.”
“Don’t they all?” He thought a moment. “Barry Longner? I know him. Appellate court. Want me to make the call?”
“That would help, but I assume it will all check out. There really is a Benevolent Ladies Club and they do good deeds, period. Why do you suppose anyone would want sheet music if there’s no instrument to go with it? She asked me to bring her music with the other stuff.”
“Maybe she’s like some people who can read cookbooks and taste the dishes. Maybe she can hear the music in her head.”
“Taste the dishes? From reading a recipe? You’re kidding.”
He knew there was no point in arguing about it. “Ask her,” he said. “I read about Wenzel’s murder. Seems pretty cut and dried. Will she take a plea bargain?”
“No way. At least that’s what she says now. I’ll know more after I’ve talked longer with her. I’ve got to go. And you can go have fun in your playhouse.”
 
“You don’t look like a lawyer,” Carrie said the next day, back in the conference room.
Barbara looked down at herself, jeans, T-shirt, walking shoes. “How am I supposed to look?”
“I don’t know. Power suit, medium heels, discreet jewelry, expensive makeup. Like someone who makes a mint and shows it in good taste that lets you know there’s plenty more where that came from.”
Barbara laughed. “What you see is what you get where I’m concerned. On the other hand you don’t look like a jailbird.”
“First time for me,” Carrie said. “I’ll grow into the role.”
“You’ll have to learn how to sneer,” Barbara said.
This time Carrie laughed, and for a moment she looked more like her mother’s photograph than her father’s. The same big smile with a lot of shining teeth.
“What I’d like to do today,” Barbara said, “is get some background to start working with. You know, past history, things like that. Okay?”
Carrie nodded, the smile gone as quickly as it had come. “Sure. But I have to tell you up front that I don’t have any memories that go earlier than before age eight and a half. You saw the things in my box? The newspaper article, all that?”
“Yes. You don’t recall the accident? Your parents’ deaths?”
“No. And nothing before that. I was born around the age of eight and a few months.” The words were spoken lightly, but the guarded look had returned, with a new tightness around her mouth.
“Well, let’s start with what you do remember. The hospital where you were treated? Any of that?”
Carrie shook her head. “Flashes of memory, snapshots, drinking water with a straw, restraints in bed, a lot of pain, just things like that. A cast. Physical therapy. Nothing real, nothing in any kind of order, no first this then that.”
“Where does your real memory begin?”
“A home for kids and being taken in an airplane to people who were to be my foster parents, in Terre Haute. Stuart and Adrienne Colbert. I lived with them until I graduated from high school, and then I took off.”
Whatever ease she had managed to achieve only moments earlier had vanished, and she looked strained. “What difference does any of that make? It’s got nothing to do with me now.”
“If you put up a fight, the prosecutor will dig out everything available about you, and I have to have the same information they’ll gather.” She paused a moment, then said, “So let’s talk about the foster parents. Were they good to you?”
“They’ll dig up my past that far back?”
“Probably.”
Carrie looked away; then, keeping her gaze on the wall, she said, “What they’ll learn is that I was considered crazy, maybe schizophrenic. And maybe I was.”
“Because you had amnesia?”
“I don’t know why.”
Studying her, Barbara nodded slowly. Carrie knew something, and she was not going to talk about it, that was apparent. For now they would drop it, but they would have to come back to it as often as it took to get her to tell what the prosecutor would surely discover. “Okay,” she said. “Back to the Colberts. Were they good people, decent to you?”
Carrie shrugged. “Stuart was okay, I guess, but he wasn’t there a lot. You know, work, doing stuff around the house and yard, out fishing. Adrienne and I didn’t get along.”
“They gave you music lessons, didn’t they?”
Carrie grimaced. “No. Adrienne liked country-western and accordion players. That’s all she listened to. I can’t recall that Stuart listened to any music. They didn’t have a piano or guitar, anything like that in the house.”
“You learned to play before the accident? Is that what you’re saying?”
“I must have. But I don’t remember.”
Frustrated, Barbara dropped it. “You said you took off right after high school. Tell me about that.”
This, at least, seemed to be a topic that Carrie was willing to talk about at length. Stuart Colbert had said there had been some insurance money for her education but, not interested in college, Carrie had bought a car and started an odyssey that wound through one state after another, one city after another, sometimes with a companion, most often alone. Boyfriends never lasted very long, she added. Barbara noted the various cities where she had stopped to work for a few months, six months, one time for a whole year, before moving on. The last city before arriving in Eugene had been Las Vegas.
She told Barbara about the incident that resulted in her being fired. “This slob, drunk as a skunk, wouldn’t keep his hands off me when I served their table. When I took the check over, he tried to put his arms around me, and I gave him a shove. He staggered back a little bit and knocked some things off the table. The manager was there faster than lightning, apologizing to the jerk. That was it. I was out.” She shrugged. “I probably wouldn’t have stayed much longer anyway. Good excuse to hit the road again.”
“Why Eugene after that?”
“I never even heard of Eugene before Delia mentioned it. I don’t know why. I just felt as if that’s where I had been heading, not here, just the northwest in general, and I might as well have help with the gas.”
The shuttered look had returned. Barbara was learning to read her client’s expressions, and that was what these preliminary conversations were for: to get acquainted, comfortable with each other, and become familiar with expressions, body language, learn where the land mines were, what territory was forbidden. Carrie could flash that big open grin, she could be candid and forthcoming, or as unyielding as a statue. Those off-limit areas were the ones Barbara intended to revisit often.
“Had you seen Joe Wenzel in Las Vegas? Run across him?”
“Never. You know how the casinos are set up with restaurants? A cafeteria with the world’s worst food, a cheap dining room, family dinners for four-ninety-five, and the high-class dining rooms. I waited tables in el cheapo. From what I know about Wenzel he probably ate in the high-class joints. No crossing of paths.”
Barbara stayed a while longer, then stood up. “Enough for today. But tell me something. Why did you want your music if there’s nothing to play?”
That other expression appeared on Carrie’s face: a softness, a vulnerability, a look of deep hurt perhaps. Her hands began to move on the table as if it were a keyboard. Her fingers were long and beautifully shaped, the nails short, well cared for. It was fascinating to watch those hands, and Barbara forced her gaze back to Carrie’s face.
“I need practice,” Carrie said in a low voice. “I’m so out of practice. I can hear the music when I read it, hear my mistakes, hear when it’s right.” Abruptly she clenched her fists and pushed herself away from the table. “Thanks for bringing my stuff.” That closed, guarded look had returned.
 
It was a calm, cloudless day, temperature in the mid-eighties, the sky flawlessly blue, a perfect day for a long walk by the river, but Barbara knew that the park would be full of people on a nice Sunday afternoon like that, and she headed for Frank’s house instead. Knowing she would find him out back, either on the porch in the shade, or in his new greenhouse, she didn’t bother with the front entrance, but walked around the side of the house.
It was fitting, she thought, for him to have a new toy; a Depression kid, he had had very few toys in his childhood, and now in his second childhood he had a playhouse. She was grinning at the thought, and rephrasing it in her mind to tease him when she rounded the corner of the house, then stiffened in annoyance. Darren again. And Todd. Their bikes were leaning against the garage door, and Darren was lounging in the doorway to the greenhouse talking to Frank. Todd was on the back step reading a comic book.
“Hi,” she said, drawing near.
Darren turned and grinned, and Frank stepped out of the greenhouse. “You’re right,” he said to Darren. “Simple screens over the bed will do it.” He looked at Barbara. “Those fool cats think the raised bed in there is the world’s finest litter box. I’ll screen them out.”
“It won’t take much,” Darren said. “One by ones, screen stapled on top. Three sections? Easier to manage that way, and to store.”
“Now you’re a master builder, on top of all else,” Barbara said, not hiding the sarcasm a bit.
“Doesn’t take much to outsmart a cat,” Darren said. “Actually I’m here on a mission. You’re both invited to a little gathering at the clinic next Sunday to celebrate the official opening of the foundation. They particularly want you to show up, Barbara. A lot of debts to pay, that sort of thing. You saved their skin, you know.”
That was her cue to point out to Frank that Darren’s interest in her was due to his gratitude. The previous year he and Annie McIvey had been prime suspects in the murder of Annie’s husband, and the clinic that Darren actually ran was in danger of being taken over by outsiders who would have turned it into a for-profit facility as fast as possible. Barbara had pulled their chestnuts out of the fire and they were all grateful, Darren as well as all the others. But she couldn’t go into that with Darren and his son at hand; it had to be a private conversation, a well-rehearsed off-the-cuff spontaneous remark. She had promised herself to find the proper place to make her “spontaneous” comment, and put it aside again.
Todd stood up. He was twelve, still enough of a child to be direct with his gaze and his questions, the flush of childhood still on his cheeks. He looked very much like his father, pale hair, pale blue eyes, wide shoulders. “You want to go on a bike ride with us?” he asked Barbara. “Dad fixed up your bike.”
She glared at Darren, then at Frank, who looked as innocent as a newborn. “What do you mean, fixed it up?”
“Just some tires, a little oil,” Darren said.
“I haven’t ridden a bicycle in years,” she said.
“Don’t you know how to ride?” Todd asked in amazement.
“Sure she does,” Darren said. “It’s like swimming. Once you know how, you never lose it. Your body remembers.”
“You kids go on,” Frank said. “Think I’ll mosey over to Jerry’s, pick up a few pieces of wood and some screening. I wonder where I left my old stapler?”
He knew perfectly well where he left it, Barbara thought, watching him saunter toward the house. He never misplaced anything.
“You game to give it a try?” Darren asked.
She shrugged. “Sure. Why not. We’ll see if my body remembers squat.”
Darren led the way through side streets. The neighborhood they rode in was quiet, with little traffic on the streets, and it was pleasant pedaling from sunshine to shade to sunshine. Some patches of lawn, not irrigated, had already turned golden brown, but flowers and shrubs were in full bloom. The grass was summer-expendable, and also winter-reliable. It would be green again with the first fall rains and then stay green until the following year’s summer drought. Soon she stopped admiring the yards and gardens, and was aware only of the increasing soreness of her bottom. She shifted her position again and again; it didn’t help, and finally she slowed down, then stopped altogether and got off the bike.
Darren wheeled about and returned to her side. “Problem?”
“Sore butt,” she said. “You guys go on, I’ll walk back.”
He swung off his bike. “I’ll walk with you. Actually you were doing great for someone who hasn’t ridden in twenty years. I was betting myself that you wouldn’t last this long.”
Todd joined them, looking disappointed. “That’s it?”
“Todd, be kind to me,” Barbara said. “I am an old woman, and my butt is sore.”
He whooped with laughter and raced on ahead.
“Why did you decide to come along?” Darren asked after a minute or two of silence.
“I wanted to see if it was true that the body remembers. I remember how I struggled to learn in the first place. I kept falling over.”
“Yeah, I know. It’s an impossible task, keeping your balance, learning to steer and pedal at the same time. You have to learn it all together, but once it’s there, it’s always there.”
“Do you think it would be like that for other things people learn? Like a foreign language, or playing an instrument? Once you learn it, you remember, or your body or hands remember?”
“Pretty much. You had a wobbly moment at first, then somatic memory took over. Your body responded to synapses your brain formed years ago. I had a patient once, a Hungarian woman in her fifties, brought over when she was five or six and never spoke or heard Hungarian again until she was forty. She said she heard Hungarian being spoken on a train in France, and at first it was like gibberish, her wobbly moment, but suddenly it was music to her ears.”
“You think it would be like that with a musical instrument? A violin or guitar, or a piano?”
“I think so. Every bit of real learning involves synapse formation, and once there and reinforced through usage, they remain, ready to fire again given the proper cues. The younger you are when you learn, the stronger the synapse linkages are, the more ineradicable they are. That’s what we work with all the time in physical therapy, forming new synapses, teaching an undamaged part of the brain to take over the functions that the previously trained part can’t do any longer. Anything particular on your mind?”
“Maybe,” she said. “I’m not sure.”
They walked on in silence, and she was thinking about Carrie in her cell practicing on an imaginary piano, listening to imaginary music, correcting her wobbles as she went.
It took longer to walk back to Frank’s house than she had anticipated; the ride had not seemed that long. Todd raced up the streets, back down, waited for them at the corners, then raced on again. Showing off for her, Darren said, when he came zooming by “no hands.”
“Why me? Why not you?”
Darren just laughed.
At Frank’s house, he didn’t go in with her. “I told the brat we’d take our ride, then have pizza,” he said in the driveway. “A soaking bath with Epsom salts is what you need.”
She grimaced, then nodded. “Exactly.”
Todd caught up with them again and grinned at her. “It won’t hurt so much next time.”
“Next week,” Darren said, “after they toast you royally, will you bring Frank over to my place? I’ll grill some steaks or something.”
She hesitated, then nodded. “Okay.”
“Great,” Darren said and got on his bike again; he and Todd headed toward the park. She understood that he had led before to avoid the crowded path there, to let her practice without an audience.
 
“I don’t know, Dad,” she said later in the kitchen. “It looks like I’ll have to find the foster parents eventually and see what they can tell me. I hate that amnesia thing. She learned to play the piano before she was eight, and evidently didn’t touch one again until she spotted the grand piano in the lounge. You’d think she would have come across a piano somewhere along the line before that.”
He paused in slicing tomatoes. “Maybe it took a grand piano to stir up her memory if that’s what she learned on. Maybe just any keyboard wouldn’t have done it.”
“And just how many houses have grand pianos hanging around?”
“Good point. So come up with a better explanation.” He resumed slicing.
She sipped her wine, watching him do his thing with dinner. While she could admire his skill, she had absolutely no desire to emulate it. Or try to.
“You want to set the table?” he asked. “Maybe out on the porch. Nice out there this time of day.”
Or any time of day, she thought and stood up. She groaned. It hurt to stand up, and it hurt more when she first sat down. Frank chuckled and tried to disguise it with a cough.
She didn’t linger long after dinner; her mind was on a soaking bath with Epsom salts, and the things she had to do the following day. First, formalize her arrangement with Carrie, then arrange for bail. Before, it had not been an option; now it was. Consult with Shelley and Bailey, get them started. But first a good soak.
 
That night Carrie was too restless to go to sleep. All those questions, and there would be more and more with no end. Questions she couldn’t answer. Then one of the snapshot memories that tormented her rushed in.
 
She saw herself lying in bed, her eyes closed hard, hands over her ears, but there was no way she could block the voices, or stop the images. They were yelling again, Stuart and Adrienne, in the living room. She crept down the hall and listened.
“For God’s sake, I can’t stand much more of this! She’s been telling Wanda’s kids her fantasies like they’re real. A house with a thousand rooms! Her father and that goddamn king. Uncle Silly and Aunt Loony. She’s the loony one! They didn’t tell us that she’s a mental case. I want to send her back.”
“Adrienne, give her time. You know what they said. Post-traumatic stress, that’s all it is. The poor kid lost her parents, she nearly died. She just needs a little time.”
“Time isn’t going to cure her! You heard that caseworker. Schizophrenia. She can’t tell the difference between fantasy and reality, dreams and being awake. It’s all the same to her, and it just gets worse. She’s crazy! She might even become dangerous. She belongs in an institution, a mental hospital.”
She was crawling backward, faster, faster, then rose and ran to the bathroom and threw up into the toilet. Hospital and pain, send her back there. She washed her face and studied herself in the mirror, looking for craziness. Her hair was still short from where they shaved it off. It stuck out like a porcupine or something. Ugly. She’ll never cut it again, and she won’t talk about the house with the thousand rooms and Uncle Silly and Aunt Loony. They weren’t real, nothing she remembered was real. That’s what crazy meant. You couldn’t tell what’s real and what wasn’t.
 
A train whistle jolted her and the memory was gone as swiftly as it had come. Sometimes it sounded as if the trains were coming through the jail, they were so close. That was real, she thought. Down the corridor someone was sobbing. That was real. She was in jail, charged with murder. And that was real, too.
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By late Monday afternoon Barbara had finished most of the tasks on her list. She entered her office, waved to Maria, who was on the phone, and looked in on Shelley, who was at her computer.
“When you have a minute, come on back,” Barbara said, and headed to her own office.
“Coffee?” Maria asked, hanging up the phone. “I just made it.”
“You’re an angel, you know that?” Barbara said. In her office, she put her briefcase on the round table with its lovely inlaid semiprecious stones, sat down and put her feet on the table next to the briefcase.
Shelley came after her and held the door for Maria, who was bringing a tray and the coffee service. “What’s up?” Shelley asked, seating herself across from Barbara.
“Your father called and asked me to give him a ring when you got here,” Maria said. “Okay?”
“Sure, call him. Send him on back when he gets here. Anything else cooking?”
“Not a thing.” She left again. Not only did she have an uncanny sense of when to expect Barbara to return, she also knew when to bring up inconsequential matters and when to pretend they didn’t exist.
Shelley poured coffee, then settled back waiting.
Barbara told her about Louise Braniff’s visit and her follow-up, and was still at it when Frank tapped on the door and came in.
“So there it is,” Barbara said, including him now. “I posted her bail bond, and we retrieved her car and picked up her belongings from the house, and got her a motel room, where she said she intended to take two or three baths. She can’t stay in a motel room more than a few days. We’ll need to help her find an apartment, and that won’t be easy. No references and awaiting trial. Not a great recommendation.”
She didn’t add the comments Bill Spassero had made: that Carrie would have realized exactly what prison meant in a couple of weeks and then copped a plea for any sentence less than what faced her for conviction for murder, which was a sure bet. He had not yet looked at all the material the investigators had collected, and he wouldn’t have done so until closer to the trial, she well knew. Overworked was hardly the word for the caseload he had.
And there was no reason to add his comment about Shelley, that he had been seeing her around, and she looked terrific, but different. And she was different. She was keeping her golden hair cut short, but more than that, she had matured in the past year and was no longer simply Valley-girl pretty, but rather beautiful, with a radiance she had not shown before. No longer floating in her bubble of happiness, with her feet firmly attached to the ground now, she still could not conceal her contentment.
“I’ll find her an apartment,” Shelley said. “What else?”
“See if you can track down the Colberts. Last known address was in Terre Haute, but that was fourteen years ago. God knows where they are now.” She got out her notes with the address and gave it to Shelley, then handed her a copy of the newspaper clipping about Ronald and Marla Frederick. “This will be harder, to find out anything about them, and I might have to sic Bailey on to it, but see if there’s anything readily available. They died twenty-four years ago, death certificates issued in Boston. Can do?”
“Sure.”
If she failed to find them, Barbara knew that Bailey would dig until he did. He was the best detective in the business.
“I called Barry Longner,” Frank said. “There most certainly is a Benevolent Ladies Club, and they do good works, and hasn’t the weather been fine recently.”
Barbara grinned. “And Louise Braniff has been with the university for twenty-some years, does volunteer work here and there, and has not a single blemish. Way it goes.” She stretched. “Well, I’ll read the material Bill gave me, have Bailey in in the morning to get him digging, and Carrie’s coming in at ten and we’ll go over all that stuff together. I want you to meet her, Shelley.”
“When you’re done here drop by the house and I’ll give you some dinner,” Frank said, rising.
“And I’ll get started with the Colberts,” Shelley added.
After they left together, Barbara pulled her briefcase around and withdrew the folder Bill Spassero had handed her.
 
“Okay,” she said to Bailey the next morning. “That’s the basic story.” He was actually sitting upright with a notebook out, coffee at hand. He was dressed in chinos and a sport shirt open at the neck, with a lightweight jacket draped over his chair back. He carried the jacket, but never wore it. She suspected he believed it made him look respectable, and he was wrong. He would never look respectable. He looked like a bum who bought every stitch of clothing he owned at Goodwill.
“Apparently no one heard a gunshot. It was Wenzel’s gun. His only brother, Larry Wenzel, and Larry’s son, Luther, were at Bellingham from Saturday morning until they were notified on Sunday that Joe had been killed. The other son, Gregory, was home with his mother until about eleven, when he left to join friends who had been to a movie. He was with them until two, and left with a woman. They were together in her apartment about an hour or so. Time of death between twelve and two. Larry’s wife was home on the telephone talking to her daughter-in-law—Luther’s wife—and her daughter-in-law’s mother from about eleven until twenty minutes later, her car in a garage being serviced.” Bailey raised his eyebrows, and she added, “Larry had taken his car to the airport and left it there. Moving on, two different couples saw Joe and Carrie outside the motel.” She gave him their names. “One couple said Carrie was walking and he was tagging along toward the rear of the parking lot. The other two said she was at his open door, apparently talking to him, and she entered and closed the door.
“There’s a Web site for the company, but I want more than the puff piece there. Dig into them a bit, and check them all out.” She gave him the manager’s name, and that of the bartender. “Shelley found the Colberts, but not a thing about Ronald and Marla Frederick. Here’s a copy of their death certificates, and the article about their deaths.” She studied the copy of the article one more time, then drew in her breath and handed it to Bailey. “What’s wrong with that?”
He read it, glanced at her and read it again, then grunted. “Where’s it from? What town or city? What’s the date? Frontage Road. Jeez, every town in America has a Frontage Road.”
“And where did the newspaper get the photograph?” she said. “It says there that all their possessions were destroyed in the fire after the crash. Where did the photo come from?”
He nodded, put the article down and made another note.
“Just a little more,” she said then. “Apparently Joe went to the bank on Friday, visited his safe-deposit box, deposited a check for five thousand and withdrew a thousand. It was missing when they
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