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  One


  The low rolling hills of northwestern New Jersey had been topped with nearly a foot of new snow in less than twenty-four hours. Deer were driven out of the forests to forage and flounder in backyards and fields; farmers dumped truckloads of hay for those portions of their herds still trapped in pastures; and state police helicopters buzzed constantly overhead, desperately searching for stranded motorists and lost skiers.


  By dawn of the second day the snow had stopped falling, and though the sky still held clouds boiling ominously out of Pennsylvania, the latest weather report swore that the unusual December storm was over and part of history.


  The people of Inverness, however, had learned from experience not to believe everything they heard.


  So when they looked up, and when they felt the bite and snap of the slow wind, the moisture still heavy in the air, they knew that the season’s first blizzard was only taking a breather; it was, they decided, like the eye of a hurricane—the lull was pleasant enough, but the worst was yet to come.


  The streets, then, were cleared as quickly as possible by bright yellow snowplows that hadn’t stopped working since midnight, sidewalks and steps were shoveled and the ice beneath coated with layers of rock salt, and automobiles which had either been abandoned on the country roads outside of town, or buried in snowbanks when the plows went by, were dug out and warmed up. The three supermarkets were crowded, the three schools remained closed, and those who had put off buying their new snow tires until after the first of the year were stoically waiting in lines at the garages.


  Firewood was hauled in, oil deliveries were made; jagged icicles were knocked down to be sucked on or used for swords; colored lights were rehung on the bushes in front of porches.


  The temperature, which had dropped near to zero just after midnight, hadn’t quite reached twenty by the time the lunch hour had passed.


  By midafternoon, when the storm hadn’t yet returned, Creek Road, the main street of the little hillside town, was filled with the lighthearted noise and good-natured shove of heavy pedestrian traffic—last-minute Christmas shoppers forced by perilous road conditions to forsake trips to the shopping mall twenty miles away and patronize the local stores along the three-block business district. The bargains were incredible, the price-gouging respectable, and the tinny sound of joyful carols wafting over the street mixed naturally with the almost bell-like rattle of tire chains, the laughter that rose from battlefields of snowballs, the shrieks of children on fast-moving sleds.


  And above it all the quiet, the unique silence that only falls when there’s snow on the ground.


  Despite the blizzard, then, and the hazards, everyone in town was feeling the pleasant effects of the season.


  Everyone, that is, except Lincoln Bartholomew Blackthorne.


  Without the protection of either coat or hat, Lincoln stood grimly in front of his narrow-fronted, unobtrusive tailor shop on the west side of the street, trying to thread a needle and, at the same time, keep watch on the entrance of the Inverness Tape and Record Shoppe across the way. The skill with which he handled both tasks was a significant indication of his current state of mind: on the one hand, he had a silk-and-worsted suit to finish for the mayor’s third cousin’s New Year’s Eve wedding; on the other, he didn’t want Carmel Estanza to leave her family’s store before he had a chance to talk with her about her own wedding plans.


  The wind settled to a breeze that drifted powdered snow over the brick sidewalk and reddened the cheeks of those who lingered too long outside.


  The sunlight was little more than a feeble grey glow.


  Linc shivered in his shirtsleeves.


  He supposed he could have stayed inside where it was warmer, thus sparing him the stares of passers-by and the chattering of his teeth; he supposed he could have ducked into the relative peace of Ginny’s Olde Time Tavern to his right and watched for her from the small window, most of which was covered by a neon Miller sign and sprayed-on snow; he supposed as well he could walk over and confront Carmel on her own turf—though that would be tantamount to proposing to her himself, a position he had managed to avoid for some time now, not because he didn’t have affection for her, and not because he didn’t want to be part of a large and boisterous family.


  He hadn’t proposed because he didn’t want to place her life in danger, in jeopardy, and in conjunction with his own, which, as far as she knew, was concerned mainly with getting the mayor’s third cousin’s suit ready in time for the nuptials.


  A pair of fur-coated elderly women passed him, looked at him, looked at each other, and sighed, remembering the days of Valentino and the stir he’d caused in their mink-snuggled breasts.


  A trio of sweatered and ski-capped college women home for the holidays passed him, looked at him, looked at each other, and shivered, remembering how he looked in summer, with that shock of gentle brown hair, those not always gentle eyes, and the smile that made them want to set their boyfriends in concrete.


  Linc ignored them.


  He wasn’t handsome, nor was he large or impressively muscled; but he had a way about him that gave others pause, gave a few others pleasant dreams, and a few more some nightmares they could just as soon do without.


  A young man and his wife, both laden with gaily wrapped bundles, stared at him in amazement, shook their heads and moved on. Paused. Glanced over their shoulders, and as they moved on again collided with the backs of the pair and the trio, who had stopped in front of the aluminum-fronted drugstore to peer in the window, and to look back at him. The resulting confusion made Linc aware that he was probably making a fool of himself. He grinned and waved to them all, backed into the shop and stood at the closed door. The needle in his left hand was forgotten. The thread in his right floated to the floor, was caught by a draught slipping under the door and was feathered around his right ankle.


  He looked down after a moment and wondered if it was a sign he ought to consider.


  He opened the door again and stepped out, gasped at the cold that settled like knives in his lungs, and returned inside with a shiver. It was the fourth time he’d done so in less than fifteen minutes.


  “You know,” a voice said behind him, “if you keep this up, they’re going to think you’re some kind of new weather predicting machine.”


  The tailor shop’s interior was narrow. Forming a center aisle immediately inside the door were two display cases under whose glass one could see a carefully arranged display of handmade ties and shirts, which took nothing away from the shelves on the walls that held equally careful displays of hats and bolts of cloth. In back there was a raised platform that supported the oldest operating foot-pedal sewing machine on the East Coast, and an array of mirrors which permitted his customers to view themselves from angles they’d never believed possible outside a certain famous house on the back streets of New Orleans.


  A comfortable wooden chair had been placed in front of the scarred table that held the sewing machine. In the chair was a portly, white-bearded man in a three-piece black suit; on the floor beside him was a green Tyrolean hat with the feather half chewed off.


  Lincoln stuck the needle into his shirt collar and walked back slowly.


  “I’m worried, that’s all,” he said.


  “You’re too young to worry about someone your age getting married,” said Macon Crowley.


  “She’s not marrying me.”


  “So? Christmas does have its blessings.”


  “But she’s not marrying me because I’m not marrying her.”


  “Spite,” said Macon, “is a horrible thing.”


  Linc stepped onto the platform and dropped into the ladder-back chair behind the table. “Jesus. I mean, really, Macon—Ellshampton Yark?”


  Macon shrugged. “It could be worse.”


  “You don’t seem very concerned.”


  “The girl’s a teacher. She’s too smart to go on with it.”


  “Her aunt’s already bought the wedding gown.”


  “Cut it down, use it in the spring.”


  “Her father’s rented the VFW Hall for the reception.”


  Macon shifted.


  “And her mother’s made her aunt take down all the posters of Fernando Lamas in the apartment.”


  “Jesus,” Macon whispered.


  Linc set his elbows on the table, set his cheeks in his palms, and stared at his reflection across the room. It wasn’t the way he had hoped to spend the holidays; he had hoped to finish the suit, take Carmel out to dinner, read a little, relax, go through his photograph album, and maybe take in a movie in the theater down the street.


  Quiet.


  Peaceful.


  Macon scratched his beard and shifted again. “Perhaps,” he said, “we ought to ask Alice to have a word with the lass. She does have a way, you know.”


  Linc groaned.


  The door opened and an old woman entered.


  “Speak of the devil,” Macon said, and rose graciously to give Old Alice his seat.


  She was, in human terms, much too old to be walking around in little more than a red tartan poncho, a Gucci sombrero with plastic fruit around the brim, and wooden Greek sandals; her only concession to the weather was a pair of purple kneesocks with white hearts scattered through the weave, and a set of silver fox earmuffs she used to protect her Cartier watch.


  “She’s getting married,” Old Alice said, adjusting the poncho around her turkey-thin legs.


  “He knows,” Macon reminded her.


  “Does he know she’s going to Puerto Rico on her honeymoon?”


  Linc turned away from his reflection, only to see another one staring back at him.


  “Nice place,” Macon said.


  “Hot.”


  “Not in winter.”


  “Warm.”


  “Probably.”


  “It shouldn’t be warm in winter. It ain’t natural. Winter should be as cold as a … winter. Otherwise, you get ideas.” She pulled an engraved gold cigarette case from her oversize purse, extracted a lavender cigarette, and struck a wooden match with her thumbnail. “You have any ideas, Blackie?”


  “Don’t,” Lincoln said.


  Old Alice grimaced at her unconscious use of the nickname he abhorred, and asked him again.


  “Ideas about what?” he said.


  “About saving that girl from that idiot, Yark.”


  “He’s a banker, he’s rich,” Macon observed as he wandered up and down the aisle between the display cases.


  “All right, a rich idiot. So what are you going to do about it?”


  “Nothing,” Macon said.


  “I don’t know,” Linc told her. “If I go over there and tell her she’s making a mistake, she’ll either split a chair over my head or think I want to marry her myself. Either way, I don’t win.”


  “One way, you don’t get a headache.”


  He looked at her, and she stared back through a cloud of smoke almost as tinted as the cigarette wrapping.


  Macon, who had stopped his pacing long enough to stand at the righthand display window and was watching the shoppers from around the elbow of a male mannequin dressed in a tuxedo that hadn’t been dusted in eight years, whistled softly. He shifted to the door, then to the lefthand window, where he leaned over to see around the hips of a tilted female mannequin dressed in a white silk ball gown.


  “What?” said Old Alice.


  “That woman.”


  She squinted down the length of the shop. “What woman?”


  “The one that just passed.”


  “He’s randy again,” she told Linc. “He gets this way in December. Feels it’s his duty to perpetuate his line before he croaks. He’s lost count of the bastards scattered from here to Scranton and it worries him.” Another puff of smoke, and she looked back at Crowley. “She’s too young for you.”


  Macon looked over his shoulder. “So am I.”


  Old Alice nodded. “Profound. Very profound. And she’s coming back.”


  Lincoln turned slowly in his chair.


  “Third time she’s walked by.”


  “Damn,” Old Alice muttered. “Y’know, it’s days like this that make me wonder about a Divine Creator.” Macon whistled again, and grabbed a comb from his jacket pocket which he then proceeded to run through his white hair and beard.


  “I mean,” Alice explained, “that every time we sit down to have a nice conversation, someone comes along and drags Blackie off to one of those exotic places that we never get to see because we have to stay here and mind the store. I mean, it happens every damned time!”


  “You went to New Mexico,” Macon said without looking back. “There she goes again.”


  Lincoln rose and stepped off the platform.


  “You went to England and Scotland.”


  “I’m allowed to leave the country.”


  Old Alice, without an ounce of wasted motion, pulled a plastic grape from her sombrero and caught Macon directly in the middle of his rump. Which assault wouldn’t have moved a mouse if it hadn’t been for the refinement she’d developed after the last time she’d seen a James Bond film. Macon yelped and pulled the grape from his cheek, stared at it and crushed it beneath his heel.


  “I shall probably require medical attention,” he complained as he massaged the wounded area while he watched the outside.


  “Who is she?” Linc asked as he moved toward the doorway behind the platform.


  “Can’t get a good look at her face,” Macon said.


  Old Alice snorted, stood, stomped down the aisle, and flung open the door. “Goddamnit,” she said when the woman passed by again, “will you come in here, for god’s sake? You’ve already ruined our afternoon tea.”


  The woman stopped.


  She turned.


  She pushed back her sable hat.


  “Hell,” said Old Alice, and reached for her gun.


  Two


  The room behind the shop was small, overly warm, and contained only enough furniture to make it look as if it were used for no more than a room that held furniture no one ever used. The Thrift Shop table in the center of the floor wobbled, the aged armchair near the doorway had long since lost much of its stuffing, and the poster of Clint Eastwood on the righthand wall was scarred at the bottom, as if visitors felt it necessary to kick at the Nameless Cowboy’s boots in either envy or Liberal disgust. A small refrigerator on the lefthand wall seldom held more than a liter or two of Dr Pepper in cans. And the walls themselves were virtually obscured with chrome-framed prints of movie posters proclaiming their owner’s love for musical biographies and Japanese monsters; it had been quite a while since any of them had been dusted.


  I am, Lincoln thought, asking for trouble.


  He perched on the edge of the table, one foot on the worn carpet, the other swinging nervously back and forth while he tried to keep his balance.


  A few minutes before, Old Alice and Macon had decided it would probably be a good idea to bring some Christmas cheer into their lives by heading next door to the tavern, after Alice had been persuaded to put away the revolver since it was hardly the season to be taking potshots at richly dressed women in the middle of town.


  And in the chair sat the woman.


  Her floor-length sable coat was open, her sable hat settled on one knee, and her green silk dress was so snugly bound to her figure that more than one man who had the good fortune to visit her place of employment was compelled to admire the way modern paint had acquired such a lifelike gloss.


  Linc smiled. “I’m not going to do it.”


  Clarise Mayhew smiled back without a trace of mirth. “It isn’t for George.”


  “I’m still not going to do it.”


  Clarise worked as a private secretary and estate manager for George Vilcroft, a respected and wealthy collector of antiques, oddities, and assorted baubles, most of which were safely and prominently displayed in his Victorian home on the Knob, that portion of Inverness which topped the hill whose western slope held the rest of the community.


  Lincoln had also worked for him on occasion, which was why Vilcroft had so many antiques, oddities, and baubles in his collection.


  “It’s a present,” she said, as if she were giving him a weather report.


  “For George?”


  She shook her head.


  He raised a friendly, albeit skeptical eyebrow. “Clarise, don’t tell me you have someone special in your life after all this time?”


  Her hand touched at a rich fall of brunette hair, settling it into place with a flick of her finger. “Everyone in my life is special, Lincoln.” She reached into her purse and pulled out a slip of green paper. Held it. Waited. Looked at it and sighed. “I would consider it a favor.”


  “That means you won’t pay me.”


  Her eyes narrowed. “I always pay my debts, Lincoln. Always. And if you’ll tell me your usual fee, I’m sure I can more than satisfy you.”


  He looked to the beaded curtain that separated the room from the shop, and he rubbed the side of his neck. “I don’t know, Clarise. I was hoping to get through the holidays without getting shot at.”


  When she laughed, he hugged himself against the cold.


  “Lincoln, you are very amusing.”


  “I am filled,” he said truthfully, “with the spirit of self-preservation.”


  “Nothing will happen. It’s a straightforward matter of going into the city, picking up the item, and bringing it back to me. I will then pay you, wrap the present, and put it under the tree on Christmas Eve.”


  Linc looked at her, looked away, and looked back because he wanted to be sure she was still breathing. That she sat so motionlessly, so emotionlessly, bothered him; for all the money she would have to pay to get him out of the shop, she might as well be purchasing a side of pasture-fed beef for the local kennels. It wasn’t right. He knew it wasn’t right, and he knew he’d hate himself for accepting the job. Which, he reminded himself, could just as easily be done by a messenger service.


  “No, it can’t,” she said with patently false regret when he explained his misgivings.


  “Why not?”


  She crossed her legs. He shivered at the husk of nylon over knee.


  “Why not?” he asked again.


  “Because it requires a certain amount of tact and diplomatic élan, which George tells me you have plenty of in your better moments.”


  Thank you, George, he thought, though he wasn’t sure just how far that dubious recommendation would take him.


  “Clarise, is this legal?”


  She nodded.


  “Are you telling me the truth?”


  She nodded.


  Through your teeth, he said to her silently, and was relieved when she rewarded his perception with a brief, genuine smile. At least now he knew where he stood, which was in the middle of his back room with a beautiful woman who was trying to get him to go into New York City to pick up an ostensible present for a nonexistent special person in her life.


  It made sense.


  About as much sense as Carmel marrying that jackass banker, Yark.


  “No,” he said regretfully. “I have too much work, and I can’t take the time.”


  She frowned, then plucked the hat from her knee, pushed herself to her feet, put the hat on the chair, and walked over to him. When there was less than a hands-breadth between them, she took a slow deep breath. By virtue of Lincoln’s position on the table, and her height, he was unable to meet her gaze squarely and stand his ground. A clever maneuver, he admitted, and one which she probably had to practice in front of a mirror before she got it right.


  He grinned, took light hold of her arms and gently eased her away as he rose. “Clarise, my love, go home. This stinks, you know it and I know it, and besides, I have other things to take care of.”


  “You’ve already said that,” she said, shifting her hips, her torso, her hands to pull the sable coat cloaklike over her shoulders. “I’m asking you as a friend.”


  He looked at her sideways. “A friend?”


  “Lincoln, this is important.”


  “A friend?”


  She placed her palms warmly on his chest, moistened her lips, and allowed a hint of a tear to appear in the corner of her left eye. “If I don’t get this present … I can’t tell you what will happen.”


  Insane, he thought.


  “No,” he said again, though more gently this time.


  She moved another inch closer.


  “Then will you do it for George?”


  He couldn’t move back; the table was in his way.


  “Does George know about it?”


  “No.”


  “But it isn’t his present.”


  Another inch.


  “Right.”


  “Then how can I do it for him if he doesn’t know about it, and it isn’t for him?”


  She said nothing.


  He looked into her eyes, at the smooth lines of her face, the delicate waves of her hair, and didn’t much care for the feeling he felt stirring in his stomach.


  “Am I to assume,” he said at last, and with no little trepidation, “that by doing this for George, you mean that he will continue to be able to employ you as his private secretary? That not doing this for George will mean that, one way or another, you will be forced to leave his employ and vanish from his life as if you never existed?”


  She was flush against him now, her cheek on his shoulder. “Yes,” she said, in a whisper so soft he barely heard it.


  He embraced her then, friend to friend, and was about to ask her what kind of trouble she could possibly get into in a town like this, when the beaded curtain parted and Carmel stomped into the room.


  Clarise didn’t move.


  Lincoln smiled.


  Carmel slammed her hands on her hips and glared. “What the hell are you doing?”


  “Helping a friend,” he said weakly.


  “Right,” she said.


  He dropped his arms.


  Carmel was a head shorter than he, with long, gleaming black hair that matched wide black eyes she couldn’t have made look innocent if she had been raised in a convent, which she hadn’t been though her mother was beginning to regret it. Her figure was not nearly as pronounced or potentially sinful as Clarise’s, but none of the adolescent males in her high school Spanish classes ever confused her with the retired Marine gym teacher. At the moment she was wearing a bulky white Irish sweater, faded jeans, and a pair of white snowboots with black leather fringe; in her left hand she held a packet of envelopes she tapped against her hip.


  “Do you know what these are?” she demanded, holding the packet out and shaking it in the air.


  He looked. “No.”


  Clarise pushed away and resettled herself in the chair, adjusting her skirt slowly, breathing deeply, ignoring Carmel completely.


  “They are the best wedding invitations my poverty-stricken family can afford,” Carmel told him, her voice dangerously low. “At this very moment, I am on my way to the post office to mail them.”


  “Carmel—”


  “Momma says I have to do it now or no one will come to the wedding.”


  “Carmel, look—”


  “Ellsie thinks we ought to elope and save everyone a lot of money.”


  Lincoln blinked. “Ellsie?”


  “Do you know what I’ve been doing today, Linc?”


  He covered his brow with a palm, hoping he had the healing touch so that the sudden headache he felt would vanish before he screamed.


  “I’ll tell you what I’ve been doing,” she said, slapping the packet against her thigh. “I’ve been standing in the goddamn window waiting for you to come over and try to talk me out of it.” Her lips quivered. “Momma says that if you were a real gentleman, you’d do that. She doesn’t want me to marry Ellsie. She thinks he’s a jerk.”


  “Carmel, listen, if you’ll just give me a chance to say something here about—”


  “Do you have any idea how cold it is in that window? Do you know what it’s like having every goddamn shopper in the universe stare at you like you’re some kind of promotional gimmick for a record company?”


  “If you were there,” he snapped, “you saw me, too.” Her mouth opened, closed, and she looked down at Clarise. “Hi,” she said. “How’s George?”


  “Very well, thank you.”


  “Good.” She took a step toward the chair, changed her mind and stepped toward Lincoln. “Yes, I saw you, since you’re so interested. Out there like a jerk without a coat on. Poppa says you should have come over and beaten some sense into me.” One eyebrow arched. “I wouldn’t have minded. You should see what I have in my closet.”


  “Carmel,” he said patiently, “it’s your life. If you want to marry Ellshampton, that’s all right with me and I wish you all the happiness you deserve. But if you don’t really want to marry him, what the hell are you doing with all those stupid wedding invitations?”


  Carmel shrieked.


  Lincoln blinked, and didn’t understand when suddenly she threw her arms around his neck and kissed him, hard; he didn’t understand when she handed an envelope to Clarise and told her that white wasn’t going to be the operative color at this affair; and he didn’t understand when she tossed an envelope at him and ran out of the shop, laughing as if she’d won the largest lottery in the history of the Union.


  Women, he was the first to admit, were not his strong suit, and he was about to toss it aside when Clarise cleared her throat and said sweetly, “Lincoln, you are an idiot.”


  She held up her invitation. He didn’t have to squint; he could see Carmel’s name, in silver, from where he stood. He could also see his name, right under hers, and knew without reading the rest that he wasn’t slated to be the best man.


  “But I didn’t propose,” he protested plaintively.


  She stood, closed her coat, put on her hat, and said, “She is of Spanish descent. Her father is very old-fashioned. If you don’t show up at the church, he’s probably going to blow your head off.”


  He couldn’t move.


  As she walked by, she patted his cheek and shook her head.


  And it was several seconds before he was able to groan loudly and start for the door, his temper sending a flush to his face and rigidity to his limbs. He wanted to know what the hell had happened to Ellshampton Yark; he wanted to know where she got off putting his name on the invitations without even bothering to ask him if he wanted to get married.


  And he wanted to know why, as he reached the door, Clarise abruptly threw up her hands and ran across the street, her hat flying into the gutter, her purse falling to the sidewalk. He called out to her, bent down to retrieve the purse, and froze when someone said in his ear, “Touch it, pardner, and I’ll cut your throat where you stand.”


  Three


  Lincoln, knowing a declaration of intent when he heard one, instantly discarded the fleeting possibility that it was a joke when he felt something press into his back, a long way from his throat but ominous nonetheless. It was sharp, and sharper in the cold that made his shirt feel thinly coated with ice; and he did not look over his shoulder when the point of whatever weapon it was nudged him as soon as his neck twitched with temptation.


  A casual glance side to side showed him pedestrians passing without interest, so the weapon wasn’t obvious and neither was his predicament.


  Slowly then, and with absolutely no intention of antagonizing whoever it was standing behind him, he waggled his fingers over the purse as if trying to shoo it over the snowbank and into the gutter. Then he straightened, set his hands on his hips, and looked across the street without seeing a thing.


  “Fine,” the voice said. A soft voice. A man’s voice. “That’s pretty good, Mr. Blackthorne. Now go back inside and sew something.”


  He considered whirling around and surprising the man, grabbing the weapon deftly, and beating the hell out of him with it; he considered the distance between them and knew he wouldn’t be able to move more than an inch before that weapon did whatever it was supposed to do and left him looking like a jerk in the morgue; he looked down the street and saw the three ski-capped college women walking toward him, just ahead of the two elderly mink-wrapped matrons, and knew that a fuss would only invite casualties of which he might not be the only one.


  “Move,” the voice said again. “Please.”


  He moved.


  And as he did he caught a glimpse of a reflection in the lefthand display window—a man reaching down quickly, picking up the purse, and stuffing it into the pocket of a solid black overcoat too large for the wearer. The reflection then moved on, a black-gloved hand pulling a wide-brimmed hat low over its face.


  He frowned as he closed the door behind him and without pause continued through the beaded curtain into the back room; he frowned as he stood in front of Clint Eastwood and pressed the bullets in the bandolier in complicated sequence; and he frowned as the poster, and the door hidden behind it, swung open sharply, nearly slammed him against the wall, and permitted him to race up the stairs to the apartment above the shop, then to the window overlooking Creek Road, where he raised the sash and poked his head out. Futile, because he knew the reflection in black would be gone; hopeful, because there was always that one small chance that luck had stuck around.


  It hadn’t.


  Damn; and he dropped onto a well-used couch and picked up the receiver of a telephone fashioned in the shape of an Arabian stallion—a well-meant gift from a friend who thought Lincoln needed a bit of class in a room otherwise furnished in the manner of it looks comfortable so who cares if it matches.


  He dialed George Vilcroft’s number.


  When George answered, he hung up.


  Fifteen minutes later he tried again.


  When George answered, he hung up.


  He speculated on the possibilities: that Clarise had gotten herself into something which now endangered her life, which was why she needed his help; that Clarise had located a truly valuable antique, oddity, or extraordinary bauble, which was highly prized by other parties, and those other parties were actively attempting to discourage and otherwise prevent her from continuing her pursuit of said object in a manner peculiar only to true fanatics and collectors; that Clarise had stumbled accidentally into something over which she had no control through her pursuit of that object, which was about to cost her her life; that Clarise had set the whole thing up in order to make him speculate on things designed to elicit his sympathy and thus his services, even though she could probably do it herself, despite the fact she had never in her life done anything herself she could avoid. Vilcroft typed his own letters.


  None of it explained why the reflection had been so interested in her purse.


  He dialed Vilcroft’s number, and when George answered, Linc asked to speak to Clarise.


  “Lincoln, my boy!” Vilcroft said happily. “Lord, it’s been a long time since we’ve gotten together.”


  “It has,” he said, standing and walking to the window. “Too long. I love it. Where’s Clarise?”


  “I understand you’re finally getting married, you old devil you.”


  He gaped at the receiver. “How’d you know that?”


  “Then it’s true?”


  “No.”


  There was a pause. “But I got the invitation just a few minutes ago.”


  He scowled. Wonderful. Carmel must have decided to deliver a few in person, not trusting the post office to assist her in entrapping him.


  “I’m not getting married. Where’s Clarise?”


  “Odd,” Vilcroft said. “It has your name on it.”


  “A printer’s error, that’s all. It’s supposed to be Ellshampton Yark.”


  “Hell of an error. That’s not even close.”


  “George,” he said, “I’ll discuss my future with you some other time, if you don’t mind. Right now, I need to talk to Clarise.”


  “Carmel isn’t going to like that, not so soon before the wedding. Have you no pride?”


  “George,” he said, his voice flat.


  “Certainly. Well, I can’t help you, Linc. I haven’t seen her in a couple of hours. But hang on a minute, and I’ll see if she’s back.”


  The line went flat as he was put on hold, and he passed the time watching the flow of pedestrians, frowning at each dark coat he saw, frowning deeper at each hat that obscured the wearer’s face.


  “Lincoln.”


  “George.”


  “She’s not here.”


  “Tell her I called.”


  “What about Carmel?”
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