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          THE SWINGIN’EST BAND

        

      

    

    
      Ruby broke through the curtain of darkness and pushed past the doors. Someone was following. She turned.

      But all that hit her was the draft of the corridor leading to the stage and the scent of freshly cut horse hay.

      “The Maple Leaf Rag” was playing. She had to go back.

      “Ruby!” Her brother stepped out of the shadows. “You’re on,” he said, meeting her beneath the red lamp swaying above. “Everything okay?” He searched her eyes for telltale signs of distress.

      “Peachy-keen.” She headed for the stage, lips clamped between her teeth, Jonathan trailing through the passage. She couldn’t tell him someone was stalking her again; he’d never let her leave his sight.

      She stepped up to her marker.

      “Orlando’s called you twice already,” Carlita whispered, the clipboard in her hands.

      Ruby nodded, her eyes on Orlando, his grin wavering beneath the thin mustache. “Ruby St. Claire!” Applause filled the dancehall. “Another rising star of Weston’s class of 1935!”

      Tossing the black marabou boa around her neck, she turned to Jonathan, her heart racing.

      “You’ve done this a hundred times,” he prodded.

      She resumed her position, pulled up a smile, and headed out across the wooden planks.

      “Ruby St. Claire!” Orlando stepped away as she joined her sidemen. She smiled at the judges, an assortment of music department teachers, sitting in a row below the platform, their faces stern.

      The spotlight shifted. The stage lights, as glorious as the sun, obscured her view. She felt comforted in the warmth. Safe. But out there, someone was watching, waiting to make their move, like the last time.

      She laced her fingers around the microphone. “Good evening,” her voice cracked. She took a steadying breath, softening her grip.

      Circling the stage were Westin’s slouchy students, transformed into gentlemen in tuxedos and white ties, a few holding onto their top hats, while women of all ages clung to their sides, the feathered masks of owls and felines, obscuring their eyes.

      A handful of parents still lingered, their bodies hanging low. Most had faded into the late hours, leaving their graduate hopefuls to continue the wingding and wild dancing. Ruby welcomed everyone with a smile, impressed with an inner joy and ease.

      Quentin played an intro in the key of G. She turned to him at the piano, snapped the tempo, and sang the 1931 hit “All of Me”.

      Nodding, Krueger thrummed a light percussive across the upright bass strings as Martin brushed the drum skins slow and steady, and she continued through the rest of the arrangement, leaving her worries behind. With singing, there was never a doubt, only the rhythm, the tone, and the key.

      A bustle of dancers from Studio B entered the dancehall, wide-eyed, shouting jitterbug and clambake as they pushed for the stage.

      “Now it’s time for something hot!” Quentin shouted as their quartet segued into the Gershwin tune “I’ve Got Rhythm” in double time. He pounded Ragtime bars over the melody, then switched to boogie-woogie, the dancers twirling into partners at the front of the stage.

      Skirts flew! Girls jumped above their partner’s heads and swung low between their legs. They rolled off their partners’ backs and slid to the floor, arms flailing side to side, legs kicking out. The dancers spun in circles, and the students cheered.

      Watching everyone have fun, Ruby’s nerves mixed with the fevered pitch of the dancehall. It sent a chill up her spine. But then the thought of the person following her surfaced. Quentin hooked her eyes. He always knew when her mind drifted to unpleasant places.

      The audience burst into thundering applause. “‘Stompin’ at the Savoy’!” they cried, begging for more.

      And they hit it! She was back in the groove. With plenty of licks and riffs, their quartet improvised; the students screamed, and no one was slowing down.

      At the last chorus, Ruby brought their band to a soft finish, and the judges weren’t looking so smug anymore. “Quentin Farling on piano!” Ruby caught her breath. “Krueger Warburg on the double bass—and Martin Sander on the drums!”

      Gathered together, they held hands, and she led her sidemen downstage, and they bowed into a rolling wave.

      “Ruby St. Clair!” Quentin shouted, straightening to stand.

      Blinded once again by the spotlight, Ruby could imagine anything she wanted. If only she didn’t believe she was in danger.

      “Chin up, darling.” Quentin gently squeezed her hand.

      She let go of his hand. Their past didn’t get in the way of their music now. He understood its limitations. He’d become so tired of keeping up with her irresponsibility, when it was her responsibility to the Glengate police department that kept pulling her away.

      She had to call Detective Reed.

      The curtain dropped, and her sidemen followed her rush backstage. “Oh, Jonathan, how was it?” She collapsed into his arms.

      “Glorious—and divine," he cooed, "Exquisite!”

      “My biggest fan!” She kissed his cheek, gripping his arms.

      “All smoothed out now?” he asked, his laughing eyes turning serious.

      Her face turned dour. “Don’t be dingy.” She stepped back. “Just gum in the nerves.” While their parents were away, it was just the two of them at the manor, and if she told him, he’d try to keep her from getting involved.

      “Ruby!” Quentin called over the clamor. “Everyone’s leaving for the supper club.”

      As she raced away, she spun around to her brother. “I won’t be late. Promise!”

      “And we can talk later?”

      “We’ll have a juicy chat tomorrow!” her voice trilled, and she was scooped into a fold of students and gold confetti, singing the school anthem.
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        * * *

      

      Between the colonial shops on Main Street, a young woman wearing a blue tulle gown walked briskly through the night. She turned into an alley, taking a shortcut and cover from the lightly falling rain.

      Water dripped from the fire escapes. A radio program seeped from a kitchen door. Hearing footsteps, she quickened her pace. Behind her, the steps gained speed.

      There was an open door. She ran for it, and a gloved hand clasped her mouth. Unable to scream, she struggled and turned around and came face-to-face with glaring hatred. The grip loosened, and she cried out Ruby! unable to believe her eyes.

      And an icy prick gouged her neck, flooding warmth through her veins. The girl’s arms dropped, and she fell limp into the arms of the killer. No scream escaped, not a whimper.

      Once her eyes were completely shut, and the first convulsion set in, the gloved figure eased the girl into a puddle, then carefully set the used syringe on the ground beside her, the tulle gown, wilting beneath the dripping overhang.

      An elderly woman taking out the dish water stepped into the alley. She screamed, and the dark silhouette charged down the cobblestones, out of sight.
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        * * *

      

      “You were brilliant as always.” Jonathan handed Ruby the double-bagged cup of Earl Grey. “Aces.”

      He returned to gazing out the floor-to-ceiling bay windows, sipping his tea, the sun’s haze spreading across the juniper hedgerow that guarded their rambler-style manor.

      Huddled in the mint green settee, she wasn’t feeling brilliant, only confused and suspicious of nearly everyone in Glengate, and her head throbbed from all the celebrating last night.

      She could forget about being followed backstage while the party held her spirits high, but with the morning, reality had returned.

      As soon as she awoke, she called the Glengate police department, but Detective Reed was out in the field, not at the station. They hadn’t worked together in over a year, the day before she was kidnapped.

      Someone was backstage, and if she hadn’t had to perform, she could have tracked them. She knew the twists and turns of Lennox Hall better than most, having played there as a child.

      Her father sold Lennox Hall before taking her mother to Paris with him. Their last nest egg, and he used it for a chance at brighter days. She was glad they were gone for the entire summer, giving her and Jonathan more freedom.

      If his plans worked out, their family might relocate, but she couldn’t rely on it. Anyway, she had plans to begin Music Conservatory in the fall after graduating from Weston Music School. Even though jazz music wasn’t considered ladylike, she’d already won that argument with her parents.

      However, if her quartet won the Roseland Ballroom Competition, she wouldn’t have to rely on them. The show would broadcast live across the country. A couple of weeks away, it was a glimmer of hope and a step toward independence with the possibility of a tour through Paris and Berlin with her sidemen.

      Ruby watched her brother, quiet in his thoughts. He also wanted her to win the competition and get far away from Glengate. He’d never liked her helping the police department.

      He turned to her. “Tea strong enough?”

      Ruby nodded, her eyes swollen, and she pulled the red satin robe around her neck. “Jonathan ...” Then she decided not to mention that someone was following her backstage. She rather preferred her disinterested parents in this case.

      “Yes, darling,” he said, stepping away from the window. He set his cup on the tea service cart.

      “Just terribly joed,” She blew air through her cheeks.

      He settled in at the Steinway piano. “Should I play us a tune and cheer us up?” he asked, fingering the keys, then played the popular tune “‘It’s a Lovely Day’ ...” as he sang along.

      Jonathan’s mellifluous voice soothed Ruby. She was grateful that music filled her life. A place she found comfort and joy. She shared this with the children she taught at the 4-H club, showing them how music offered solace in a world that could be so cruel.

      Young people needed hope. Especially with the state of the economy, and their future predicted to be downtrodden in the daily papers.

      The doorbell rang.

      Keats made an about-face and left the parlor. She was grateful he and Rosa had remained at the manor; otherwise, how would she and Jonathan survive, unable to answer the door or cook for themselves?

      When Keats returned, Detective Reed was with him, and Ruby pulled herself to attention.
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          HOUSE CALLS

        

      

    

    
      Jonathan stood away from the piano. “Business or pleasure, detective?”

      Detective Reed took off his fedora and held it to his chest, creases folding between his forehead, his mouth rigid, shoulders straight, and he glanced at Ruby.

      “Please, have a seat,” Jonathan said, suggesting the leather wingback chair across from her. “Tea?”

      “No, thank you.” Detective Reed turned to Ruby in the settee. “There’s no easy way of asking, so I'll come out with it. A young girl, you may know from Weston, Andrea Martin. I believe you’re friends?” He searched her eyes. “Her parents said she left for Lennox Hall last night and never came home."

      Her hand rose to her mouth as she recalled the footsteps backstage, someone a breath away. “Yes…” she said, her hand sliding to her throat. “We’re friends.” The words caught.

      “Last night …?” she whispered. “She wasn’t at the supper party last night.”

      Everyone kept asking where Andrea and Samantha were. She’d spoken with Samantha briefly before leaving for the supper club, but she hadn’t seen Andrea since rehearsals.

      All the singers at Weston looked after each other and traded gigs when another had to cancel. Andrea was a tender soul, someone Ruby confided in, and yes, a friend.

      Ruby shook her head, stood up, and collapsed onto the settee, covering her face with her hands. “Last night?” she said, her words muffled beneath sobs and matted curls.

      “Yes?” Detective Reed stepped closer.

      Looking up, she hooked the detective’s eyes. “Someone was following me. I’m sure of it.” She turned to Jonathan. “And then you came backstage.”

      Jonathan strode up and placed his hands on her shoulders. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I could have a squad car watch the house again?” Detective Reed offered.

      “Keats would hate the idea of officers watching the house,” replied Jonathan, and Keats nodded, not in approval, more in acceptance of his idea. It was to protect their father’s privacy. Keep officers away from his business, he’d taught Jonathan well.

      After she answered questions about who was at the supper party, and when she’d last seen Andrea, as well as a few others she had no answers for. Detective Reed placed the brown fedora on his head. “I’ll check back. I thought you might have had a vision.”

      His eyes were kind and patient. “If anything comes to you, no matter how insignificant the image may seem, it could be a clue.” He nodded once.

      She swiped at the tear streaming down her cheek. “Andrea could still be alive?” Her eyes begged for reassurance. The visions usually came after the fact, and in the past, if she'd had a vision of the assailant, it was too late; the victim was already dead.

      “We’re staying hopeful since we’ve found nothing to the contrary,” he said. “I’m sorry to bring you into this work again, but time is essential.”

      As the detective turned to leave, Jonathan stepped beside him. “I’ll walk you to the door." He glared at Ruby before leading the detective out of the parlor.

      “I know this is hard,” she overheard them speaking in the foyer. “You’re taking good care of your sister. If she says anything you think might help … please let me know.”

      Tears fell onto her satin robe, leaving splotches like open wounds.

      The front door shut. She watched Detective Reed through the bay windows as he entered his squad car, and as soon as he passed through the fleur-de-lis gates, she raced to her bedroom. She had to leave the house before Jonathan placed her under the lock and key.

      “Where’d you go, Rube?” Jonathan called down the hall.

      “I’ve rehearsal in thirty minutes,” she shouted back. “If I’m not there, Quentin will have my head.” She couldn’t let her sidemen down. Not again.

      “You sure that’s a good idea?” he said, catching up outside her bedroom.

      “What?” She twisted around, gripping the doorknob. “And go mad, unable to do anything to help? Or become immobile with fear because someone might be following me?” She opened her bedroom door. “I have to keep busy, Jonathan, I can’t drift into that place again, I cannot.” Stepping back, she softly closed the door.

      Her bedroom displayed all the excess of a Jazz-Age folly. Crystal ornaments were draped across her vanity, complementing the silk lamps strung with beaded adornments.

      The oak wardrobe was left open, showcasing her choice outfits for the week: marabou feathered boas, bras, corsets, and silk scarves, spilling from multiple drawers onto the floor, a pile of possibilities waiting for a spur-of-the-moment wingding, and it was a bit of a mess.

      She sat at the vanity and stared at her reflection. Andrea? “Where are you?” she whispered. But she couldn’t force a vision. They came on their own accord and without warning.

      Yesterday, she’d asked for her help to transpose a song. What if she’d put aside her selfish reasons for wanting to find Orlando, because he was picking out the lineup for Lennox Hall, and she wanted her quartet to play last for the biggest impact, knowing the dancers wouldn’t make an earlier set? What if she’d helped her instead?

      If she’d made the time for Andrea, things may have been different.

      A pressure squeezed Ruby’s heart, and she clasped her chest. Not seeing Andrea is a good thing, she reminded herself.

      Wiping the last tear, she scanned her fragrances, searching for something to hide the smell of fear seeping out. The crying swelled through her body, and paralysis would soon take over. She had to stay focused.

      After opening the bottle of Je Reviens, one of the many guilt gifts from her parents’ travels, she covered herself in the scent of orange blossom and grassy vetiver. “Andrea’s missing, that’s all.” Then she pushed away her reflection and over to the wardrobe to search for a dress, pearls, and rhinestones clanging against the vanity mirror in her wake.

      Passing over gowns Rosa had made with leftover fabric from her father’s old textile business, she pulled out a faded green, floral ankle-length sundress.

      She had to focus on her music and bide her time. She had to make it to practice, and her band had to win the Roseland Competition. She just needed to get through the next couple of weeks.

      She opened the bedside drawer and pulled out the bottle of Luminal, the prescribed barbiturate she’d started taking after being kidnapped last year, and gulped two pills, swallowing her regrets, then proceeded to powder and primp as fast as she could.

      Since taking the pills, she’d been untroubled by the visions of death. It might be the only way she’d stay true to her sidemen and be able to focus on her music.

      After wrapping a green silk scarf through her permanent wave of brassy brown hair, she spun around to her armoire, grabbed a duster, and buttoned up on the way out of her bedroom.

      She’d just make it on time for rehearsal today.

      “Where are you going?” Jonathan blocked the hall.

      “Just told you, rehearsals at Weston. I’ll be back before dinner.” Dancing around him, she hurried for the door.

      Almost forgetting her sheet music, she doubled back and lifted the leather bag from the hook, the door flying shut behind her.

      “I’ll drive you—Wait!” her brother called out.

      Ruby didn’t wait and didn’t want Keats to drive her, either. She could drive herself, eighteen and fully capable. Not that her father ever liked her driving. But for him, it was about control. He could not control her now, not from Paris.

      She dropped into the driver’s seat of her parents’ Wolseley Hornet, took a deep breath, and started the engine.

      Then she drove around the half-moon lane, and out through the pearly fleur-de-lis gates onto Wallace Drive, and didn’t look back until she reached the main road to her escape.

      June’s bloom of honey-scented Linden trees filled the air as she passed small family farms and colonial cape houses with shuttered windows, many without the electricity that Roosevelt’s new executive order the Rural Electrification Administration promised to rectify by next year.

      She turned onto Route 9, the road that connected Glengate to New York City, the magical City of Oz if she drove fifty miles south.

      Tears welled up, and she tried to breathe steadily. Soon the Luminal would take over, and she’d feel only what was necessary. It might be enough to get through today.

      It wouldn’t be like the last time. She’d stay in control. Show her parents and Jonathan how capable she truly was.

      Sunlight flooded the hood, refracting light into her eyes. And as she struggled to see the road through a wobble of tears and blistering light, she saw: a road on Main Street … rain … an alley … dancing shoes, stepping in puddles.

      But they weren’t Andrea’s footsteps.

      Samantha’s sharp gaze locked her eyes. “Samantha Briggs?”Ruby cried out. The car skidded, spinning out of control, and she flew into a grassy ditch, slamming her head into the steering wheel.
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          FEAR OF SHADOWS

        

      

    

    
      The telephone rang four times before Jonathan made it down the hall into the foyer. “Keats! Did Rosa leave you to make lunch again?” He shook his head and picked up the receiver.

      “Is Ruby there?” It was Detective Reed.

      “She left an hour ago,” he said, his eyes drawing out the front door window.

      “A Weston girl, Samantha Briggs, was found. Dead on Main Street.”

      “Jeez, no. Anyone see anything?”

      “We’re speaking with someone now. You have to keep an eye on your sister.”

      “Will do.” After he hung up, about to head out, it rang again. “Hello?”

      “Ruby didn’t show up for rehearsal,” Quentin blurted.

      “Crust! You aren’t kidding.” Jonathan opened the drawer under the phone stand. “I’m leaving now.”

      Keats lumbered toward him. “Is it Ms. St. Claire, sir?”

      “Yes, where are the keys?” Jonathan dug beneath the playbills and discarded lighters. “The keys for the Aston?”

      “Should be there.” Keats peered over his shoulder.

      “She’s over an hour late for rehearsal.” Once he found the keychain, he opened the closet beside him and threw a sports jacket over one shoulder. “When she comes home, keep her here.” He turned for the door.

      “Under lock and key, sir?”

      “Absolutely— Jonathan nodded. “—under lock and key.”

      He ran to the garage, jumped inside his red 2-seater, and spun around the drive, kicking up leaves and debris, then he turned onto Wallace Drive and shifted to top speed.

      Jonathan scoured the side roads for the Wolseley or his sister, the high noon sun obscuring his vision long enough, he saw Ruby in every young lady walking along the park side. “You’d take Route 9 to Quentin’s, wouldn’t you?” he muttered. “Where are you? Damn it.”

      Summer’s heat hovered above the asphalt, and each time he thought he saw his sister, it was only a reflection, and hope fell away.

      While their parents were away, she was his full responsibility. He’d be damned if he let anything happen to her.

      Slowing down, he searched more carefully. The roadside was overgrown with roses twisting around light posts and fences, creating walls of foliage impossible to see through.

      A sense of foreboding soaked him.

      In the distance, the dark speck of the Wolseley Hornet, its nose in a ditch. He raced ahead and came to a screeching halt. “Ruby, Ruby!” He hopped out of the car.

      She wasn’t inside. He spun around and looked under the car. “Where the hell did you go?” His worst thoughts surfaced.

      What if it wasn’t her choice to leave? Detective Reed had given him cause to worry. But knowing Ruby, she may have continued on foot for the last two miles. He sure hoped so. Rehearsals were everything to her.

      He double-checked the ditch for tracks or a direction he could determine if his hunch was accurate, then jumped back into the Aston and continued scanning the side roads.

      Detective Reed said a girl from Weston had turned up dead. Another was missing. The murderer could be tracking girls from Ruby’s school.

      Searching for his sister brought back the familiar reality of another killer on the loose in Glengate. She’d be out late with Detective Reed and eventually fold into a mess from the pressure of detective work, especially now if Weston students were being targeted.
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        * * *

      

      “Ruby! Murder—what happened?” Quentin said when he opened the door to the Weston rehearsal studio. “Your brother’s worried sick.”

      “And what about you?” She pushed past him, about to fall over.

      “Of course,” he said. “You’re bleeding.”

      “Oh?” She touched her forehead. “It’s not much.”

      “I’ll get a towel.” Quentin darted away.

      Ruby slowly lowered onto the piano bench.

      “Let me see.” He returned with a towel and dabbed it over her brow. “Should be all right,” he said, lowering his chin. “What happened?”

      “Drove right into a ditch, would you believe.” She forced a chuckle, wanting to leave her worries on the wayside with the car, and a comfortable numbness began to settle in as the medication passed through her bloodstream.

      “Detective Reed came by today. He said Andrea Martin is missing.” She sighed, trying to slow her breathing, her hands cold and trembling. She clasped them together. “She never turned up for dinner last night, remember?”

      “Maybe she’s foolin’ around and took a trip.” Straightening up, he glanced at the blood on the towel. “I didn’t see Bobby at dinner, either. It’s the end of the year, and so much going on.”

      She shook her head. “She didn’t sing last night, and her parents called the police department. This is serious.” She held his eyes. “Samantha wasn’t at the party either. She told me she was coming.”

      “You girls.”

      “Whatever do you mean?”

      “All of you do whatever you please, with little consideration for others.”

      Was he recalling their past? “I’m here, am I not?” she said, trying to correct a frown. “Wounded and all.”

      “I’ve already called your brother.” He began delicately wiping her forehead again. “You sure you’re up for this?”

      “My outside is fine." She moved his hand. “It’s the inside that’s a mess.” The shadow of sadness swept across his face, sinking her.

      She swiveled around to avoid his eyes and skimmed through the pages of sheet music. “Do you have any of the lemonade you always make? My throat’s so dry ... and none of that ReaLemon out of a bottle.”

      “Never again.” He jumped away. “You’re a fortunate girl. I squeezed lemons this morning, and now that the market brings them directly from California, I make fresh lemonade every day.”

      “The only thing better than your lemonade is ...well,” she sighed, her gaze drifting out the sunny window above the piano. “Singing, of course—best pickups for a forlorn girl.”

      “Forlorn?”

      “That’s me.” She turned to him.

      Standing on the opposite side of the laminated counter, a glass in his hand, his eyes narrowed. “Even picked up the ice this morning.”

      “It is rather hot.” Her head began hurting. She removed the scarf and rubbed her temples, the ceiling fan spinning a familiar rhythm.

      “Krueger and Martin aren’t coming back to the studio, but if you feel like going over a couple of tunes," he said, cracking ice from the aluminum tray. "Soothe the soul?” Ice spilled across the counter. “I wrote some sweet arrangements.”

      The whirling fan held her attention. Quentin’s faucet drip-drip, drip-dripped in rhythm.

      “Ruby, you gonna be all right?

      “Peachy-keen in a moment,” she said, rubbing her temples, lulled by the fan, her eyes closed. Samantha Briggs’ face crept in.

      She tried to hold on to the image, but it wasn’t clear: Samantha is wearing the tulle dress she performed in… she’s walking in the rain. A streetlight... terror in her eyes. Samantha cries out her name.

      Ruby sprang from the piano bench, snatched her music bag, and bolted out the door.

      “Ruby!” Quentin stood in the doorway holding the glass of lemonade. “Making tracks already?”

      “Don’t worry,” She shouted back. “Jonathan’s probably right outside!”

      Thankfully, he wasn’t outside.

      Trembling and confused, she staggered out of the school parking lot, slipping behind the cars, unprepared for the four-mile trek home.

      She passed through the main hub of Glengate, three trolleys, disbanded by Mayor Fiorello LaGuardia only weeks ago, discarded in an overgrown lot. She crossed between the shops, children out of school, baby carriages, and a motor bus headed to New York City.

      Walking farther along, she met the country road, oak limbs lifting in the breeze. The mid-day sun tempered her senses and she tried to gather her thoughts. She’d had another vision of Samantha Briggs. She’d said her name. But why would she unless she thought she was with her?

      The Luminal hadn’t stopped her from seeing Samantha and her confusion grew. She felt woozy, ready to keel over, but she had to find her way home.

      Behind the Twister Cream Ice Cream Shoppe, an outpost on the spindly road, she was lured to the shiny red apples at the makeshift farm stand. She handed the farmer a nickel from her music bag, and as she turned away, she saw a man, who reminded her of Grandpa St. Clair rummaging through a tin can.

      He straightened up and their eyes met, his face streaked with soot, and he resumed digging. She slunk back, sure he could see right through her and all the privilege her life provided and she proceeded homeward.

      The wind whipped recklessly through the leaves, wire brushes scraping drum skins. Chirping Bluejays and sparrows circled.

      Watching a falcon as it landed on a branch far above, she craned her neck, its wings expanding, and she’d almost toppled over.

      The sunlight grew and retracted and she forgot the way home. Was it east or west? She felt the bump on her head, then removed her Oxford shoes and held onto them, careening toward her best guess.

      Motorcars passed and tooted their horns, and as she pushed forward unsteadily, a song stuck in her mind “not always what it seems …” akin to a broken record skipping over and over.

      Ruby saw Jonathan's car speeding toward her, her last thread of strength snapped and she tumbled into the sharp blades of grass.

      The car skidded to a stop.

      “Everything’s going to be A-Okay," he said, lifting her head.
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          BIRD’S EYE VIEW

        

      

    

    
      Ruby knew from the swerve of the car that they’d passed the gates. Jonathan opened the door and gathered her out. She held steady on his arm across the drive. “I have to call Detective Reed.”

      “All right,” he said. "Let's get inside where you'll be more comfortable."

      Keats opened the door. “Ms. St. Claire.”

      “Call for the doctor, Keats.” Jonathan held Ruby up as she staggered down the hall to her bedroom.

      “I’ll be fine,” she said, slipping out of his arm at her bedroom door. “I just need a long soak.” She’d use her phone and make a private call.

      "Okay, Keats or I can be here, the second you call.”

      Now she’d gone and done it. She’d have an escort no matter where she went from now on. “Thank you, dear brother.” She kissed his cheek and slipped into the solace of her bedroom.

      Taking the telephone into the bathroom, she set it on the toilet seat, and drew a bath, stepped inside, and dialed the Weston School’s Music Department.

      “Hello, Mrs. Dewey,” she forced the words out. “May I please get Samantha Briggs on the line?”

      “Who is this?”

      “Ruby St. Claire.”

      There was silence.

      “Hello?” Ruby pinched the phone wire. “Are you still there?”

      “Ruby, I’m sorry," Mrs. Dewey replied. "The police found her body this morning ... ”

      A lamenting utterance escaped Ruby’s mouth, and she hung up the phone and sank beneath the water; she didn’t want to hear any more about it. She should have known Samantha was dead, having had a vision. But she didn’t want to believe it. After all, she hadn’t seen her murdered, and it was confusing because the only person she saw trailing Samantha was herself.

      Holding her breath, she recalled the images … a figure walks behind Samantha. It looks as though she’s behind Samantha. Gloved hands cover Samantha’s mouth.

      Ruby burst out of the water, gasping. She reached for the telephone and dialed. “Detective Montgomery Reed, please.” She wasn’t sure how to explain that it appeared as though she were the one tracking Samantha. But she had to tell him. “Ruby St. Claire.”

      “Has Jonathan told you?” Detective Reed asked.

      “About Samantha. No, but I knew.” She held onto her neck. “It’s true then…?” She needed to hear it from him.

      “I’m afraid so,” he said over the rustle of papers. “I’ll be over as soon as I finish here. Is Jonathan home?”

      “... Yes.” She hung up.

      She slipped into a robe and crawled into bed, where she could cower comfortably under the plum satin sheets. Jonathan said she should get comfortable. He probably wanted to wait until she was in stable condition before telling her. She wouldn’t be cross with him. He was doing his best.

      The oversized pillows offered some comfort, but it wasn’t enough. She retrieved the bottle of Luminal from her bedside drawer. There were only a few left.

      Flooded with confusion and guilt. The spinning thoughts were deceiving her, and she had to slow them down. Could the false visions be a repercussion of being kidnapped?

      She took one tablet and chased it with the water Keats left on her bedside table.

      Once the medication took hold, everything receded. The visions were stronger without the Luminal, but she didn’t want to lose her mind to the unpredictable scenes of death or miss any more rehearsals.

      In the past, she might have gotten a clue that would have helped the police. She’d see the shoes, a house, or the face of the killer or the kidnapper after they’d committed their heinous crime. She could always see something about the perpetrator.

      So why did she see herself behind Samantha, stalking her, pulling her close, and wrapping her fingers around her mouth? Ruby caught her breath and curled up under the pillows.
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        * * *

      

      Doctor Reynolds arrived near five o’clock. Keats opened the door as Jonathan headed down the hall to greet him. “Thank you for coming at short notice.”

      The doctor had known the family before either he or his sister were born and made house calls on Sundays, at least for the St. Claire’s he did.

      “You said possible concussion, is she asleep?” the doctor asked.

      “Most likely, should I wake her.”

      He nodded and followed Jonathan down the sconce-lit hall.

      Jonathan opened Ruby’s bedroom door a crack. “Ruby, my dear
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