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				“The ego is not master in its own house.”

					
						—Sigmund Freud
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						—Old English proverb

					

				

			

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 1

			The house reeked of death.

			Charley picked her way carefully over and around the boxes, crates, and haphazard piles of debris that choked the upper gallery, breathing through her mouth in an attempt to avoid the worst of the smell. Geez, it stank even worse up here than it had in the main rooms downstairs. As she snagged her toe and nearly took a header into a stack of picture frames, she wondered if the heavy work boots and rugged jeans she’d worn were sufficient protection against contracting tetanus.

			Her goal was a room at the end of the hall—the “Blue Room,” according to Calvin Prescott, the estate appraiser handling the Mulbridge family’s auction and general sale. Mulbridge House itself was scheduled for the wrecking ball, just as soon as the eager heirs could liquidate the contents and obtain final approval from the Oakwood Planning Commission. She’d read the newspaper story with interest: complete demolition of the mansion and outbuildings, then a new street and subdivision of the land into fourteen generous wooded lots. Landlocked as was this wealthy, insular suburb of Dayton, Ohio, those lots would be a smoking-hot commodity, with price tags to match. That is, they would be if the late Augusta Mulbridge’s son and daughter could convince the city to approve their development plan—not a slam dunk by any means, with neighbors and preservationists screaming bloody murder.

			Arriving without further misadventure before a massive carved wood door, Charley trailed a finger over the tracery of leaves and flowers that decorated eight separate square panels, each one a different blossom. What a beautiful piece of workmanship. Too bad it was discolored by water damage. Every antique fitting in Mulbridge House was like that: heavy, ornate, the very best quality, but sinking into decay, from the fabulous bronze laurel wreath door knockers now green with neglect to the crumbling plaster friezes in the upper gallery. Even the name of this house evoked a lost age of wealth and privilege, when massive estates on secluded roads were too isolated—and too exclusive—for a mere street address.

			
			She pushed open the heavy door. Its hinges squealed as if they hadn’t been oiled since the Truman administration. She shivered. This whole place was like a Hollywood horror movie set, right down to the cobwebs and creaky floorboards.

			It was more than just the smell, Charley decided. Mulbridge House exuded a palpable despair, as if the house yearned for better times still remembered. It was starting to get to her—she, a professional, a dealer in the old and discarded. Lord knew she’d waded through plenty of estate sales, digging through the leavings of the dead. Detachment was a necessary skill for a vintage clothing dealer.

			She considered herself more than half a treasure hunter, a bit like Indiana Jones, or maybe Lara Croft. She grinned. There was a Hollywood image for you. Charley Carpenter, red hair flying, slashing her way through a treacherous jungle of moldy castoffs, searching for the shining jewel, the golden idol, the key to the hidden vault. Maybe she should get a bullwhip.

			Once inside the Blue Room, she was relieved to discover that the overall creepiness factor was reduced by the late winter sunlight flooding through tall, deep-silled windows. Calvin’s minions had finished in here. Other than a radiator and a remarkable ceiling fixture of cut blue glass, the room contained just three things. An aluminum rack on wheels held four white plastic garment bags, the rack’s gleaming newness contrasting sharply with all this antiquity. Next to it was a large cardboard box, top flaps tucked shut. Two preprinted white labels, each bearing the Prescott Auctions logo, announced that the contents were shoes and handbags. A second box bore a label declaring it contained hats. Charley shivered again, this time in anticipation.

			
			She slowly pulled down the zipper of one of the garment bags, then parted the sides to reveal the bag’s contents.

			“Oh, my giddy aunt.” Givenchy, Armani, Halston, Chanel, Yves St. Laurent, a dozen evening gowns spilled out, gorgeous fabrics flowing through her hands in a river of shimmering color. Calvin hadn’t exaggerated.

			She quickly opened the other bags and checked their contents. Suits, skirts, dresses, more evening wear, two full-length furs, and everything in very good condition. Charley knew Augusta Mulbridge had been a virtual recluse before her death eighteen months ago. Most of these things had probably hung untouched in her wardrobe for decades. The midnight blue Chanel still had the original sales tags. Imagine buying a Chanel and never having the occasion to wear it, she thought. How sad.

			She checked the lists pinned to each zipper pull, Calvin’s neat handwriting itemizing the contents and estimating their value. Well, there was going to be a conversation about pricing, that much was clear.

			She knew she’d take the lot. And she knew Calvin knew it. It was one of the reasons he’d invited her to the dealer presale. There were plenty of bigger dealers he could have called in from Cincinnati or Columbus, online sellers with deep pockets who wouldn’t need to dicker down. But as an old friend of her father’s, Calvin always looked out for her. He’d literally watched her grow up. While the men drank homemade root beer and played dominoes in the tiny back office, a very young Charley had spent more than a few delightful afternoons exploring dusty treasures in the Prescott showroom. Somewhere around fourth grade she’d started coming on her own, knowing she’d always find a warm welcome, as well as access to Calvin’s cookie stash. Those solo safaris marked the beginning of her fascination with vintage clothing. Since she’d opened Old Hat three years ago, Calvin Prescott had taken a fatherly interest in her and her tiny shop, giving her advice about pricing, sending a few choice clients her way, even clueing her in on his secret recipe for lifting the musty odor of age and neglect from fragile fabrics.

			
			He was an occasional dinner guest at the Carpenter home on Hawthorn Boulevard, evenings that delighted her housebound father. Each time he popped into her shop in his bottle green coat and polka-dot bow tie, offering advice or brimming with a juicy piece of industry gossip, her affection for their old friend grew. Despite the forty-year difference in their ages, Calvin Prescott was a true kindred spirit.

			Charley pulled open the flaps on the first box. Glittering evening bags formed a top layer over a number of lidded shoeboxes. She checked for damage, but everything looked perfect, many of the shoes unworn. Knowing Calvin, he’d already pulled any item that was less than top quality and consigned it to the general sale.

			
			That’s where all the crap she’d tripped over on her way up here was headed. The general public would never see the inside of the Blue Room, or indeed most of the rooms in Mulbridge House. Calvin always handled the big estates that way, with an invitation-only dealer sale on Thursday and Friday, an auction of selected items on Saturday, then the general sale on Sunday. Anything still unsold after all that was landfill.

			Charley decided Calvin was unlikely to have hidden any dogs at the bottom, so she closed the flaps and turned to the final box. HATS.

			This box was crammed full, and what a variety! Charley pulled out a green velvet Robin Hood cap and smoothed the shiny black feather tucked into the band. Had Augusta Mulbridge actually worn this? Straws, silks, veils and fascinators, felt and wool—there was enough headgear here to more than replenish her barren post-holiday shelves. She tossed the green cap back in and shut the lid. Another no-brainer. Of course she wanted them all. Every sequin, every bugle bead, every silk rose.

			Now all she had to do was figure out how to pay for all of it. Sales had slowed lately, and cash flow was a real concern. She’d been toying with the idea of expanding her inventory to include more modern evening wear. In fact, today might be the perfect opportunity to get Calvin’s input—and perhaps soften up some of his asking prices at the same time. Charley pocketed the inventories and prepared to head downstairs and open negotiations.

			She emerged onto the upper gallery, a long open landing that connected the two wings of Mulbridge House and overlooked the soaring entry. A massive crystal chandelier gleamed dully at eye level, its hand-cut prisms clouded with grime. The curving sweep of the main staircase lay at the far end. As she passed along the carved balustrade, the sound of angry voices rose from below.

			
			Three people stood arguing. At least, two people were arguing. The third was watching the exchange with arms folded, expression cold.

			The primary shouter was a short, stout woman of about seventy in a shapeless plum-colored coat. Frizzy orange hair poked from beneath an equally misshapen crocheted hat of black and purple squares. The broad jowly face, suffering under an overapplication of powder and rouge, had frown lines cutting deep around a thin mouth tight with fury. Charley recognized Millicent Peache, president of Sustain Oakwood’s Architectural Past—SOAP, if you could believe it. Her sensibly shod feet were planted firmly on the black-and-white parquetry floor, as if daring the woman before her to try and get her to budge. Despite the fighting stance, her faded blue eyes reflected more desperation than anger. Pudgy veined hands trembled as she emphasized her words. Charley wondered if she was ill.

			Her harassed-looking opponent was Pamela Tate, Calvin Prescott’s chief assistant. She looked tired, dirty, and ready to do violence.

			“Mrs. Peache, those books are not to be touched until the auction. You cannot just barge in here and—”

			“Augusta Mulbridge would be twirling in her grave, positively twirling! If she could see what you’re doing to her lovely home, this architectural masterpiece, this monument to gracious living—”

			The third woman snorted. Millie rounded and jabbed a finger at her. “And you! Her own daughter. You ought to be ashamed. You know your mother never wanted this.” She waved her arms wildly, causing Pamela to take a cautious step back. “She intended Mulbridge House and its contents to be preserved! It must be preserved intact, in all its glory, a shining example of Tudor revival at its finest.”

			
			Charley suppressed a snort of her own. As if. The odor she’d identified upstairs was unmistakable to anyone familiar with old buildings. Mulbridge House was riddled with black mold, the structural kiss of death.

			“And that,” said the woman in a voice edged with sarcasm, “is why Mother’s will leaves the house and its contents to Jamie and me. She knew we had absolutely no intention of restoring it.”

			Charley recognized the sarcastic woman, too. A picture of Holland Mulbridge had appeared in last week’s Oakwood Register, next to an irate editorial on the historical significance of Mulbridge House and the immorality of the planned demolition. Holland and her younger brother, Jameson Mulbridge, Jr., were painted as the villains of the piece. No mystery where the OR’s sympathies lay.

			Holland was as tall and elegant as Millicent was dowdy, with long, ash blond hair framing a pale, oval face, high cheekbones, and a suspiciously perfect nose. Her model-thin body was draped in couture that screamed Paris or Milan. According to the article, she was the CEO of Mulbridge Shipping, Ltd. A scary person to work for, Charley imagined, even as the older woman stood her ground.

			“No intention?” Millie was almost shouting now. “That’s a lie!”

			Holland narrowed her eyes. “How dare you presume to tell me what my mother did and did not want?”

			
			Pamela turned, clearly at her wits’ end. “I’m getting Calvin.”

			“How dare I?” Millie’s voice cracked as she took a step closer and pointed a shaking finger in Holland’s face. “What a pathetic excuse for a daughter. Who was here day after day, month after month, through thick and thin? Who stood as a true friend to Gussie, providing support and companionship through her declining years? While you and that brother of yours were off heaven knows where, living the high life, turning your back on a glorious heritage, neglecting a dying woman in her final—”

			It happened so fast, Charley almost missed it. One moment Millie was reading Holland the riot act, and the next she was sailing across the parquet on her ass, arms wide, mouth gaping open in an O of shock. Holland smiled tightly as she refolded her arms. Princess Elegant had actually shoved Millie in the chest, launching her across the foyer. Unbelievable. Charley was halfway down the stairs before she realized she was moving.

			“What in heaven’s name?”

			Calvin Prescott, looking dapper as ever in a neatly pressed olive green safari suit, hurried into the entry through a pair of pocket doors on the left, Pamela on his heels. He halted abruptly as Millie slid to a stop at his feet. Charley slowed her own descent, ready to step in if fists began flying in earnest.

			“Millicent.” He had an auctioneer’s voice, deep and commanding. It always surprised people the first time they heard it issuing from such a little man. He lowered it even further, managing to sound both disapproving and sympathetic. “Ms. Mulbridge. Please.” He and Pamela hauled the older woman awkwardly to her feet.

			
			“That little…hussy…attacked me!” Millie gasped for breath, struggling to straighten her clothing and slapping away Pamela’s attempts to help.

			“She practically spit in my face,” Holland said calmly. “I may have pushed her back a little.”

			“I’ll have you arrested for this!”

			“If anyone gets arrested today, it’s going to be you, you old bat,” Holland retorted. “Trespassing—this is still my house—attempted robbery, assault—”

			“There’s no need for the police.” Calvin glared severely at Holland over tiny round spectacles, then turned to Millie. “I understand how upsetting this is. But you know perfectly well you cannot access the inventory until the auction. The rules apply to everyone.”

			“But this is wrong!” Millie wailed. “Calvin, you know Gussie didn’t want this! She was going to…She promised to—”

			“Yes, yes, we’ve been through all that.” Calvin had his arm around Millie’s shoulders, steering her toward the enormous double front doors. “We’ve searched everything, including the contents of the library, just as I told you we would. We’ve found nothing, my word of honor.”

			“But she promised. You promised!” Millie’s voice dropped to a furious whisper. “We trusted you. You told us we could trust you.”

			Charley strained to hear. What promise? What had Calvin been searching for? Why had he mentioned the library in particular?

			“I understand. Very distressing. What I recommend is a nice cup of tea, perhaps a hot bath. And tomorrow, when you’re feeling calmer…” Calvin’s final words were lost as he opened one of the front doors.

			
			Shooting Holland a final look of pure hatred, Millie allowed Calvin to maneuver her outside. Then he shut the door firmly, turned with a sigh of relief, and spotted Charley.

			“Charley, my dear. All set, are we?”

			She descended the last few steps, trying not to look guilty of first-degree eavesdropping. “Ready when you are.”

			“Who the hell is this?” Holland glared at her.

			“Holland, may I introduce Miss Charlotte Carpenter? She is the proprietor of Old Hat, the vintage clothier located just a few doors down from my own establishment. Charley, Holland Mulbridge.”

			Holland ignored Charley’s outstretched hand, dismissing her with a glance. Charley could almost hear her thinking: shopkeeper. She was suddenly acutely aware of her faded jeans, her ancient sweatshirt, and the hair she hadn’t bothered to brush out that morning, instead raking it into a violent red topknot, tendrils drifting loose around her face. Despite her tussle with Millie, Holland’s smooth golden tresses looked as if she’d just stepped out of a salon.

			“Mr. Prescott, I demand to know what on earth that interfering old woman was talking about. What promise? What are you searching for?” Holland’s tone rang with command, the voice of a woman used to getting her way.

			Calvin waved dismissively. “Just some ridiculous nonsense about a new will.”

			Holland’s jaw dropped. “A new will? She thinks my mother—what? Left everything to her? She’s out of her mind.”

			
			“Not to her personally.” Calvin sighed. “She’s under the impression that your mother intended leaving the estate in trust to SOAP. I’m afraid I promised her we’d keep an eye out for any legal documents Augusta might have tucked away among her things. Of course, we do that anyway, for every client. She seemed rather fixated on the idea of the Mulbridge library, which may explain why Pamela found her digging through boxes of books just now.” He smiled at Holland. “We’ve found nothing, and so there’s nothing for you to be concerned with, as I said. Now, Charley, if you’ll come with me?”

			Pamela shook her head in disgust and headed off on a mission of her own as Calvin disappeared back through the double doors on their left. After a moment’s stunned hesitation, both women hurried after him. Charley found herself in a huge, high-ceilinged room. Rows of chairs faced a small stage with a podium and display table draped in black. A pair of workers arranged framed paintings on a series of easels against the far wall. This was the formal living room, the setting for tomorrow’s auction. After that little one-act drama, Charley couldn’t wait. It looked like things might get interesting.

			Holland spoke, breaking the silence that had followed Calvin’s casually dropped bombshell.

			“That old vulture has been hanging around for months. She drove my mother crazy.”

			“Why?” Charley asked. “Weren’t they friends?”

			Holland sniffed. “They were contemporaries. Both widowed young. Millie had no children, but she raised a nephew—I don’t recall his name. He was in Cub Scouts with Jamie. Not precisely Mother’s cup of tea, but there were ceremonies, car pools, that sort of thing.”

			
			Charley nodded. “That sort of thing” was the lifeblood of a small community like Oakwood. Even a woman as insulated by wealth as Augusta Mulbridge hadn’t been immune.

			“Benjy Wycoff. I remember him. He was two years ahead of me at Oakwood. But I don’t think I remember your brother.”

			“Jamie entered St. John’s in eighth grade.”

			Well, duh, Charley thought. Jameson Mulbridge, Jr., had attended an exclusive prep school, as had Holland. No mere public school education would do for the elite, not even Oakwood, one of the top-rated school districts in the state.

			“Mother knew everyone in town, regardless of their ages. That’s how she was. Involved. Caring.” A shadow flitted across Holland’s face, a momentary tightness, then it was gone. “A few years ago, dear old Millie took up this new hobby, forming that preservationist club and making a nuisance of herself with estate owners and the City Council. Talk about the devil and idle hands.” Her short laugh was devoid of humor. “Now I know what she was angling for. She was trying to get Mother to change her will and turn the house into some sort of museum. Can you imagine?”

			Charley could not. This place was so sunk into decay, it would take far more money to restore it than the house was probably worth. She doubted SOAP and its membership had pockets that deep. But what did she know?

			Since Holland was being so chatty, she decided to probe a little.

			“Are you sure she didn’t?” Holland stared at her. Charley shrugged apologetically, aware of how little she really knew about the Mulbridge family, just gossip and what she’d read in the papers. “You knew your own mother best. But Millie certainly seems convinced. She must have had some reason to think your mother was at least considering it. Those SOAP fanatics have been after me to join since I opened Old Hat, and let me tell you, they’re relentless. Is it possible your mother might have said something to…string her along?”

			
			“Why on earth would she do that?”

			Maybe because she was bored and lonely, Charley thought. She glanced up at the water- stained plaster rosettes decorating the ballroom ceiling. How had Holland and her brother allowed their home, their mother’s home, to spiral down into such a sorry state? Were Millie’s accusations of neglect true? Maybe Augusta had wanted to ensure that her only visitor would keep coming around. Or maybe, just maybe, she really did have a change of heart. It happened.

			Holland seemed to read something of Charley’s thoughts in her expression. “Please don’t believe Millie’s lies about Mother. The three of us discussed it. She knew Jamie and I were going to tear the place down. We agreed it would be foolish to waste time and money on…”

			Holland’s cellphone rang. She frowned at the display and turned away to answer.

			Well, well. That little speech had smacked of excuses and ass covering. She watched Holland pacing, whispering furiously. Her voice rose briefly, and Charley heard a snatch of conversation.

			“—never should have told him, Cecil! This is unacceptable. Your job is to make sure he doesn’t…” and her voice dropped again. Then, “You have no idea what I’m forced to contend with here! On top of everything else…”

			
			Somebody was getting reamed, Charley thought with amusement. She imagined that Holland was a stern taskmaster, accustomed to being obeyed, not much caring which hapless minion got trampled in the process.

			Why would such a woman bother to justify her actions to a mere shopkeeper? Would a powerful shipping magnate give a damn about public sentiment? She might, Charley decided, if she were worried about getting her project approvals from the city. Rumor had it that the Planning Commission was dragging its feet, still divided over whether to grant authorization for the teardown and redevelopment of the property. Like it or not, public sentiment meant a great deal in a place like Oakwood.

			After two delays on flimsy pretexts had produced threats of legal action from the Mulbridge family’s army of lawyers, the Planning Commission would finally convene in special session next Friday, just eight days from now. If the vote went against Holland and her brother, Charley imagined, they would stand to lose a lot of money. Millions, according to the OR. In her experience, people with money and power always wanted more of both. The more they had, the hungrier they were. And more often than not, they did whatever it took to get their hands on the biggest share.

			Leaving Holland to enjoy her phone call in relative privacy, Charley approached the exquisite Louis XV escritoire that Calvin had appropriated for the duration of the sale. He rubbed his hands together, blue eyes twinkling. “You found the things I set aside? What did you think?”

			
			“You know exactly what I thought, you rascal.” She dropped into a folding chair. “I want it all. But honestly, Calvin, you must think I was born yesterday.” She pulled out his inventories and laid them on the desk. “Do you want to see me go bankrupt?”

			After a highly gratifying thirty minutes, Charley rose, her ownership of Augusta Mulbridge’s vintage treasures secured. Best of all, she’d managed to wangle Calvin’s original estimates down nearly 20 percent. In all fairness, he’d seemed to enjoy the negotiations every bit as much as she had.

			“Thanks for holding everything until Monday. I’ll figure something out over the weekend.”

			Old Hat couldn’t afford a truck. And her ancient orange VW Beetle wouldn’t hold even one of those precious garment bags without crushing its contents. This issue with transporting estate sale finds had been a problem since she’d started her business. Up until now, whenever she planned a road trip that promised to bear bulkier fruit, she’d managed to beg, borrow, or steal vans or pickup trucks from various friends and acquaintances to haul home her purchases. This time, maybe because the sale was here in Oakwood, she’d procrastinated, then struck out with all her usual victims.

			“Charley, I’ve just had the most marvelous idea,” Calvin began as he walked her toward the door. Holland was nowhere to be seen. “There are several out-of-town dealers for whom I’ll be holding larger items. What if I had my movers bring your things to my shop on Monday afternoon? I’ve already paid them to transport everything else. That way you could simply pop down the street and carry it all back to your place. Although I must say, it’s high time you got yourself a truck.”

			
			“Maybe if the new evening wear line takes off, I can finally afford one. Thanks for this—you’re the best!” Charley planted a kiss on his cheek, and he pinked with pleasure. “Good luck with the auction, sweetie. I’ll be the sassy redhead in the back row.”

			As she stepped through the heavy double doors and onto the deep front porch, she inhaled deeply, savoring the scent of the surrounding pines, the fresh smell of earth and green things, cleansing the stench of mold from her lungs. A chickadee chirruped from a nearby tree and was answered from farther within the forest. Something scurried across the driveway, a pair of tiny chipmunks making a bold dash for the safety of an ivy bed. She tried to imagine a dozen or so new homes where these woods now stood. That wasn’t really so many, was it? She knew several of the neighbors in opposition: the Meades, the Englands, the Patels. Wealthy, yes, but at the end of the day, they were honest, hardworking families like any others. She’d spoken to some of them; she’d read their letters of protest and thought she understood their concerns. It wasn’t just about privacy, or appraised property values, or perceived quality of life. These families also worried about the safety of their children traveling to school along the narrow, winding roads of west Oakwood. The question of a missing will was intriguing, she thought, but ultimately it was people that mattered.

			“You’re not fooling anyone, you know.”

			Charley almost jumped out of her skin. She whirled to find Pamela leaning against a pillar, a sour look on her face. “Excuse me?”

			
			Pamela gestured toward the house. “Calvin doesn’t need another protégée. He’s already got me. So you can save your damsel-in-distress act.”

			And with a sneer, Pamela went inside and shut the door. Charley stared at the ornate laurel-wreath door knockers in disbelief. Damsel-in-distress act? Pamela suspected she was…what? Pretending to be hard-up financially so Calvin would…She shook her head. The idea was too preposterous. Yes, she and Calvin were very close, but she’d never realized Pamela might be threatened by their relationship, that she might be jealous of Charley. Yet clearly that was the case.

			She descended the steps and headed to her car, wondering what she could do to dispel Pamela’s suspicions. Well, what could she do? They were totally groundless. She wasn’t going to pretend to be something she was not, and she wouldn’t give up her friendship with Calvin. It was a shame, really. She and Pamela had always had a cordial relationship. The woman was a bit high-strung, but Charley had never pegged her as paranoid.

			“It just goes to show,” she remarked to a bright red cardinal on a nearby branch. “You never really know about people.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 2

			Mulbridge House was packed. Charley slipped inside the foyer, joining the throng of would-be bidders. Numbered items or boxed lots were ranged around the perimeter. As she maneuvered her way into the dining room, she saw row after row of tables loaded with inventory. Attendants wearing PRESCOTT AUCTIONS name tags kept careful watch as potential buyers asked questions and examined objects of every description. If an estate was big enough to warrant it—and this was a huge one—Calvin hired a small army of helpers. A burly young man stood at the foot of the stairs to prevent anyone from accessing the upper rooms. Good, she thought. Her things were probably still up there.

			And there was Frankie, the top of her curly dark hair barely visible, her elfin body buffeted by the crowd, but no doubt loving every minute of it. Charley’s BFF since the seventh grade, Frankie Cartolano Bright was managing to maintain her hard-won position before a table loaded with boxes of beautiful leather-bound books from the Mulbridges’ extensive private library. A beefy man tried to shoulder his way in between her and her quarry. Charley grinned when Frankie threw an elbow, apologizing sweetly as the unfortunate recipient retreated.

			“Crazy SOAP people,” Frankie muttered as Charley slipped into the vacancy. “Pawing through all these books like they think they’re going to find dollar bills tucked between the pages. Millie and her gang shoved inside the minute the doors opened.”

			“Really?” Charley glanced toward an adjacent table and observed two older women she vaguely recognized digging furiously through more boxes, flipping through volume after volume, only to toss them aside. A frazzled attendant was attempting to keep the various numbered lots orderly. As Charley watched he gave up, spoke sharply to the two women, and hurried off. Calling for reinforcements, Charley guessed. “Where’s Millie?”

			
			“Who knows?” Frankie ran her fingers over the gleaming burgundy leather spines of a complete set of the works of Charles Dickens. “These will be perfect in John’s home office. I finally finished painting the shelves. Anyway, I called them a ‘gang,’ but it looks like she could only come up with two or three people. I wonder if all her crazy talk about inheriting the mansion has scared the others off.”

			After the events of Friday, the women had met for coffee and discussed in detail Holland’s outrageous conduct and Millie’s startling claim about a secret new will. They’d reached no conclusions about whether such a document existed, but there was no doubt what Millie had been searching for.

			“When Pamela caught her snooping, Millie was hunting through books, too,” Charley reminded her. “Now that SOAP finally has access to everything, I can only think of one reason why they’d ignore all these other antiques. They’re convinced Augusta Mulbridge hid the new will inside a book from her library.” She tapped her chin thoughtfully. “I wonder why they think that.”

			A commotion in the foyer drew her attention. The crowd fell silent as a woman she couldn’t see protested vehemently, while a man argued with equal vigor. Charley glimpsed Millie Peache being hustled across the foyer by a guard, crocheted hat askew, slip showing below the hem of her tatty coat, face red with anger and mortification. Charley saw several people filming and snapping photos with their cellphones.

			
			“The poor old thing,” Frankie whispered. “Was that necessary?”

			Pamela Tate appeared, two determined-looking young men following in her wake. She steered toward the SOAP members, who continued to ravage the book tables.

			“Ladies, I’m going to have to ask you to leave,” Pamela said into the sudden silence. “You can join your friend Mrs. Peache.” One of the women opened her mouth as if to protest, but Pamela’s helpers each took an elbow and began steering them firmly from the room.

			“That was pretty harsh,” Charley murmured, shocked at the manhandling of the three septuagenarians. “What on earth did Millie do?”

			Pamela shot her an unfriendly glance, then shrugged. “Augusta Mulbridge owned a rare antique Bible. Nineteenth-century Spanish, hand-tooled leather inlaid with ivory, illuminated chapter headers, exceptional condition. It’s worth a small fortune, and Calvin entrusted the appraisal to me,” she said proudly. “Millie and a handful of serious collectors have been taking turns examining it. They all have to wear gloves, you understand, and Calvin has been supervising the process personally. Millie took so long and got so invasive, poking and tugging at the binding and so forth, Calvin finally had to cut her off before she damaged the piece. It wasn’t as if she could have afforded to bid on it.”

			“I take it she wasn’t happy about Calvin’s decision?”

			Pamela smirked as she headed out. “You could say that.”

			“Okay, I’m bidding on Lots 81 and 87.” Frankie tucked a notepad into her jeans pocket. “The auction doesn’t start for thirty minutes, and they won’t get to my stuff for at least an hour. Let’s get some air. I feel a little faint.”

			
			“Don’t blame you.” Charley noted with concern that Frankie indeed looked pale. Following the hush, everyone had begun talking and exclaiming at renewed volume, and the pushing and shoving around the book tables had taken on a dangerous edginess. Charley didn’t plan to bid on anything, but her decision to attend and help Frankie had clearly been a good one. She wrapped a protective arm around her tiny pal and maneuvered the two of them into the foyer, where blessedly fresh air blew in through the open double doors.

			The women headed down the steps and strolled across the front courtyard as late arrivals streamed past them, a few waving or nodding a quick greeting. After a few minutes Charley murmured, “You notice how none of the neighbors are here?”

			Frankie grinned. “Silent protest?”

			“I’ll bet they’re taking pictures. With all these cars, Runnymede is practically impassable. If anyone needed an ambulance…”

			Charley shivered, a sudden cold breeze carrying the promise of rain. As she glanced up at the house, she spotted Pamela at one of the front windows. Their eyes met, then Pamela turned abruptly and disappeared from sight. She sighed inwardly. Lots of negative vibes at Mulbridge House today, she thought. Time to inject some positivity.

			“Come on, short stuff. If you’re feeling better, let’s go grab a couple of seats for the auction.”

			Frankie snapped a salute, the roses back in her cheeks. “Back row?”

			
			“Damn skippy.”

			—

			Early Tuesday morning, Charley hauled on the semifunctional steering wheel of her VW, managing the left turn onto Park Avenue with minimal ligament damage. Running early for a change, she gave in to temptation and drove past Old Hat rather than pulling directly around to the back lot. She told herself it was good marketing sense to keep a fresh perspective on the curb appeal of any business, especially one that relied on foot traffic for a good slice of its revenue.

			Taking up almost the entire block on her left sprawled the French provincial masterpiece that was the Oakwood Safety Building. The right-hand side of the Shops of Park Avenue district was home to a dozen small businesses, occupying a series of converted houses and mismatched retail buildings. Most of them were still closed, windows dark, but Ashley’s Bakery opened at seven and was already jammed with customers. Yum.

			Sharing the small copper-roofed cottage with the bakery was Slash, the hair salon where a certain stylist named Dmitri St. James had better be ready and waiting to help her move her stuff, if he knew what was good for him. But of course he’d be ready, she thought fondly. The man knew how to keep a promise.

			Across the tidy concrete alleyway from Slash sat a long, low building with a fake Williamsburg façade that housed, among other things of lesser global significance, Old Hat Vintage Fashions. She sighed with happiness, admiring the four papier-mâché giraffes in her display window, where they shimmered with color and timeless vintage style, draped today in corals, bright greens, and silvery grays. Hers was the most arresting display on the street, no contest.

			
			Glad to have settled the question of her ongoing retail supremacy, Charley continued up the long block, intending to turn right at the west alley and circle back around to park behind her shop. Prescott Auctions took up the entire first floor of a large brick office building on the corner. Calvin had promised to meet her there at eight. Odd that he hadn’t answered when she called just before leaving home, she thought. If he’d forgotten their appointment, it wouldn’t much matter if Dmitri was ready or not.

			As she approached, she noted lights on inside. In fact, from what she could see through the glass door and side window, it appeared that every light in the place was blazing. Excellent. All parties present and accounted for.

			She’d called Calvin Sunday afternoon and pushed back their appointment to this morning. Bless his heart, he was only too happy to accommodate her needs. Torrential rain in the forecast had kept her from collecting her Mulbridge House purchases yesterday, as they had originally discussed. Without a van, even a block was too risky. She’d paid far too much to jeopardize those delicate fabrics with water damage.

			Emerging from the alley into the rear lot, she noted a black sedan that she assumed was Calvin’s, as well as a big roll-gate truck with prescott auctions in large, ornate lettering along the side. A three-foot-tall gilt auctioneer’s gavel formed the “P” in “Prescott.” Charley frowned, recalling a Sunday morning spent poring over the new and used car ads in the newspaper. It hadn’t taken her long to determine that a panel van, even a stripped-down base-price model, was far beyond her reach. She suffered a mild twinge of vehicle envy.

			
			Charley wrestled the ancient VW into her reserved parking spot, unlocked Old Hat’s rear door just long enough to drop her laptop bag onto her desk, then hurried down the alley to Slash’s brushed stainless steel front door.

			“Be with you in a sec.” Looking uncharacteristically workmanlike in faded Levi’s and a dark blue pullover, Dmitri cradled the receptionist’s phone between cheek and shoulder as he tapped information into the salon’s new appointment program. Charley pinched his perfect ass, laughing when he bobbled the receiver. She wandered back through the coconut-scented salon to Afiya Vickerson’s tiny office.

			Not here yet. Luckily for her, Dmitri had had the foresight to fire up some java. Afiya, Slash’s owner, made the meanest cup of free trade coffee on Park Avenue, and she had schooled her star stylist well in the intricacies of its production.

			“Fee’s not in until ten.” Dmitri grabbed Charley from behind, spinning her around and hauling her against his broad chest. He dipped her so low, her long red hair brushed the floor. “Your radiance makes my loins rise with desire. Dump the flatfoot and run away with me.”

			She gazed up into that flawless face, the silken fall of shoulder-length midnight hair, those long, dark eyelashes. Less than a breath separated his mouth from hers. She sighed.

			“Have you been reading pulp romance again? I thought we talked about this.”

			
			“I haven’t had a date in six months. Give a man a break.”

			“More like eight months, and that’s your own fault, lover boy. You’re pickier than I am. Was.”

			“Yeah, yeah, you’re having regular sex; don’t rub it in. Sorry—awkward choice of imagery,” Dmitri apologized with total insincerity. Plunking her back on her feet, he reached for his coat. “Let’s roll. I’m your bitch, but only until nine.”

			The walk up to Prescott’s took less than five minutes, barely enough time for Charley to quiz her friend about his weekend. The February sky was a crisp and cloudless blue, the world washed clean by the storm. Park Avenue presented a picture postcard of quiet suburban affluence, tidy shop fronts on her right facing the immaculately landscaped Safety Building to her left. Young mothers walked well-bred dogs or pushed strollers containing their stylishly bundled offspring, glancing in shop windows and chattering as they headed home from escorting older children to Harman Elementary School around the corner or continued on their way to preschool, playdates, or a morning of domestic chores and errands. One or two smiled or spoke a greeting as they passed, a client of hers or Dmitri’s. The cold air braced rather than chilled Charley’s rising spirits. It felt good to be part of a community like Oakwood. It felt good to be alive.

			Dmitri’s flair for the dramatic was in full cry as he described his visit to Mulbridge House. “Auctions aren’t my thing, so I hit the general sale on Sunday with the great unwashed. Some of us aren’t on the insider A-list.” He elbowed her in the ribs.

			“Yeah, yeah, I’m a real celebrity. Was it crowded?”

			
			He snorted. “Have the Kardashians had work done? The place was wall-to-wall scavengers, pushing and shoving, pawing through mountains of Lord knows what, most of it smelling like wet dog. The majority of it should’ve gone straight into the nearest Dumpster.” Dmitri shuddered. “I could hardly draw breath. People were forking over for the most ghastly stuff, and—oh! Wait until you see what I bought.”

			“So tell already.”

			“Nope, it’s too amazing to spoil with a mere verbal description. Come over to the condo one night this week and I’ll whip it out for you. We can get drunk and decide where to put it.”

			Charley rolled her eyes. “Why does everything you say drip with double entendre?”

			“It’s a gift,” Dmitri said loftily.

			“Hi, Charley!” A late-model minivan paused, driver’s window rolled down. The petite blonde at the wheel grinned cheekily at Dmitri. “You two playing hooky?”

			Charley smiled with pleasure. “Hi, Ellen! Actually, we’re picking up my purchases from the Mulbridge estate sale. You should stop in this week. I’m going to have everything merchandised by Wednesday and—”

			The woman’s face darkened. Too late, Charley remembered that Ellen Meade was one of the neighbors living near Mulbridge House who were protesting the redevelopment. “I’m not supporting those people. I don’t know how you can, either. I just dropped Penny and Jess at Harman. I’m already worried it’s too dangerous for them to walk along Runnymede. What’s going to happen when we’ve got construction equipment and who knows how many more vehicles traveling along there? That road is barely wide enough as it is, and all that heavy equipment will destroy hand-laid brick roads that have survived for over a century.”

			
			Charley recalled Penny and Jess Meade, two adorable grade-schoolers of whom their mother was very rightly protective. Temporarily at a loss, she managed only, “You’re right. It’s…a tricky issue.”

			“And what about Gallagher’s Island? Not to mention what a bunch of McMansions will do to our property values. We’re a small group, but don’t we deserve the same consideration as—” A vehicle behind the minivan tooted its horn, and Ellen abruptly drove off. Charley gazed after her, some of the shine gone from her morning.

			“Am I a bad person?” she wondered aloud. “Am I profiting from the misery of others?”

			Dmitri shrugged. “That housing development is going in whether you sell off Augusta Mulbridge’s fashions or not. Ellen sounded a bit confused, actually. What was that about an island?”

			“No idea.” Charley sighed, resolving to reach out to Ellen and try to mend fences.

			The front door of Prescott Auctions was unlocked, with no sign of its proprietor. “He must be in the back. Calvin?” she called out. “Hello! It’s Charley.”

			Stepping inside, she surveyed the half-empty showroom. Most of the Mulbridge House booty had been cash-and-carry, or else scheduled for pickup by UPS or private carrier later in the week, headed for dealers around the region. She’d seen this room packed to the rafters after a successful road trip. There wasn’t much here now but some folding tables and chairs. Crates and boxes labeled for delivery lined one wall. And there was the rolling rack, still holding the four garment bags bearing her dealer number, her boxes on the floor beside it.

			
			Charley started toward the back of the showroom and another door, slightly ajar. Why, she wondered suddenly, were all the lights on, when he wasn’t open today?

			Dmitri followed, looking around curiously. “Bo-ring. I expected fabulous antiques, maybe a moose head or something. There were stacks of swag at the sale.”

			“This isn’t a retail business, so they don’t maintain an inventory. Calvin? Helloooo, are you back here?” Charley grasped the handle of the inner door and pushed it open. She took a step, then halted with a sharp intake of breath. “Oh, no. Oh, Calvin.”

			The little man lay crumpled on the floor of a small office, like a marionette with its strings cut. He stared sightlessly at her shoes, his cheek resting on the carpet, his tiny round glasses pushed crookedly to one side. Charley had a momentary impulse to reach out and straighten them for him.

			But of course, she didn’t touch him. Neither of them touched anything, except each another. They clung, appalled and disbelieving. An irregular patch, black under the overhead fluorescents, stained the rug beneath Calvin Prescott’s balding head. Where his yellow spotted bow tie came in contact with the stain, the fabric was tinted dark red.

			“Is that…blood?” Dmitri whispered. Charley nodded, blinking back tears of shock and grief. Then she pulled out her cellphone and punched a single key.

			
			“Marc? I need you.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 3

			She felt his fury precede him. He strode through the front door of Prescott’s, long black raincoat swirling. Despite the grim circumstances, she felt the rush, the singing in her veins that shivered through her every time he was near. He was tall and lean, his handsome face of planes and angles rescued from severity by the full, sensitive mouth. As he moved, the elegant coat did nothing to disguise the sinuous power, the hint of violence just beneath the surface.

			Cobalt blue eyes with thick, dark lashes locked onto her where she and Dmitri stood, miserable, near the garment rack. Wavy dark hair in need of a trim was tousled from his dash across Park Avenue. Charley longed to reach for him, to run her fingers back through that hair and smooth it down. Detective Marcus Trenault’s long legs ate up the distance between them, and now she could read the expression in those eyes. There was anger there, but there was also fear.

			Wordlessly, Marc pulled her in. She breathed his familiar scent, an intoxicating combination of sandalwood soap and coffee. Suddenly the effort to control her grief seemed pointless and she began to cry, sobbing into his shoulder as he stroked her hair.

			“Holy jumping Jesus, Charley.” His lips touched her temple, then he placed his hands on her shoulders and stepped back to study her face. “You okay?” When she nodded, sniffing, he turned to Dmitri. “How about you?”

			“Better than poor Mr. Prescott, I guess.” Dmitri’s voice was thin. “I’m glad I didn’t walk in on that alone.”

			
			The door opened again to admit two safety officers, practically running in an effort to catch up. On their heels followed Dwight Zehring, director of public safety and Marc’s boss. He scowled as he caught sight of Charley, a reaction she’d come to expect. Chief Zehring treated her with barely concealed hostility, despite the fact that a few months ago she’d helped the police catch the serial killer known as Lucy.

			Since that first case, she’d assisted the department in an extremely unofficial capacity on several, albeit lesser, investigations. Mostly her contributions consisted of filtering local gossip for useful details people inexplicably failed to relay to the police, and then passing them along to Marc or his partner, Paul Brixton. One notable exception had been a recent vandalism case, where her informal network of local informants had helped identify the culprits. Police had arrested the gang just as they’d been about to deface Wright Library’s century-old brick façade. The fact that she’d helped prevent thousands of dollars in property damage didn’t seem to cut any ice with Chief Zehring. That was gratitude for you. When circumstances took her across the street, Charley did her best to avoid him.

			She recognized one of the safety officers as baby-faced Mitch Cooper. She’d first met the lanky young cop during the Lucy investigation. Mitch sent her a shy smile. She smiled back, and he blushed deeply, the prominent ears under a brutal buzz cut turning bright red.

			Zehring thrust his head forward. “Where’s this alleged dead body?”

			She pointed toward the office door. Marc led the way, the others following. They reappeared after less than a minute, Marc with cellphone in hand, voice too low for Charley to make out. He clicked off as he and his small entourage returned to the showroom.

			
			“I need to ask you both a few—”

			“Why are you here?” Zehring interrupted sharply.

			Charley bristled, annoyance cutting through some of her grief. “I had an appointment with Calvin,” she replied evenly. She indicated the garment bags. “To collect my merchandise from the Mulbridge House sale.”

			Marc turned to Dmitri, who cocked his thumb at Charley. “I’m with her.”

			“How did you get in?” Zehring continued in the same accusatory manner.

			Again with the tone. The man seriously needed to adjust his attitude. Charley folded her arms. “We didn’t break in. The door was unlocked.”

			“If I may, sir?” Marc’s voice was carefully neutral, but Charley could tell he was pissed. He pulled a small blue leather notebook from an inside pocket. “What time did you arrive?”

			Zehring rounded on Marc. “Am I calling the Sheriff’s Department?” Marc’s boss was always threatening to bring in the county boys whenever anything serious happened, Charley thought, disgusted. Didn’t he know by now that Marc was ten
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