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A month before Christmas, I saw a ghost.


This was not the ghost of Christmas past, present, or future. I didnt need to be reminded of bad things Id done, nor, as far as I knew, of good things I ought to be doing. This wasnt, as my fifteen-year-old son, Arch, would say, any high woo-woo stuff either. I liked the past to stay in the past, thank you very much. Anything I hadnt handled well in my first thirty-four years I certainly didnt want to be reminded of in my busiest season, when I had twenty-five parties to cater between the first of December and the New Year.


Still, there had been that ghoul, that vision, that whatever it was.


The specter appeared on November 25, which fell on the Friday after Thanksgiving, when I was on my way to Smithfield and Hermie MacArthurs house to book two parties. Id been looking forward to seeing the MacArthurs place, because the events promised to fill my Christmas stocking with dough, and I didnt mean the kind I made into cinnamon rolls.


Hermie MacArthur had introduced herself to me at a churchwomens luncheon Id done earlier in the fall. In her midforties, with a much-powdered face, grayish-blond hair, and a commanding Southern accent, Hermie possessed an imposingly tall body that was shaped like a McIntosh applea hefty chest on stick legs. The luncheon speaker, a local woman named Patricia Ingersoll, headed a weight-loss group. Patricia had been droning on about how nobody should be consuming my gingerbread, made with unsalted butter and freshly grated ginger andsecret ingredientfreshly grated black pepper. Id enjoyed catering Patricias wedding reception four years ago. I also felt very sorry that shed lost her relatively new husband to cancer in just the last year and a half. But I did wish she could have found another outlet for her energies besides telling people to stop eating.


The churchwomen had been shifting, murmuring, and whispering about regretting inviting Patricia. Id escaped to my event centers kitchen, where Id been wondering what I was going to do if nobody ate dessert.


Hermie MacArthur had followed me in, cornered me, and said, Darlin, we need to talk. Shed fingered her multiple strands of pearls and diamonds while telling me that she and her husband had lived in Aspen Meadows Regal Ridge Country Club area for only ten months, and she felt the holidays would just be a heavenly time to get to know her neighbors better. Yes, yes, Id echoed as I reached for my calendar. Great idea. I was all for rich folks getting to know one another better.


Wed set up our November meeting date. But Hermie had been reluctant to leave the kitchen, and it wasnt because she couldnt stand to listen to Patricia anymore. I thought perhaps she wanted a second helping of something. Or an early piece of gingerbread? But no. Finally she confided that she was eager for the parties to go well, for her husband Smithfields sake. It had been Smithfield whod had the idea that they combine their holiday parties with a celebration of his hobby.


And what is his hobby? Id asked with trepidation, fearing something to do with snakes.


Why, darlin, Hermie had replied, its map collecting!


Id almost choked as I imagined having to make a cake in the shape of North America, complete with squiggly lines for the rivers. But Hermie didnt mention a cake. I smiled and reminded myself that Id had plenty of practice dealing with ultrawealthy people and their eccentricities. So if the MacArthurs wanted to haul out their Rand McNallys along with some mincemeat pies, who was I to complain?


I did tell Hermie that the one famous map of Aspen Meadow, with its maze of dirt and paved roads winding through the mountains, was You Useta Couldnt Get There from Here! Shed frowned. She said she was hoping I could do some reading on map collecting before I came, in case Smithfield wanted me to help with a slide, and I needed to reach for South Africa and not the South Bronx. Plus, Hermie went on, there would be at least two map dealers at the party, and one of them, Drew Wellington, was a former district attorney. Did I know Drew Wellington? she asked.


Yes, I said after a pause. I knew Mr. Wellington.


Hermie also wanted a touch of elegance, she said, and shook a ringed forefinger with a diamond the size of one of Archs old marbles. Elegant was my middle name, I replied cheerily. Of course it wasnt, and my business, Goldilocks Catering, Where Everything Is Just Right!, could be as low-down as a cowboy barbecue. But Hermie had seemed satisfied.


So there I was on November 25, tootling along Regal Road, the curving mountain byway that led past one of Archs favorite snowboarding places and ended at the entrance to Regal Ridge Country Club, a relatively new fancy development built after Aspen Meadow Country Club had filled up. Hermie and I were set to make decisions on the menus for a dinner for eight to be held on Saturday, December 16, and a luncheon on Monday, the eighteenth. Elegant meant we werent just talking soup to nuts. I was offering her crab dumplings in fresh herb broth to precede her first event, a curry dinner that would conclude with limenot mincemeat, thank goodnesspie. For the Monday lunch, Hermie had asked for lamb and potatoes. I was going to propose lamb chops persillade and potatoes au gratin. The potatoes would be made memorable with fresh sage and caramelized onions. After wed decided on the food, wed hammer out the details of a preliminary contract. I would see how the MacArthurs kitchen, dining, and living areas were set up. Then, most importantly from my point of view, Hermie would write a check for a down payment.


Accelerating up a steep hill, I felt phat, an expression of Archs that he now told me was so over. Phat meant happy, not overweight, although I probably was that, too. I had a reason to feel good: the upcoming slew of holiday parties had, for the most part, been planned and paid for. Six weeks prior to the holidays was my cutoff date for booking events, but Hermie MacArthur had begged so earnestly that Id agreed to take her on. For the rest of the affairs I was catering, the food had been ordered and the servers lined up. And I was especially happy that my event center by Aspen Meadow Lake had been cleaned and professionally decorated. Artificial trees and thousands of tiny colored lights had transformed the place into the proverbial winter wonderland.


Id offered the center to Hermie. But she wanted to have their parties in their home. They had more maps than I had twinkling lights, she explained, and if they tried to move them, they had insurance concerns. I said I understood. Their residence wasnt a pretend mansion, Id been told by Marla Korman, my best friend and the other ex-wife of our now-deceased ex-husband. It was an estate. In fact, Marla had said, the MacArthurs home was an exceptionally fortified palace that had been built on one of the outcroppings of the Regal Ridge itself. According to Marla, the mansion commanded an impressive view of Denver, forty miles to the east. But the back side of the house perched on a sheer cliff overlooking a thousand-foot drop. It wasnt a place where herds of elk would ruin your garden, that was certain.


All this was okay with me, except for one thing: how you got to the MacArthurs house. After you passed the snowboard area, the road narrowed. And even when you were driving below the speed limit, which I was, I later told my husband, Tom, the road presented problems. It was one of those two-lane Colorado byways that wind up the side of a mountain and are always losing their guardrails. If we were subject to a sudden snowstorm or one of the MacArthurs guests had too much to drink, somebody could drive a Mercedes over the cliff, and no map was going to help you find those folks until the snow melted in springtime.


I tried not to think about all this as I slowed to negotiate a particularly nasty curve. When I got to the other side of the hill, the road dipped sharply before climbing again. I made sure I was slowing my van as I went down. Then I gave the gas pedal a gentle nudge to start back uphill.


And thats when I saw her.


Actually, I saw the approaching cars passenger first. She was young, fourteen or fifteen, I thought. She sat in the front seat, talking and waving her hands in the air. Something about her was sharply familiar. I took my foot off the gas and watched in fascination as she chatted up the driver of the car, a woman not much older, whose smiling face was in partial profile. The passenger, at that age between childhood and young womanhood, had bouncy shoulder-length dark brown hair. She was very lovely, but my memory stubbornly refused to give up a name or a family. A schoolmate of Archs? Somebody from the church? Wherever that memory was, it was just out of reach. So I squinted at the driver. Was she having as good a time as her passenger? Was she just as lovely?


The driver turned her attention back to the road. Smiling, nodding, dark hair, pretty, Wait a minute. I knew that face. Okay, the hair was wrong. It was brown, not bleached blond, and it was pulled back in a ponytail. But I recognized her nonetheless.


Suddenly I was like a speeder who sees a state patrol car. I inadvertently smacked my brakes so hard they squealed, and my van skidded sideways. Trying to stop was a mistake, because then the driver of the other car hit her brakes, but only for a moment. When she glanced over, it was with the practiced, furtive movement of a criminal.


Am I in trouble? her look said. Did somebody see me?


The driver stopped smiling and tucked her chin. She spoke to her young passenger, zoomed around my crookedly stopped van, then raced up the hill Id just come down. I eased my vehicle onto a narrow gravelly shoulder that was the only surface between me and a dented guardrail overlooking a very long plunge that ended on the interstate. In my confusion, I hadnt gotten a license plate. As I strained to catch a glimpse of the departing car, I couldnt even remember what kind of vehicle it was. A station wagon? An SUV? How about a color? I asked myself. All I could remember was that the vehicle had been dark.


But I really thought I knew that face, and the woman to whom it belonged. Maybe I was very much mistaken, and I could have been, I told Tom when we talked. Still, I was 99 percent sure that the driver of the car was named Alexandra, also known as Sandee, Brisbanethe woman who, six months earlier, had shot and killed my ex-husband.


In June of this year, Sandee Brisbane had confessed to the crime in front of me and a dozen others. Then shed disappeared over a ledge into a raging forest fire that had, by the time it was put out, destroyed ten thousand acres of the Aspen Meadow Wildlife Preserve. Sandee had been only twenty-two.


She had perished, law enforcement had concluded. No one could have survived that inferno. Case closed.


Could Sandee not have died? I wondered as I sat in my van and tried to catch my breath. Could she be living in Aspen Meadow, half a year after shed been declared dead? I shakily retrieved my cell and pressed the speed dial for Toms office at the Furman County Sheriffs Department, where he was an investigator. After I blurted out what Id seen, my husband said he just had one question.


When was the last time Id been checked for glasses?


Very funny, I retorted as I stared up Regal Road and waited for my heart to resume its normal rhythm. I breathlessly repeated my description of Sandee and the teenager, then told Tom that I was sure Sandee had recognized me. She hadnt stopped to make sure I was all right, as most Colorado folks would have. Instead, shed wrenched her car around my van and gunned her engine to speed away.


Whether or not Tom believed me, eventually he did realize how upset I was. He started taking me seriously, or he pretended to. In fact, he asked so many questions and paused so long while writing down the answers, I thought I was going to be late for my meeting with Hermie. I finally told him that I would see him that night. I resolved to put the apparitionthe phantom? some inner voice askedof Sandee Brisbane out of my head. I eased the van back onto the narrow road, and continued along to the stone gates marking the entry to the Regal Ridge Country Club area.





Marla had been right. Wending my way down a dead-end street, I passed two impressively massive homes, then reached the end of an enormous cul-de-sac, where the MacArthurs house sat, a contemporary stone castle complete with a crenellated roof and turrets at either end. I smiled as I descended the steep driveway, then put on my professional face and demeanor as I ascended the staircase that led to the kitchen.


Working with please call me Hermie, darlin to decide on the menus went reasonably well. I assured her that the first event, the curry dinner celebrating a recent acquisition Smithfield had made, would be fantastic. It was while Hermie and I were figuring out the flow of guests and times for serving that Smithfield MacArthur burst into the kitchen.


Hermie! he exploded. Like Hermie, he was quite tall and had thin gray hair. But what made my mouth drop open was that he had a very, very red face. Was he from Virginia, I wondered, and had his parents laughingly named him after a Smithfield ham? No, no, that would be too cruel. I closed my mouth and noted that like many megarich folks, Smithfield did not care a whit about his clothing. He wore a rumpled white shirt, much-creased khaki pants, and ancient, loose penny loafers that were literally coming apart at the seams. Hermie! he yelled again.


Hermie languidly lifted her wide, well-powdered chin and clacked her pearls together with her hand. What, darlin?


Smithfield squinted and moved his head around wildly, as if he couldnt see the two of us seated at the black granite breakfast bar. He was perhaps ten years older than his wife, but that didnt stop him from acting as if he were her child. Hermie! he bawled for the third time. What did you do with my glasses?


I put em on your head, darlin, his wife patiently replied.


Oh, for Gods sake! Smithfield cried. He reached up, nabbed his specs, and slid them into place. He thrust his jaw forward and demanded, Are you sure you invited both Drew and Larry to the party?


Were plannin the party right now.


Is my caterer here?


Shes sittin right beside me, darlin.


Smithfield thrust his scarlet face toward me. Have you done your reading yet? he bellowed.


Reading? I echoed.


Oh, for Gods sake, Hermie! Smithfield shouted.


Ill give her a copy of your book, Hermie promised.


Make sure she pays for it, he grumbled.


Then he stomped out of the kitchen. Hermie sighed, and I wondered if I could slip Smithfield one of Marlas Valiums the night of the curry party.


Two hours later, I drove back up the MacArthurs long driveway with a copy of Smithfields fat, self-published volume, Map Collecting Through the Ages, tucked against the passenger seat. Hermie had waved her hand and said I could have it, no charge. And if I could read it in my spare timeI almost choked with laughter at that ideathen I could return it when I did the curry dinner. Whoopee!


At the top of the drive, I came upon a gaggle of teenage girls playing lacrosse in the dead end. Since the MacArthurs house was right next to the cliff of Regal Ridge, I wondered what happened when lacrosse balls went over the edge. If it was your ball, you were out of luck.


While I was stopped, the players parted slowly, a Red Sea of masks, sticks, and sweatsuits. It had been several hours since Id passed the dark car with its two inhabitants. Was one of the lacrosse players the girl I had seen with Sandee, if indeed it was Sandee I had seen? I scanned their faces and shook my head, then eased the van into the cul-de-sac and away.


With the winter solstice fast approaching, darkness fell over the mountains like smoke. I drove the winding road past the Regal Ridge Snow Sports Area, where man-made snow and bright spotlights were now allowing snowboarders to whiz down the hill until nine at night. Was Arch there now? I wondered. I couldnt remember, and frantically called his cell.


He was at home, he reminded me when he picked up, because Id said he needed to work at least an hour decluttering his bookshelves before he could go to a sleepover. I exhaled in relief, then asked if he knew a fourteen- or fifteen-year-old girl with long brown hair.


I know about fifty of them.


Well, shes very pretty.


Twenty-five, then. Are you going to let me work on these books?


I told him to remember to pile them into boxes, then signed off and headed home. When I finally came through the front door, Tom gave me a long hug. He was handsome, brown-haired, and just enough taller than I was to make an embrace both comforting and exhilarating. I closed my eyes and happily let his mountain-man body encircle mine.


Miss G., he said when we parted, youre beginning to worry me. You think you see things, and you call Arch because you forget where he is but hes home doing what youve been nagging him about all week. You need to get more rest. Youve been working too much, and youre beginning to act like a nutcase.


Never call a caterer a nutcase. We think its something to eat.


Exhaustion makes you see things, he reminded me.


Right. So what youre saying is, Im tired, Im exhausted, Im totally whipped? And therefore it follows that what I saw was a hallucination?


Is that whipped like potatoes?


I tried to punch him. But he was too quick for me, and I missed. He laughed, but I didnt. I was still thinking of that ghost.
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Well. Insofar as possible, I tried to put seeing Sandeeor whoever she wasout of my mind. But this did not prove easy. It wasnt that I fumbled with my work. The first two weeks of holiday events went off as planned. Under Toms watchful eye, I began going to bed earlierno later than midnight, unless a party ran over. When I did fall onto the mattress beside my warm husband, Id be asleep before I landed.


But thenfour hours later I would awaken in a sweat. Somehow I couldnt forget the vision of Sandees surreptitious glance, of her quick move to avoid my van. Worry enveloped me like a miasma. Why was she back? What had she been doing on Regal Road, and who was the girl in the car? Would Sandee come after me the way she had John Richard, my ex-husband, because Id seen herand knew she was very much alive? What about Arch? Was he in danger?


I didnt have any answers. Tom sensed my distress and repeated to Arch that he was never, ever, to take a ride from someone he didnt know. Arch, with only the faintest band of freckles still running across his turned-up nose, nodded sagely and said, I wouldnt, and I wont.


I went on working. Some parties brought in big money, others less. A shipment of oysters was lost somewhere between the Mississippi and the South Platte. A truck carrying beef tenderloins was hijacked. These things happened. Caterers coped.


But then there was the one celebration I was doing at cost, which basically meant at a loss, for the Aspen Meadow Library.


This proved different.





The library had contracted my business to do a holiday breakfast for their staff and volunteers. No one is immune to flattery, least of all yours truly. I suppose that was why I agreed to do the unprofitable, labor-intensive fete.


We voted, and you were the clear winner, Roberta Krepinski, the ultrathin reference librarian, had gushed. When Roberta talked about how much she loved her work, her tightly curled carrot-colored ringlets all bounced at once. I worried about her, though, because I was always afraid she wasnt eating enough. I thought devouring books and chocolates should go together, but Roberta didnt like people to munch while they were reading her books, by which she meant the librarys. I didnt argue, because Id learned long ago you couldnt win an argument with a librarian.


Where I came into Robertas line of sight revolved around the fact that she ran special events at the library. And anyway, shed burbled while working with me in October, everyone is so sick of the usual Christmas potluck.


So thats what you voted between? I asked. Me and potluck?


A frown creased Robertas brow. No, Goldy. We wanted you.


So Roberta and I hammered out the details. First issue for discussion in the contract: Why was Roberta insisting on my doing a holiday breakfast? What were we going to have, rum toddies and toast? No, no, Roberta replied. This, too, was something the staff had voted on. With an early Saturday-morning event, everything could be cleaned up by nine-thirty, and the library could open on schedule at ten. The party would have a festive air, Roberta assured me, because volunteers already were planning on decking out the shelves with ropes of greenery and a profusion of red bows. The breakfast itself would be held in the librarys high-ceilinged reading room. There, a gas fire produced flames that looked so realistic, the librarians sometimes caught kids trying to roast marshmallows.


At the beginning of the second week of December, despite my early-to-bed routine, Tom assessed me grimly and said I looked horrible. Not only was he concerned about the number of events Id done, he told me I hadnt been able to hide my insomnia. I said my bout of not sleeping had been precipitated by the appearance of Sandee, and if his department would do their job and find her, Id be able to drift off to Dreamland without a care. He ignored this and urged me to cancel the library event. He asked why I couldnt let them have their potluck after all. I pointed out to him that our towns librarians had put their hands on every single one of my requests for out-of-print French cookbooks. I couldnt abandon them at the last minute.


You never say no, Tom said. Youre planning a breakfast that morning, a lunch at noon, and a dinner that evening. Youll never make it.


Not true. From the oven, I pulled a test of the cheese pie I was hoping to serve the librarians. Julian will be helping with the lunch and dinner, I went on, referring to my enterprising twenty-two-year-old helper, who lived in Boulder. And if I truly am out of the library before ten, Ill have plenty of time to skedaddle over to the conference center and get set up for the garden-club ladies.


Thats another group you should have let fend for themselves. Whoever heard of a cookie exchange where nobody makes cookies?


Actually, I had, and was grateful for it. Unlike the library party, the lunch and cookie exchange for the Aspen Meadow Garden Club was going to he hugely profitable. All the cookies the ladies would be trading had been made by two people: Julian and me. To the garden-club ladies, who was actually making the cookies was a mere technicality. Like the library staff considering a potluck, the garden-club members had thought making their own cookies would ruin all the fun. I mean, who really wants to be hassled with rolling, shaping, baking, icing, and decorating mounds of sugar-cookie dough during the holidays?


Who indeed. Julian and I had spent hours happily cutting out reindeer, snowflakes, Santas, trees, wreaths, and bells, which wed then frosted and frozen. Before the luncheon, I had one last baking chore to complete: the making of the gingerbread-house door prizes, to be given to three lucky ticket holders when things wrapped up. My other server had canceled, claiming her husband had surprised her with a ski trip. Julian had promised to look for a replacement. I doubted he would be successful. And if the weather turned suddenly frigid, I was worried about Julians and my ability to zip around serving sixty women without anything getting cold. But we would manage, I reassured myself. We always did.


Still, the library event came firstchronologically, anyway. Roberta had said that the staff would love to have a Dickens-themed party to celebrate the end of another year of dealing with budget cuts, book damage, thefts of movies, and folks who had to be kicked out of the library for drinking pop, eating pizza, and being disruptiveusually when there was a fight over cell-phone usage.


So in the end wed decided on several dishes: French toast, made in the library kitchen and kept warm in their oven. Id also be offering the cheese pies, slices of coffee cake, chocolate cookie bars, bowls of fresh fruit, and for the meat lovers, spiral-cut ham. Roberta gave me free rein to use Dickens titles for the dishes. I said what I always did when clients wanted something: No problem!


To drink, Id be serving coffee, tea, rum-laced eggnog, and champagne. At breakfast. On a workday. I had learned that librarians could be naughty, too.


Because I was going to be making the French toast and cheese pies fresh the morning of the event, Roberta and I had agreed that the evening before, she and a couple of staff members and volunteers would help me put out all the long tables, folding chairs, linen, and tableware. We were set to do this between four and five oclock, which was closing time on Fridays. Id been more than happy to do the afternoon setup, as Id had an extremely busy week. That Friday evening, the one obligation of Goldilocks Catering was a six-course vegetarian dinner for two that was paying more than a buffet for twenty. It was being ably handled by Julian.


Directly after the reading room was set up, I was looking forward to the night off. While I was involved with the tables, linens, and china, Arch, whose room was still a wreck, was going to study in a carrel at the library. Then he was spending the night with Todd Druckman, his best friend. Arch and Gus Vikarios, Archs newly discovered half brother, had become very close over the last six months, and Id been a bit worried about Todd feeling like a fifth wheel. But the three boys had bonded so well that Id been pleased, if only because it meant we had one more set of drivers when it came to skating, snowboarding, and staying or sleeping overthe boys term for slumber parties, an expression way too girlish for cool guys to use.


This sleepover was ostensibly for the boys to study together for their Latin exam, their last test before the holiday break. Todds mother had offered to drive them to and from the exam. I was so grateful I could have kissed her, but instead I gave her several bags of frozen cookies. We had plenty.


Tom did not have any pressing investigations under way, and he had promised to come home Friday night and make a ragout just for the two of us, which we would enjoy, he said, before a roaring firethe real kind. The rest of the night, hed warned, was also just for the two of us. Maybe I wouldnt be going to sleep early. But we would be in bed. Yes!


I put Sandee, or whoever she was, out of my headat least during the day. I ordered food, worked with clients, put on a flurry of parties, and looked forward to my husbands ragoutand whatever else he had in mind.


When Friday, December 15, finally rolled around, I was exhausted and wanted to get set up for the library breakfast as quickly as possible. Arch told me I should be careful. The Latin for as quickly as possible was quam celerrime. Julius Caesar, Arch explained, had been exceedingly fond of doing things quam celerrimeand look what had happened to him.


Was today the Ides of December? I asked as the vans tires crunched through the packed snow on Main Street. It was not, Arch replied. The fifteenth of March, May, July, and October were the Ides. It was the thirteenth of every other month, including December. But he didnt think the teacher would ask that, he added, since their teacher had just explained it to them two days ago.


Well, at least we got that straightened out, I thought as I circled the packed library parking lot for the staff entrance. Unfortunately, that door was blocked by a library van and an SUV. Peeved, I did another two laps of the lot before someone finally backed out and I snagged a space. As Arch and I stepped out of my van, I took a deep breath. The air had turned cold and sharp, and the snow that had begun to swirl down in the early afternoon was now falling steadily, blown sideways by a frigid wind. At least Arch, who had a learners permit, had not wanted to practice his driving skills by piloting the van through the white stuff. For this I was thankful.


Once Arch was seated at a carrel outside the big reading room, Roberta, two staff members, three volunteers, and I began our work. Roberta promised to ask the library van driver to hurry his unloading so I could back my own vehicle up to the staff entrance and off-load my supplies. The library was busy. Robertas curls all bounced at once as she told me heightened activity on Friday afternoon was normal. Folks wanted to snag their books, CDs, and DVDs before the weekend began. With the return to standard time, the days shortening, and darkness falling earlier and earlier, folks were reading more. Of course, I was also aware that people were eating more, and for that I was grateful.


The trio of patrons in the reading room when Roberta and I started working were all men, all beavering away on laptops. Two were gray-haired and one, working in the area with wi-fi, was bald. They sat as far as possible from one another. It didnt look as if a single one of them was using library materials. These fellows were hunched over their keyboards, I surmised, because they were working on rsums. With their furrowed brows and secretive manner, I recognized the desperate look of the unemployed. I knew; Id been there once myself. Sadly, Roberta whispered to me, once folks were dumped from their places of work, they often made the library their office.


When Roberta politely asked them to take their computers elsewhere so we could get ready for a staff breakfast, every one of the men balked. Even though there was less than an hour before the library closed, they didnt have time to move theirstuff, as they called it, and get set up again. They needed to use every minute, they insisted. After squabbling with Roberta for a moment, the bald one stalked out with his laptop under his arm. The obstinacy from the two remaining men melted when I offered them Christmas cookies, which they could take home. Inside my van, I just happened to have a couple of extra treat bags.


It never ceased to amaze me how useful food bribes could be.


I dutifully trooped with the two fellows to the parking lot, where I handed them their cookies. The profusion of thanks they gave me made me wish I could fix them dinner, too. I remembered thinking: Too bad that angry bald fellow hadnt stayed, so I could have offered him a treat.


But I had, as we say in food service, other fish to fry. Back in the library, Roberta, the staff, the volunteers, and I hustled around setting up. By four-fifteen, we had moved the chairs and end tables, plus the desks, out of the reading room. I raced back outside. The library van was gone from the staff entrance, but the clown with the SUV had parked it halfway between two places, and I had to maneuver and reverse, maneuver and reverse, just to get my van to a decent unloading position.


With ten minutes lost, the volunteers and I worked frantically to carry in all my dishes, linen, and serving paraphernalia. When the first warning came over the loudspeakers that the library would be closing in fifteen minutes, I jumped. Ominous blinks from the overhead fluorescents illuminated the fact that the reading room was not even close to being ready for the next morning. The workers and I waited until the announcement concluded and the library lighting returned to normal before cracking open the serving tables and covering them with tablecloths.


Oh, dear, I thought you all would be further along by now. When Roberta spoke and nodded at the same time, all her hairs red ringlets bobbed in agreement. Id love to help you finish, but its my job to go around and make sure patrons are aware were shutting down.


Well manage while you round up the stragglers, I replied, although I sure couldnt understand why the blaring announcement and flashing lights werent enough to scare any soul out of the stacks.


Roberta sensed my doubt and leaned forward to whisper conspiratorially. I have to make sure people arent ignoring us, and that weve allowed enough time to clean up. Last week at this time, somebody had brought in fried chicken, coleslaw, and beans, and spilled it all over one of the tables. Can you believe it? It took us an hour to make things presentable again. I nodded; Id seen food messesincluding ones spilled over booksthat would have straightened Robertas hair. The single fear the food smugglers have is that a real human is coming around to chuck them out. That usually forces them to clean up their act. Her thin strawberry eyebrows climbed her pink forehead. Still other folks are so soothed by the quiet and warmth of the library, they fall asleep. It can take the dozers the full fifteen minutes until we close to wake up. I keep threatening to buy an electric cattle prod, and use it to give the stragglers and secret eaters a real shock.


Okeydoke, I replied, not wanting to conjure up that particular mental picture. The workers and I unfurled the first of the white tablecloths. Well be fine.


No sooner had Roberta left the reading room than a sudden shout split the air. Hey! a man yelled. This was followed by Hey, shut up!


Would you please cool it? Arch asked, a bit too loudly.


My skin prickled with gooseflesh. I raced out of the reading room and tried to remember the location of the carrel where Id left Arch.


The mans voice rose. Dont tell me what to do, kid! Im on a very important call to an attorney!


I dont care! Arch replied at the same volume. You need to turn off your stupid cell phone!


I looked around but felt disoriented. Where was Arch?


Shut up, kid!


Cool it!


Ahead I finally saw the cluster of carrels where Id left my sonexcept he wasnt working. He was standing up, his jaw thrust in the direction of the bald fellow from the reading room, the one whod stomped off when Roberta had first asked him to leave. He was large, stocky, and muscle-bound, and Arch looked short, slender, and wholly inadequate to hold his own in this fight.


Hey, boy! the man hollered. Ill teach you what it means to be cool! The bald man used his free hand to shove Archs shoulder. Arch lost his balance, toppled back toward his carrel, but stood his ground. Furious, the man lifted the cell phone as if he planned to strike Arch with it.


The bald guy didnt see me coming. I whipped around to his side, mashed my hands together, and chopped them upward, dislodging the cell phone and sending it flying.


Hey! yelled the bald guy, diving for his phone, which had skittered under a bookshelf. What the hell do you think youre doing, lady?


I ignored him. Arch, are you okay?


Arch, still standing, looked a bit shocked. Im fine. His wide brown eyes implored me. Mom, he was being rude! He was yakking away on his phone, and he was so loud I could hear him through my headphones. So I couldnt concentrate. Finally I asked him to hang up, and he yelled at me. Then suddenly everything got totally intense. Oops, look out.


The bald guy was back on his feet. What have you done, woman? he shrieked. That was a very expensive phone! What is the matter


But he had no chance of finishing that thought because Roberta, bless her brave heart, interposed herself between him and me. Sir, she said, her voice firm, Im going to have to ask you to leave the library right now


What about my last fifteen minutes? he demanded. And what about her? He used what was left of his phone to point in my direction.


You pushed a defenseless boy, I said.


Was I talking to you? the man wanted to know. To Roberta, he said, Make her leave the library ten minutes early.


I will deal with her and her son, Roberta said quietly.


You? the man howled, incredulous. How old are you? You dont look as if you could deal with a poodle, much less a bitch


In the interim, Roberta interrupted firmly, Hank here will accompany you to the door. One of the male volunteers, a wide, humpbacked fellow wearing a cowboy hat, had appeared at Robertas side.


Git yer stuff, Hanks low voice rumbled. The bald fellows eyes narrowed to slits. Arch, who had his arms folded, stood well away from him.


I am not going anywhere! the bald man cried. Make her leave!


Hank said, Ill git yer stuff. He leaned over the carrel and picked up the bald fellows laptop.


You take your hands off the bald man cried when he realized what Hank was doing. He hurtled toward Hanks back, but Hank expertly sidestepped him. The bald guy reeled into a bookshelf.


I wondered if there was anyone in the library who was still working.


Hank pulled the bald guys laptop cord out of its outlet, closed the computer, and gathered up some stray papers from the carrel. With his free hand, he gripped Baldys upper arm. Hank, who clearly had studied at the Calvin Coolidge School of Communication, said, Cmon.


The two of them made their awkward way toward the door, Baldy now subdued but still protesting, and Hank moving purposefully forward. Roberta caught me with a questioning glance. Arch, meanwhile, had put on his noise-canceling headphones and gone back to work.


Shall I call the sheriffs department? Roberta asked. We dont want that man waiting for you and Arch out in the parking lot.


Well be fine, I replied. Maybe Hank could place himself at the front door, in case Baldy tries to come back in. Roberta nodded. Then if Hank could make sure Arch climbs into Mrs. Druckmans station wagon safely, and I get to my van, that would be super. I still have work to do.


Roberta spoke to a male volunteer. Then she turned, intent on her mission of clearing the library. The rest of the volunteers had vanished from the reading room, which was probably just as well, since I liked to ponder exactly where the silver and china should go. First I placed the silver holders for the serving dishes in strategic spots, bearing in mind that how it looks is the most important aspect of catering. I imagined the grapefruit halves next to the dish Id dubbed Chuzzlewit Cheese Pies, then the Tale of Two Cities French toastso people would see they had a choice of carbsfollowed by the Bleak House Bars, just in case folks believed that chocolate was the perfect food for breakfast. This was the Christmas season, right?


Im on a very important call to an attorney! Baldys shouts suddenly echoed in my ears. If the call was so important, why hadnt he made it from his vehicle? And why had he shoved Arch?


Stop thinking about it, I ordered myself. I stared at the plates and silverware. The volunteers had wrapped individual knives, forks, and spoons in cloth napkins. I had just finished setting out the dishes for the buffet when I was distracted by a movement to my left.


Through the large reading-room windows, I could see that the snow was coming down more heavily. Since the reading room jutted out from the rear of the building, I could also see back into the east wing of the library, where another bank of windows gave a partial view of a corner seating area and the librarys nonfiction stacks. Someone was moving stealthily behind the first set of shelves. The lights in the library flickered again, casting strobelike shadows on that secretive-seeming person, so that he or she appeared to creep along, only half visible beyond the row of books. I shivered.


Without thinking, I leaned over and snatched the knife we were going to use for the ham. But when I peered through the windows again, I couldnt spot anyone in the stacks at all. Had I been seeing things? Was I just, as Tom claimed, really, really tired? Maybe my mind, jangled by the argument with the bald man, was creating phantoms.


I put down the knife and rearranged the silverware. Periodically, I couldnt help looking over at the shelves where I thought Id seen someone. An emergency exit sign shone above unoccupied easy chairs. Nothing seemed to move.


I blinked. Someone now stood near the windows opposite me, right next to the stacks. I could make out a face, in profile. The person was staring at the corner of the library, where the chairs were. It was a young woman. I inched closer to the reading-room windows. My skin turned cold. Oh Lord, I thought, there she is again.


And shes still supposed to be dead.


I stood, immobilized, as the woman slowly turned. She was no longer looking at the seating area. She was staring at me.


A child squealed outside the reading room, and I looked away. One of the staff members was speaking to someone in a sharp, frustrated voice. When I glanced back in the direction of the woman in the stacks, she had disappeared.


Let me have it! the child shrieked. I want it!


Jamie, give that to me! came a womans voice, presumably the little boys mother.


Its time, folks. It was the staff person again, more loudly this time. You need to pack up your stuff and throw away your trash.


Man, what was it with Friday closing time at the library? I figured the librarian had caught the kid eating cookies or drinking hot chocolate, and now the mother was trying to confiscate the contraband. I looked again at the bookshelves, but the ghost of Sandee Brisbane had not reappeared. Once more, I wasnt entirely sure of what Id seen. Had the woman been Sandee? Was she also the person Id noticed moving among the shelves?


With the library closing, I didnt have time to chase down phantoms, and I concentrated on getting the last of the breakfast dishes set out. A few minutes later, people were murmuring outside the reading room. Then a high whine went offyet another warning? Id never heard it before. Had someone tried to slip out the exit with a library book that hadnt been checked out?


A voice cried out for help. Was Arch all right? Worried, I quickstepped to his carrel, but he was pressing his hands on his headphones and concentrating on his Latin. The whine was louder outside the reading room, I noticed. At the reference desk, none of the staff was in sight.


Oh, Christ! someone yelled. It sounded like Roberta.


Jamie! the mom from before hollered. Come here now!


Dammit! Roberta shrieked.


Jamie!


Mom! the child cried. Im not done yet!


Jamie, come here when I call you!


Jamie must really not want to leave the library, I thought as I walked quickly in the direction of the whine and the voices. Somehow, I didnt think Jamies problems with his mother were what had Roberta so panicked.


Somebody please help me! Roberta shouted again. It sounded as if she was in the back of the library. This was the same area where Id seen Sandee or whoever it was. So that was where I headed.


In my haste, I failed to notice a toddler race around a corner of the stacks. Clutching a huge stack of videos, he was bolting for the checkout desk.


Jamie! came the impatient cry from behind me. Youll never be able to see all those in one weekend!


As it turned out, Jamie couldnt see me either. When we collided, a goodly portion of the entirety of Disneys output caromed outward and landed on the floor. I lost my balance, and Jamie fell on his behind.


Oof.


Ack!


My knees smacked a library cart and I doubled over. Once I was back in a standing position, I rubbed my knees, blinked hard, and ascertained that Jamie was fine. He even told me he was sorry as he hastily nabbed his stash and began, once again, to scurry toward the checkout desk. I checked that he could make it without running into somebody else. As I turned, I caught a very angry glare from his mother. I shrugged and apologized. She warned that I should be more careful. What did she think I was supposed to do? I walked away. If Id had the misfortune to be that womans kid, Id want to glue myself to the TV all weekend, too.


Over the nonstop whine, someone in the far corner of the library was moaning. Was that Roberta, too? Two librarians rushed past me. With my knees still recovering from the collision with Jamie, I limped after them.


Roberta was past the shelves and carrels, in the seating area Id been able to half see through the windows. Arch had said once that the easy chairs there were the best and most comfy in the library. But Roberta didnt look comfy. She was crouched beside a figure in the corner, a big, blond fellow who looked as if hed rolled forward in his chair. Roberta had her arm around him, as if she were trying to hoist him up.


Can somebody help me? Roberta pleaded. The other pair of librarians, too stunned to move, stood by. Maybe theyd seen a ghost, too. Roberta ordered them to go to her desk and call an ambulance. Now! They pivoted and stumbled past me.


Roberta looked up and caught my eye. All color had drained from her pretty face. Goldy, she said, please help me lift him. I thought he was sleeping, but he wont wake up. Please. Somethings terribly wrong with him. Oh God, I thought he was sleeping.


I hustled forward and put my right arm around the mans shoulders. He was very heavy, and I could only get an awkward hold on him. Lower him to the floor, I commanded. Once hes down there, we can flip him over.


Working in tandem, we managed to get the man out of his chair. I felt his neck for a pulse, but couldnt find one.


On the floor next to him, a toppled thermos had spilled dark liquid all over the carpet. There was the smell of liquor mixed with coffee. Roberta kept saying, I thought he was sleeping. I went to wake him up. Oh God.


She slumped against the wall. I tried to turn the man over, but I needed Robertas help to get him into a position for CPR. Several other staff members came over to us, asking Roberta what they should do. Their questions seemed to galvanize her. She gulped back her distress and told them to keep everyone away from this area of the library. The three women quickly retreated, tumbling over one another and shouting for curiosity seekers to keep back.


I realized the freezing-cold sensation I felt wasnt just from fear, but from a frigid wind blowing into the library. I searched for its source. For crying out loud, the emergency exit was open; snow and winter air were pouring in. The exit was also the reason for the high whine. Now that I was right next to the door, the piercing sound was almost unbearable.


We need to start CPR, Roberta called to me. Together we rolled the man onto his back, and I finally got a good look at his face. He didnt seem to be breathing. I moved aside as Roberta bent over him. Then I flipped open my cell phone and punched in the numbers for Tom. I was pretty sure that there beside me lay a man before whom Tom had appeared many times.


And now it was my job to tell my husband that former district attorney Drew Wellington appeared to be in very bad shape. Despite his crime-fighter reputation, Drew had lost the last election three years ago. Thered been some kind of scandal, of which Id only caught a whiff. Something about drunk driving? I couldnt remember. Undaunted, Drew had gone ahead and turned his hobby, collecting high-end maps, into a wealth-producing machine. He was one of the people the MacArthurs had invited to their party tomorrow night.


When I got Toms voice mail, I left a message for him to call me ASAP.


I closed my phone and looked carefully around the area where Drew had been sitting. Besides the spilled thermos, there was an open briefcase and a spew of papers. Was that a silver flask in his briefcase? As in the kind you use for whiskey? I thought so.


Roberta worked patiently on Drew. She was better at CPR than I was. Still, Drew Wellington was not responding. It looked as if hed had a heart attack, or stroke, or something. I glanced at the dark carpet. There seemed to be too much liquid to have come out of such a small thermos.


Please tell me this isnt happening, I said aloud.


Roberta, pumping and counting, seemed not to hear me.
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The sheriffs department had an outpost, an office actually, that was next to the library, and the skeleton staff that worked theretwo men and one womanwere still on duty on Friday at five in the evening. They hustled over as soon as a librarian summoned them. Just the sight of their uniforms filled me with a sense of calm. The female officer immediately went to work trying to resuscitate Drew Wellington.


The two male officers secured the scene. I knew the drill: members of law enforcement needed to make sure there was no one with a weapon lurking in any corner of the library, nor in the parking lot. When the duo returned from outside, they took down the names, addresses, and phone numbers of the remaining patrons. Back when Roberta and I were working on Drew, I should have thought to insist that no one leave the library, but I hadnt. There was only a handful of folks, who were quickly questioned and summarily hustled out to their cars. I took this to mean that no one had seen anything of import. Still, it was unlikely those two cops were going to tell me anything.


My friend Eileen Druckman arrived with her son, Todd, Archs buddy. Theyd come to pick up Arch for the sleepover, and the two cops agreed to question my son next. Since he was a minor, I stood beside him, but was cautioned not to say anything. Arch looked shaken as he related that he hadnt seen Mr. Wellington at any time, nor had he seen anything unusual. The exception, of course, was Archs altercation with the bald man, whom he described. I wanted to clutch Arch tightly when he was telling the police officer his story. But my son gently shook off my arm when I put it around his shoulders. He was almost sixteen, I kept reminding myself, and no matter what the circumstances, sixteen-year-old boys did not want Mom giving them hugs in public.


Once Arch had left with the Druckmans, the two officers ordered me, the library staff, and the three male volunteers to stay. There was no sign of the female officer working on Drew. Hank and the other two fellows whod been helping me and shelving books looked dismayed but resigned. It was still snowing hard, so one of the policemen told us which outside path to our vehicles we could use. A cursory glance out the emergency exit must have convinced them that if the crime-scene unit was called in, theyd need to pick up whatever they could from an area that now had at least two new inches of white stuff.


In the meantime, we were told, we needed to stand apart and not talk until sheriffs-department investigators assigned to the case had arrived. Investigators. The reason they needed us, the officers said more gently, was that we knew the layout of the library, the security system, and what belonged where. Unable to stand the tension, I hustled outside to the snowy sidewalk.


The night was already very dark and cold. Flakes fell in a ceaseless curtain.


After what seemed like an eternity but was probably only ten minutes, I heard the sirens. You always hear them before you see the lights. Julian, who loved physics, had explained the reason for this to me. Even though light travels fasterhence the delay between lightning and thunderlight doesnt bend. Sound does.


Why was I thinking about this? I wondered as Roberta and her colleagues joined me outside. Because Tom still hadnt called me back, and I didnt want to face what was happening.


The oncoming phalanx of law enforcement personnel didnt bother me nearly as much as the fact that if Drew Wellington was indeed dead, the media would swoop down on our small mountain town with less mercy than local red-tailed hawks showed to meadow mice. Even on a frigid December night like this, they would come. I looked back at our little library. Wind whipped the snow into the pines and aspens around the brick building and up the hill that ran behind it. I could just imagine the shrieking announcements: It looks as if a former district attorney has met a mysterious end in the library It would be a TV, radio, and newspaper feeding frenzy. I didnt want to think about it.


Maybe Drew had just had a heart attack. It could be, I thought, that the cops from next door were only being careful in ordering us all apart. Perhaps Drew was going to make it. But I doubted it very much.


Roberta Krepinski stood not ten yards away from me. At least shed had the forethought to don a puffy down jacket. In the light of the neon lamps that shone outside the entrance, her face appeared ghostly pale. Poor thing. Maybe because she looked so young and so thin, I felt motherly toward her. I made a mental note to ask the sheriffs guys to have all the staff and volunteers wrapped in the quilts that loving, unpaid workers sewed for the victims, families, and witnesses to accidents and violent crime.


I pulled my cell out of my apron pocket and tried Tomagain. The last few times Id punched in the numbers, Id received that rapid busy signal that told me either everybody and their brother was on a cell phone, or Tom was driving through one of those folds in the mountains into which no signal penetrated.


Schulz, he answered on the first ring. That businesslike tone of his put the fear of God into criminals, and sometimes even me. I shuddered.


Something bad has happened to Drew Wellington, I began without preamble. Roberta found him My teeth were chattering and my ears felt frozen.


Goldy. Now his voice was warm, comforting. Tell me where you are.


Im at the library. The department is on its way.


I know. My guys already called me. I should be there in fifteen minutes. He paused for a fraction of a second. Did yousee anything?


No, but The wind whistled into my cell as I tried to talk.


Goldy?


Sorry, its just I wanted to tell him about seeing Sandee, or seeing a woman who looked a lot like Sandee, at the library.


Why dont you wait in your van? You can come out and meet our guys when they get there.


Some officers are already here. I mean, they were next door. Were supposed to wait.


We?


My mind whirled. Sorry to be so out of it. Im talking about all the library staff and the volunteers. Plus myself. They told us to hang around so we can talk to, you know, the investigators. Your guys. My teeth were chattering. Plus then therell be an ambulance, more cops


Please do me a favor and get in your van. If anyone hassles you, tell them to call me.


All right, all right, I promised as I walked toward my vehicle, which was exactly where Id left it. The vehicle that had been parked so ineptly next to me was gone. I felt my shoulders sag.


Tom, there was an SUV next to me, and now its gone


Miss G. Get in your van and lock the doors. Then you can tell me whats bothering you. Besides the missing car there. Something else happened, right?


What something had happened, really? As I wrenched open the vans driver-side door, I tried to mentally rewind and replay those fifteen minutes before the library was supposed to close. Id been setting up for an event. Id seen that ghost again, this time near the shelves. Then everything had imploded.


I thought I saw Sandee near where Drew was found. She may have been watching him.


Sandee Brisbane? Again?


Yup. Then a few minutes later, Roberta Krepinski discovered Drew in a chair by the corner, I went on. You know Roberta, the reference librarian?


I dont know her. But she found Drew Wellington?


Yes, Tom. She said she thought he was asleep, and went to wake him.


You talked to her? he asked, his tone tense. If this was a crime scene, was the implication, he wouldnt want me talking to anyone.


She called for help when she found him, and I went to see what was wrong. She kept repeating, I thought he was sleeping. I guess she feels responsible.


But you didnt see Sandee, or someone who looks like her, still hanging around?


No, Tom. And youre right. Im not even sure it was Sandee. You know her hairs different, or at least not the same as Sandee Brisbanes was six months ago. But Im pretty sure it was the same woman I saw in the car last month, up on the road to Regal Ridge. You know? I thought that woman was Sandee, too. There was silence for such a long time on the line that I thought Id lost the signal. Tom?


He took a deep breath. Hows Roberta doing now?


Not so hot. I didnt say what I suspected, that Roberta would be traumatized that her beloved library was now going to be invaded by law enforcement, and to receive more negative media attention than the Hindenburg.


Youre sure she was the one who first came across him, Miss G.?


Yes. No. The emergency exit was making this horrible noise, and I just heard Roberta moaning and crying, and I went over to help. We lowered Drew onto the floor


Aw, jeez. Toms tone said, So much for the crime scene.


Tom! We thought hed had a heart attack or maybe a stroke, I dont know. He looked awful. I felt his neck and there was no pulse. Almost as an afterthought, I said, There might have been blood on the carpet.


You didnt see a weapon anywhere, I take it?


Nope. Just a thermos of spilled coffee, and a, well, a silver flask inside his briefcase. And it wascold over there. That emergency exit I mentioned? It had been opened. Plus, there wasthe smell of booze, and coffee.


My phone beepedcall waiting. Could it be Arch, phoning to say hed arrived at Todds? Like Tom, Arch was a worrier.


Tom, I have to go. This could be Arch.


See you in ten.


Instead of Arch, my caller turned out to be good old Marla, who in addition to being my dear pal was the self-appointed Aspen Meadow Town Gossip.


Tell me, she said breathlessly. Drew Wellington? Hes, uh, been involved with half the women in Furman County. And not all of them women his age, if you know what I mean.


I dont know what you mean. And how did you hear so quickly about what was going on here?


She cleared her throat. A library patron who was allowed to leave gave me a buzz, thought Id want to know what was happening.


I shook my head. So whats this about Drew being a ladies man?


Doesnt Tom let you in on anything?


Not on that kind of thing. Plus its been a few years since Drew was D.A. The department is due here any minute, though


Oh, please, she said, indignant. The department is going to want to talk to me, when they try to figure out what happened.


Ill send them right over. So, I said, thinking of twenty-two-year-old Sandee, were these women all younger than Drew?


Some of them were, she said, then hesitated. Actually, Im not familiar with all the details. Ill check. Somebody could have been executing a vendetta, that kind of thing.


We dont even know if what happened here was a crime.


Uh-huh. Has law enforcement arrived?


As if on cue, red, blue, and white lights cut through the darkness and falling snow. That shrill call of sirens approaching meant that all the regular folks out on the road had finally moved out of the way. I shivered inside the van, which I hadn
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