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THIS IS THE STORY OF A MURDER. Sort of. Not the murder part—that’s
definitive—just the story part.


You see, at the moment the details are rather sketchy because
Lily Harrington didn’t actually witness who killed her, which is an awkward
situation to be in when you were an award-winning, bestselling crime novelist: Lily
always knew before she wrote the first word who the culprit was. Thus you can
imagine her embarrassment that she should be as baffled as the deputies staring
up at her, their faces awash with that quizzical look one gets when you think
you have seen it all only to find yourself in the presence of an immaculately
dressed and stylishly coiffed middle-aged woman dangling at the end of a rope,
with what can only be described as a perfectly formed yellow icicle hanging off
the tip of her nose.


And, believe me, Lily was just as curious as you are as to
what that peculiar thing was.


“What the hell is that?” the taller of the two deputies
asked a middle-aged man who had joined them at Lily’s feet, a man she assumed was
the medical examiner for he had the pasty complexion of one who rarely sees the
sun, and the hunched shoulders and deep facial lines of a man who squints at
things most of the day.


“It’s her brains,” Pasty Man declared.


You’re kidding me? Lily thought, horrified.


“Get ouuuuuut,” the shorter deputy drawled with a grin.


“Her internal organs have started to decompose and gravity
has drawn brain tissue down through her nasal passages,” Pasty Man explained. “When
it hit the air it crystallized. Hence the brain icicle.”


“Cool,” the two deputies chimed together.


Yeah? Speak for yourself.


“Detective Paul Greene,” a man introduced himself to the tall
deputy who had remained behind while the other had gone off on a clearly less
interesting call: the two men had flipped a coin as to who had to respond and
who got to remain with Lily’s corpse. The detective had traveled over from
Bellingham, a fact Lily deduced from the deputy’s earlier phone call and from her
knowledge as a long-time resident of Point Roberts. With only two deputies to
police this little-known American oddity on the southern tip of the otherwise
Canadian peninsula of Tsawwassen, detectives from the Whatcom County Sheriff’s
Office are called upon to deal with all major crimes in “The Point,” such as
there are in this sleepy hamlet of sixteen hundred escapists from mainland
Washington State.


The detective was altogether unremarkable, forgettable in a crowd
of one, not at all like the handsome, virile men of Lily’s imagination. He was
in his early fifties, Lily guessed, dark haired but balding, with the bulbous
nose and florid face of an alcoholic. His average height was diminished by his
rotund frame, and his suit was clearly purchased about ten pounds ago. With
chubby fingers he fished a handkerchief out of his tight trouser pocket and
wiped his nose. If Lily’s face were not frozen by rigor he would have seen
creases of dismay creep stealthily across her forehead, and her lips purse with
disapproval: Lily thought Greene might be no better a detective than his name
suggested.


“Deputy David Thornfield,” said the lucky one who had stayed
behind, firmly shaking Greene’s hand. “Thanks for making the trip.”


Lily eyed them both. Thornfield had the muscular body and
confident stance of a military man, yet he had bent over slightly to grasp his elder
colleague’s hand. Was this an act of subtle deference to the senior officer’s age
and rank, or the opposite, that Thornfield had exaggerated their minimal height
difference to compensate for his relative youth and lesser status? Lily decided
the latter, for the deputy quickly tucked his fingers beneath his armpits as if
he were afraid his hands would give him away should they be left unattended.
Greene, however, did not seem to notice, or perhaps did not care, an
underling’s discomfort the least of his concerns.


The detective sniffled loudly and swallowed the results. “Why
the hell is it so cold in here? It’s seventy degrees outside.” His voice was as
gruff as his manner, and Lily quickly soured to the sound.


“It’s the air-conditioning,” Thornfield explained, jutting out
his chiseled chin in the direction of the air vents. “Was on full blast when I
arrived. I figure she put it on to maintain her dignity.”


“Come again?”


Yes, Lily thought, come again? She did not
feel the cold, but if it were freezing in here she felt some comfort
that this likely meant she was not in hell.


“You know, keep her body pristine for whoever finds it. As a
mystery writer she must know what happens to a dead body in the June heat.”


“Hmmh,” Greene grunted and wiped his nose again. His
handkerchief was made of smooth white cotton and monogrammed in one corner in
navy blue thread, the typeface ornamental. The incongruity suggested a gift,
likely from a mother who sought to elevate his station, a futile attempt to
match his exterior to her romanticized interior image of him.


Thornfield was unable to interpret the grunt, whether it meant
the detective agreed or not. The ambiguity was disconcerting. Thornfield was a
man who needed to know where he stood at all times; uncertainty threatened his
center. He straightened his back and hooked his thumbs over his equipment belt,
a gesture meant both to detract from his insecurity and to compensate for it,
and which seemed to confirm Lily’s earlier assumption. “Anyhow,” he added, hopeful
he sounded confident, “I thought it best to leave it as is until everyone
arrived.”


“Good call.” Greene stuffed his handkerchief back in his
trouser pocket, briefly sucking in his abdomen to make room for his hand. He looked
up at Lily, his face curious. “So, this is the mighty Lily Harrington,” he declared
with feigned admiration, leaning back on worn heels as he looked up. “My wife
reads her stuff. Loves all that romantic mystery nonsense.”


The man has a wife? Lily thought, incredulous.
Dear God, no wonder she reads my books.


“The one and only,” Thornfield confirmed with a wave of his
hand, like a magician introducing his pretty assistant just before he proposes
to cut her in half. “Point Roberts’ resident celebrity. There’s going to be a
media frenzy. Thank the Lord we only have the one small inn down here; the
press will all have to stay up in Canada.” He laughed at the thought.


“Don’t kid yourself,” Greene snorted. “You watch, people
will be renting out rooms in their homes faster than you can say ‘cash under
the table.’ And there’s also the RV park. That’ll sell out quick.”


Thornfield nervously scratched his arm, his mistake eating
away at him like psoriasis or a rash of tiny insect bites. “Damn, this is going
to be a nightmare.”


“Which is why we’re going to get her out of here as fast as
possible,” Greene assured his colleague. And Greene meant it. He was only here because
Lily Harrington was famous. Normal procedure would be to treat the death as the
obvious suicide it is until and unless the medical examiner concluded
otherwise, but by then the cops would be days behind in their investigation and
evidence compromised. Those were unfortunate facts best kept from public
scrutiny, and the death of someone famous always invited scrutiny. Thus, and
only so as to avoid any potential embarrassment for the Sheriff’s Office,
Harrington would get special treatment. This irritated Greene, but he was a team
player and would take this one for the department.


Changing track he asked, “Who found her?”


“The housekeeper, Runa Jonsdottir,” Thornfield answered,
grateful to be certain of at least that fact. “Comes every Thursday morning at
nine to clean and do laundry. Let herself in, saw the missus and ran back out. Called
me from her cellphone. Said she was too scared to stay inside to use the house phone.”


Well that explains the shout I heard earlier, Lily concluded,
wrongly: it would be another two days before she would learn the truth behind
the raised voice that awoke her to her new reality.


“Where is she now?”


“At home beside the RV park just up the road. I told her to
wait there until you come to question her.”


Greene nodded his approval then tilted his head toward Lily.
“Any idea why she killed herself?”


Lily’s head shot up in alarm. Killed myself?! I
didn’t kill myself. What on earth would make you think that? Look at
me, Detective. I’m wearing Armani. I had my roots done day before last. And my
nails. Who goes to the salon then kills herself?


“If she killed herself,” Pasty Man chimed in,
pushing his thick John Lennon eyeglasses up his nose. “She seems a bit dressed up
for a suicide.”


Exactly! How was this not obvious to Greene?
Who sent him here? One would assume the Sheriff’s Office would have assigned
their best detective to Lily, but it seemed they had sent their failure—you
know the kind: long in the tooth but so close to retirement that nobody has the
heart to fire him. Lily was both insulted by this and fearful of the
consequences. She had a mind to call the governor and complain. She glanced
over at the phone on the kitchen counter, then up at the rope she was hanging
from. Huh, was her next thought when she realized that phoning the governor,
or anyone else for that matter, was currently not an option.


“Of course, we won’t know for certain until the autopsy is
complete,” Pasty Man continued.


“Fred,” Greene said with barely concealed irritation, “why
are you in here? You know you’re supposed to wait outside until we release the
body to you.” Fred lowered his head and skulked off. A moment later the slam of
the front door was heard.


“Isn’t he the medical examiner?” Thornfield asked, scowling.


“Nah,” Greene shook his head dismissively. “That’s Bag and
Dash. Real name’s Fred Helder. He’s on contract to pick up bodies for the
medical examiner if he’s too busy to attend in person.”


Damn, thought Lily, Fred had seemed so promising.
That Greene might actually be the best man in the room was a sobering thought.


“Ah, my bad then,” Thornfield apologized and ran a hand over
his dark crew cut. “When he showed up in the transport van I assumed he was the
M.E. and invited him in.” He hoped he sounded nonchalant but inwardly he
cringed. His errors were adding up; any minute now Greene might dismiss him,
which was the last thing Thornfield wanted.


“Don’t sweat it.”


“Couldn’t anyway,” Thornfield chuckled awkwardly. Greene responded
with a blank look. “The air-conditioning,” the deputy said, pointing his finger
in the air. “Probably explains the brain icicle.”


“Brain icicle?”


He pointed to the icicle on Lily’s nose. “Fred said it was
decomposing brain tissue.” Thornfield grimaced, suddenly remembering Fred’s
true position. “Are those her brains?”


Greene scrutinized Lily’s face. The same peculiar look she
had seen earlier on Thornfield’s face now fell across the detective’s. “Hell if
I know,” he shrugged, “but it’s definitely a first.”



~ 2 ~


GREENE AND THORNFIELD HEARD THE SOUND OF FOOTSTEPS BEHIND THEM.
They turned to see two crime scene investigators, dressed in white forensic “bunny”
suits and their arms laden with metal suitcases, walking into the great room.
The CSIs glanced up at Lily, hanging from one of the thick cedar trusses that
spanned the width of the space. She stared back, and the first thought that
came to her mind was how inarguably unflattering their outfits were, especially
the puffy surgical hats. It took her back to the time she’d had surgery to fix
a deviated septum, broken in a skiing accident the winter before; how her then-teenaged
self had refused to put on that silly hat until the very moment she was out of
sight of everyone except her medical team, and even then had cringed when her
handsome plastic surgeon came in and greeted her. That he was twenty years her
senior, married and off market, had done nothing to alleviate her embarrassment.


“Hey, Paul,” one of the Forensics officers greeted Greene, interrupting
Lily’s thoughts. The CSI was taller than the detective, slimmer and better
looking even with the bunny suit. If it were not for that humiliating brain
icicle—and the inconvenient fact that Lily was currently strung up like a
possum—she would probably offer him her phone number.


“Hey, Mick, Kerry,” Greene welcomed his colleagues. “This is
Deputy David Thornfield, first attending.”


“Mick Sheraton,” Sheraton introduced himself as he put his
cases down.


Thornfield reached out to shake the man’s hand. The gesture
was not returned. The deputy’s hand hung awkwardly in the air for a few seconds
before he realized Sheraton’s was already gloved and sealed and touching anyone
meant contamination. Thornfield felt like a leper, and quickly pulled his hand
back to his side.


“And this is Kerry Reeds,” Sheraton introduced his partner
next, charitably glossing over the deputy’s mistake.


“Do you?” Thornfield asked Reeds, a twinkle in his eye.


Reeds’ face puckered. Was this doofus seriously flirting
with her at a crime scene? She turned the question back on the deputy. “Do I what?”


“Read,” Thornfield soldiered on despite the poor reception.


“Ha, ha,” Reeds replied with a forced smile. “Why?”


“It might come in handy on this one.” Thornfield smiled
anxiously: somehow he could not stop putting his foot in it.


Reeds stared blankly at the men. “Vic’s a novelist,” Greene
explained. He paused to let Thornfield’s lame joke sink in then returned to
business. “Okay, here’s the warrant,” he announced, pulling out a folded document
from his breast pocket. “Colby signed off on it.”


“It’s freezing in here,” Reeds observed, perplexed. “How
long has it been like this?”


“Don’t know,” Thornfield responded. “The air-conditioning
was on when I got here.”


“Damn,” Sheraton complained. “That’s going to make time of
death difficult.”


“I know,” Greene lamented, shaking his head wearily and wiping
his nose again, the linen’s monogrammed corner crushed in his fist. “We’re
going to have to retrace her movements to the minute.”


“I don’t understand,” Thornfield said. “I thought the cold
preserves evidence.” He shivered as he spoke, the frigid air finally piercing
his thick biceps to reach the bone.


So did I, Lily thought and immediately regretted it: that
she might be as clueless as this Thornfield was proving to be was cause for
reflection.


“Well, yes,” Reeds explained, pouncing on the opportunity to
show up the deputy, “but rapid cooling brings the body down to ambient
temperature faster. Once that happens, time of death based on body temp is no
longer an option. The cold then slows normal insect activity and bacterial
decomp, which would have been our fallback data. Bugger us.”


Bugger you? Lily thought, staring down at her
dangling feet. I’m the one who’s dead.


“Yes, indeed,” Greene said, nodding his head in agreement, “bugger
us.” He turned to Reeds and Sheraton. “Okay, room’s yours to start. I’m going
to take Thornfield on a walk through the rest of the house, see if anything
looks unusual from a local’s perspective. Check in with you later.”


The CSIs nodded, opened their cases and got to work. Sheraton
found and turned off the air-conditioning while Reeds took out a digital camera
and began photographing Lily. The intrusion made her uncomfortable. She was
used to being photographed—there had been numerous headshots over her career,
photos taken by journalists to complement their coverage, and of course the
multitude of selfies taken by fans at public signings—but this was different: not
only did Lily look ghastly, but she couldn’t control the angle, couldn’t put
her best side forward, couldn’t tilt her head just so to make her eyes the
focal point. The lack of command was unnerving. And then there was that
wretched icicle. How would she ever live that down? Oh wait, she was dead. Damn.


Annoyance turned into anxiety when Lily saw Greene and
Thornfield climbing the stairs to the second floor, headed, she knew, for her
private quarters. To her surprise she found she was able to leave her body,
briefly glancing at it hanging there before racing up the stairs after the men.


She spied on them as they entered her bedroom, pulled on
latex gloves and began opening drawers and closets, invading her privacy as if
it no longer mattered to her. She felt the heat rise in her cheeks when Greene
opened the goodie drawer in her bedside table and lifted out her vibrator. “Hey,
check this out,” he smirked as he flipped the switch, “the queen of romantic
suspense needs a mechanical boyfriend.”


His words filled her with fury. “Well of course I need one,”
she snapped at him. “Have you seen the men my age? Either they’re in my
social class, in which case they’re pompous bores, or they’re fellow writers,
in which case they’re pompous bores who look like you.” She tried to
snatch the device from Greene’s hand only to watch her own swipe uselessly through
the air. Her impotence was exasperating.


Greene did not respond to her anger, just looked right
through Lily as if she were not there. Her invisibility made his disrespect all
the more infuriating. To Thornfield’s merit he merely smiled awkwardly at the
intrusion then quickly averted his gaze, and Lily felt a surge of gratitude for
the man whom she had passed on the road on several occasions but, she was now
ashamed to admit, had never bothered to address or even to remember his name.


The men found nothing of significance in her bedroom and moved
on to the large en suite. Their eyes swept over the bathroom, looking for
anomalies. Lily walked around them and sat on the edge of her tub overlooking
the sea, and pondered the many wonderful moments she had spent in this
porcelain cocoon. It was especially magical at night when she would watch the
lights from the ferries as they left the Tsawwassen terminal less than two nautical
miles from her window. She would sometimes imagine passengers on board and
create stories about them in her head, stories that often became plots in her
novels. She did her best writing in the bath.


On the gray marble countertop Greene found Lily’s estrogen
gel and the antidepressant paroxetine, both prescribed by a doctor in Bellingham
but filled at a pharmacy in Blaine. Lily watched as Greene pulled out his
cellphone and snapped photos of the medications, then the three moved on to the
guest rooms. The bedrooms were clean and showed no signs of any recent use, and
the officers quickly abandoned them for the open media room.


The cozy space as dominated by a high-end but modestly sized
flatscreen television in front of a large sectional littered with throw
cushions and quilted blankets that invited you to put up your feet and find a
ball game. Greene briefly gave in to temptation on the pretext of checking the
DVD player and PVR for any recent activity; both came up empty. He rifled
through the few magazines that sat atop the glass coffee table, before
reluctantly rising once again to his feet.


The three moved back down to the main floor and entered
Lily’s office. It was an expansive room facing west to the strait, its rolling
waves visible between two tall trees rising from the cliff side. Late morning
sunlight poured in through the large window and bounced off a lower bank of
white custom-built storage units. Greene glanced up at a huge panoramic
painting of a field of flowers that hung above the built-ins, and smiled
unintentionally: something about the relaxed ambition of the flowers, the way
they reached for the sky yet bent willingly in the breeze, moved him, though he
was not the type to articulate such thoughts.


In the middle of the room sat a reading sofa and lamp. When
her eyes fell on the couch, Lily stopped dead. She suddenly had the sensation
of falling, the soft give of the red cushions bending beneath her weight. But
why the creepy feeling? Lily did not know, and she wasn’t certain she wanted
to.


She looked over at Thornfield. He was standing in front of the
south wall, its floor-to-ceiling bookcase (also white, custom built, with an
antique brass ladder to reach the higher shelves) packed with tomes of every
kind, his eyes scanning the titles. At eyelevel, in pride of place, were first-edition
hardback copies of Lily’s forty-nine novels, arranged in chronological order: Bitter
Revenge, The Haunting of Elside Manor, Mantova’s Secret, Mystery
at Castle Rock, Rendezvous Under the Moon…


Thornfield’s voice broke the silence. “When you see them all
in a row like this, they look kind of…” He paused, searching for the
right word.


“Formulaic?” Greene suggested.


“Yeah, that’s it. Formulaic.”


Lily bristled at the allegation. Sure there was a formula to
the genre, but each book, each character and plot, was original, born of her
mind and nursed at her bosom. These were her babies, each with its own
personality. To suggest they were formulaic was like insisting identical twins
were incapable of their own uniqueness. She was really starting to dislike this
Greene.


“They serve a purpose,” he shrugged. “Just like James Bond
and Jason Bourne do for us, I suppose.”


“Never thought of it that way.” Then, failing to censor
himself yet again, Thornfield added, “You said your wife reads Harrington’s
books. What purpose do they serve for her?”


Greene glanced over but did not answer, and the deputy realized
he had touched a sore spot. He had done it again, another foot in the mouth. He
could almost taste the dusty leather of his combat boot, the dirt on his sole
gritty against his teeth. The sensation made him crave a drink, but his canteen
was in his cruiser; leaving the scene to retrieve his water bottle would only
draw yet more attention to his ineptitude. He was beginning to think he would
have been better off responding to the other call and leaving Collins to this.


To Thornfield’s relief Greene ignored the impertinent
question and instead opted for diversion. “What was Harrington like?”


“I dunno,” Thornfield replied truthfully. “This is the first
time I’ve met her, so to speak. I’m told she hobnobbed a bit with the yacht
crowd that come in off the islands, played golf with the club’s richer members.
She’d do a reading at the library whenever she had a new book out, but I
haven’t been here long enough to attend one. She was known to frequent our few
local businesses, and they all have a photo of them with Harrington on display.
I saw her once in a while at the Marketplace or getting gas, but like most
folks around here that was it: groceries, gas, and golf. She crossed into
Canada or went to the mainland for just about everything else.”


“What about fans? Paparazzi?”


“Not many. Most of the time outsiders just got a chance
encounter if Harrington was out and about, and if they recognized her. We’d get
a few drive-bys, but as you can see the property is set well back from the road
and shielded by trees. The gate keeps vehicles out. There’s a staircase down
the cliff to the water but it’s too shallow to get a large boat near; you’d
have to row in on something smaller like a dingy, or walk across the flats
during low tide. I heard a few fans made the trek here when Harrington first bought
the property, but quickly realized it was difficult and pointless. And people
here look out for each other. If anyone sees someone skulking about, they call
it in. There’s no record of any previous calls to this address. I’ve never had a
reason to attend in the short time I’ve been here.”


“Which is exactly why I chose this place,” Lily confessed as
she looked out her office window at an eagle swooping low over the strait. The
Point’s isolation was often inconvenient but the upside was limited access by strangers:
one needed a boat to get here by water, a small plane if by air, and if by land
then a passport or an enhanced driver’s license to pass through Canada first.
And the Canadians, well, they didn’t give a damn that Lily was famous. She
could walk freely among the aliens and be left alone.


That last part was particularly important to her. The hustle
and bustle of New York had been fun in her younger years, but as she aged she
began to resent the constant intrusion of the city: the traffic beneath her
bedroom window that often kept her awake later than she intended, the constant
social invitations that cut into her writing time, the fans who loitered
outside her Park Avenue apartment, hoping to meet her. Then the towers had
fallen, and Lily traded the lights of the Big Apple for the starry sky and small
town life of Point Roberts.


“Good thing I didn’t bring the wife, then,” Greene said,
bringing Lily’s thoughts crashing back to the present. “When Harrington first moved
to The Point, Ellie begged me to drive her here for a look at the house; I said
that was stalking and it wasn’t going to happen.”


“And I suppose a selfie’s out of the question now,”
Thornfield joked, and laughed. His earlier apprehension had begun to wane: he
was connecting again with the detective.


Greene walked over to Lily’s desk, a plain but finely
crafted double-pedestal mahogany piece that Greene rightly assumed was from the
Victorian era, though this was less an educated guess than a fluke: every
antique looked Victorian to him. The desk had previously belonged to Lily’s
father, and she paused to finger the spot on the green leather inlay where the
cufflink from his left sleeve had scratched its history into the desk, a
hieroglyph that only the Harrington sisters could decipher.


Greene opened the lid of Lily’s laptop. To his surprise the
computer was on, an open Word document on the screen. He leaned down for a
closer look. “Looks like a novel,” he said after a moment. “That’s odd.”


Odd? Lily thought, dismissing the man for yet another
perceived inadequacy. How is that odd? I’m a novelist. Seriously, this is not
funny. Somebody get me the governor.


“Why is that odd?” Thornfield asked. “She was a novelist.”


Exactly! Twit.


“Who works on her novel, gets dressed up like she’s going
out, then hangs herself?”


“A vain but frustrated writer?” Thornfield suggested,
chuckling.


Okay, now I’m starting to hate you both.


Greene clicked on Lily’s email program. It was opened on a
message dated six p.m. Tuesday, sent by Donald Martin at Creative Minds Agency and
copied to Jarod Ross at Sellinger Press. It read:


Lily, darling, are you crazy? You mustn’t do this to them,
to you, to us. I beg you to reconsider. I’m coming there. Don’t do anything
foolish until we talk.


Harrington had not answered the email, but she had read
it—or somebody had—and there were later messages, also read, followed by
several unopened ones. Greene opened the last read email and checked its file
properties. It had been received at 5:03 p.m. on Wednesday and “modified” at 8:38
p.m., indicating this was when the email had been read. Harrington had likely
been alive until at least then.


“Hey, Dave,” Greene called over to Thornfield, “there’s an
email here from someone named Donald Martin. Says he was coming out to see Harrington.
Did the housekeeper say anything about a guest?”


“No.”


“Hmmm,” Greene murmured. He stared at the text, his brow
furrowed. Had Harrington threatened to kill herself? And who was “them”?


He closed the laptop but left it and the program running;
this way CSI would not need to crack her passwords. Beside Lily’s laptop sat her
cellphone; Greene turned it on but it was password locked. Forensics would have
to open it. The detective put the phone back exactly where he found it—Reeds
would need to photograph the scene before any evidence was removed—then began
looking through the papers on the desk. Within easy reach was a thin red folder;
Greene opened it and began perusing its contents.


“What the hell?” he said, thinking aloud.


Curious, Thornfield walked over to the desk to see for
himself what Greene was looking at. It was a notebook with pages of Lily’s
nearly indecipherable handwriting, printed Internet pages on various knot configurations,
information on types and widths of sailing rope and their maximum loads,
another sheet on the sedative effects of paroxetine, and a Wikipedia entry on
hanging. “Jesus,” Thornfield said, shocked. “She was researching her suicide.”


“No, no, no,” Lily insisted aloud as if they could hear her.
“It wasn’t like that at all.”


“That’s what it looks like,” Greene surmised as he snapped
photos of each page.


“Should make this easy then,” Thornfield concluded, looking
relieved.


The detective shook his head. “It’s never easy. Just some
are harder than others.” He tucked his phone away in his breast pocket then left
the office, Thornfield and Lily in tow.


“No, no, no, you have it all wrong,” she persisted as she
followed the men back into the living room. “You need to listen to me. I did not
kill myself.” She stopped short when she saw Sheraton helping Fred load her tiny
frame into a long white bag. It was a truly unsettling image.


Sheraton closed the zipper and the two men lifted Lily up.
“She’s a wisp of a thing, isn’t she?” Fred remarked as they lifted the body
onto a stretcher. “I’ve bagged twelve-year-olds bigger than this.” It was the
kind of backhanded “compliment” Lily had heard her entire life, and what she
whispered next about Bag and Dash was too defamatory to print.


Fred said his goodbyes and wheeled Lily’s corpse toward the west
patio doors. “You need to follow the body through Canada and down to
Bellingham, maintain chain of custody,” Greene instructed Thornfield.


“What do I need for the Canadians?”


“Nothing. They know the drill.” The deputy headed for the front
door. “Hurry back,” Greene called out after him. “I’ll need you to help with
the canvass.” Thornfield nodded then disappeared from the house.


Anxious to keep watch over her dignity, Lily followed Fred
out the patio doors. As her body was wheeled down the path toward the waiting white
transport van, Lily caught sight of a man loitering about her back lawn, the
sparkling waters of the strait framing him with light. His broad shoulders were
evident beneath a black trench coat, cinched at the waist despite the June heat.
Wisps of silky dark hair peeked out beneath an equally unseasonable black wool
fedora. His hat was down, shielding his face, but she could feel his eyes on
her. Had the media intrusion already begun?


Lily strode over to the man, believing that somehow she
could pierce the veil between worlds and give him a piece of her mind. As she
approached he looked up at her, his dark-brown bedroom eyes smoldering under
the shade of his hat. Could it be? No, that’s impossible!


“Marcus?” Lily asked, disbelieving her eyes.


“Lily, darling, I came as soon as I heard,” the man cooed in
a velvety voice. “What compelled you to do such a terrible thing?”


“First of all, I didn’t do anything,” Lily replied,
her voice shrill. “I was murdered. Secondly, you are a product of my
imagination, so clearly I’m imagining this too. And now I’m leaving before this
gets any weirder.”


She turned to follow her body to the morgue. Fred had
already disappeared around the side of the house; he would be leaving any minute
now.


“On the contrary, Lily, I’m very real,” Marcus called out
after her, and she heard in his voice a hint of mockery. “I always have been. That’s
what imagination is; it’s a portal to the other side.”


She stopped at the corner of the path and turned back around.
“What are you talking about?”


“You didn’t create me, Lily. You only gave me form in your
world, the words on the page. And now I’m here and I can help you. If you were truly
murdered, who better to help you get to the bottom of it than your most
successful detective?”


“This is crazy. In fact, I bet this whole ‘I’m dead thing’
is just me hallucinating. I just need to see Dr.Nelson to get my antidepressants
adjusted. I haven’t been sleeping well again.” She was babbling now, a rising
panic inching through her body.


“I can assure you, Lily, I’m not a hallucination. And you
are very much dead.”


The panic reached her throat. It was all starting to sink
in. Her initial anger at the discovery of her death was giving way to despair.
She looked over at the transport van. The bag containing her remains had
already been loaded and Fred was shutting the doors.


He got in the driver’s seat and started the engine. And now Lily
could hear Thornfield starting his. If she really was dead she needed to follow
her body, needed to ensure no further insults were heaped upon it, but if she
left would she be able to find her way back to the house and to Marcus, to the
mystery he had just dumped at her feet?


She looked at Marcus then over at Fred, torn. “Okay,” she
said, giving in. “I believe you. But if we’re going to solve this case
together, we’d better get going.”


Marcus nodded and the two ran for the van, jumping inside
just as Fred started down the gravel drive to the road beyond.



~ 3 ~


LILY STARED DOWN AT HER BODY BAG. Despair had given way to disappointment.
Death was wreaking havoc on her emotions, even more so than menopause. She
wondered if they would let her take her estrogen and paroxetine in the
afterlife. “This wasn’t how I imagined my death,” she sighed. “I imagined
myself a fabulous, eccentric eighty-year-old in the arms of a much younger man.
I wanted the certificate to read ‘Death due to orgasm.’ But now look at me.
It’s going to be all over the news that I hanged myself when I absolutely did
not. It’s not right.”


“Don’t worry, Lily,” Marcus assured her with a kindly
squeeze of her hand, “we’ll get to the bottom of this. We’ll save your
reputation.”


She looked over at Fred. He was drinking a cola and singing
along to country music. So far the journey to the morgue had all the reverence
of a barbecue. It was humiliating.


Lily reached out one hand to touch her body bag but found
she could not. Not exactly, anyway. She could place her fingers on the plastic,
could presume what it felt like from recollections past, but it was as if her
hand had overdosed on Novocain. She imagined this was what it was like to be a
paraplegic: your legs are there but you could stick a fork in them with
impunity.


The sensation was disorientating. Lily surreptitiously
touched the skirt of Marcus’s trench coat; that she could feel. She wondered if
it would be like this forever now, or if there would come a time when she would
feel both worlds, would be able to cross back and forth at whim, and sadly
thought it unlikely.


They traveled down the two-lane road that ran along the verdant
properties of Marine Drive, the lots becoming smaller, more densely populated,
and overtly less opulent as one moved south. The trees gave away at the
intersection with Gulf Road, creating a vista to the sea. Lily looked out the
window and silently cursed: a semi-trailer delivering boxes of alcohol to Kiniski’s
Reef Tavern was blocking her view.


Fred turned left onto Gulf Road, headed east. Lily said a
silent, sad farewell to the yellow-sided Caffé Capanna with its summer patio
overlooking the strait. She waved goodbye to the Blue Heron Gallery where she
would often buy handcrafted ornaments for her garden, and locally made gifts
for friends or family. A few yards later she whispered “ciao” to Brewster’s Fine
Foods where she would sometimes pick up a whole pan of their roasted vegetable
lasagna and eat it for the week along with fresh salad from her garden. They
passed the town’s beloved tiny library to which Lily had donated a signed copy
of every one of her books, not to mention a sizable sum to their fundraising
campaign. Another tenth of a mile east and it was a fond adieu to Auntie Pam’s
Country Store with its popular blue Kool Off Spray that served double duty for
Lily: it helped with the hot flashes and kept the mosquitoes at bay. She
wondered if there were mosquitoes here in the afterlife. And Kool Off Spray.


They came upon the town’s tiny post office—which Lily would not
miss—then Fred reached the intersection with Tyee Drive and turned left again.
Lily glanced to her right. The grocery was busy, the two banks less so. With a
wistful glance she wished them all well as Fred headed north for the border a
mere mile away.


Thornfield followed close behind, careful not to lose sight
of the van. If he did so he would mess up the investigation—and with it his own
career. He gripped the steering wheel tightly, his nerves wound like a spring
that threatened to catapult his body through the roof of his cruiser and into
the cloudless sky. He could not—he must not—screw this up. So much depended on
it, so much more than anyone realized.


They arrived at the border, such as it was. All that
separated the two nations was a narrow ditch along the 49th parallel, a
straight line that had been drawn without foresight to conclude the Oregon
Treaty of 1886. That it left the peninsula isolated from the mainland was an
unfortunate oversight; and while the British later brought the error to the attention
of the Americans, somebody clearly didn’t get the memo: The Point remained in
U.S. hands and later officially joined the Union as part of Washington State.


Necessity had thus dictated that the border remain an
invisible line, the trench treated as nothing more than an extension of Tsawwassen
homeowners’ backyards. Hedges and fences formed a de facto wall, but in years
past, before the war on terror began, gates were practically mandatory, the ditch
dotted with small footbridges to facilitate quick trips across to visit friends.


The bridges were gone now, replaced by hidden sensors. There
was still no formal fence, just an invisible one created by rulers from on
high, and long-time residents on both sides mourned the loss of their once
unified community. Everyone still laughed, though, when recalling the post-9/11
gaffe when overzealous federal agents erected new signs warning would-be border
jumpers they were illegally entering the United States, but accidentally faced
the signs into The Point.


Fred pulled over to the side of the road and waited while
Thornfield stopped to lock his gun in the steel box in the trunk of his cruiser.
The necessity complete, they crossed Roosevelt Way into Canada. Only two of the
four lanes through the tiny Boundary Bay border post were open; Fred went
through the expedited NEXUS lane and was waved over to secondary. The deputy followed
and parked his cruiser beside the van.


A tall, turbaned man walked out of the Canada Border
Services Agency station and joined them. His nametag read “Jaipal.”


“Hey, Fred,” Jaipal greeted them in a friendly tone, “who you
got this time?”


“Lily Harrington,” Fred replied, handing Jaipal a form.
“Apparent suicide. Doc’s waiting for us at the morgue.”


“Suicide, huh?” Jaipal said with a wry grin as he scanned
the paperwork. “I thought people in The Point only died of old age or boredom.”


“No, that’s you Canadians,” Thornfield tossed back, leaning
casually against the side of his cruiser.


Jaipal let out a laugh. “You’re new,” he said to Thornfield
and handed Fred back his form.


“Yeah. Came in three months ago. Name’s David Thornfield.”
He leaned forward to shake the border guard’s hand. “Thought I’d met all of you
guys, though.”


“I was on loan to the Abbotsford crossing for four months.
Just got back last week.” Jaipal paused, then added, “So, break or ball bust?”


“I don’t follow,” Thornfield lied, standing straight again.


“The deputies who work down here do so either because they
need a break or they’re being punished,” Jaipal explained, grinning.


Thornfield’s face went blank. “Neither. Just wanted the free
housing,” he replied with a tense smile, and his body language said he was
done.


“Okaaaaay,” Jaipal said, raising his eyebrows. Then,
switching to a more formal tone, he asked, “You carrying, Deputy?”


“Nope,” Thornfield said with a deliberate shake of his head.
“Locked in the trunk, as required.”


“Okay, gentlemen, you’re free to go. Have a safe trip.”


Fred and Thornfield got back into their respective vehicles
and headed out. Jaipal waved at Fred as the convoy drove off, then headed back
inside.


“Who died?” another CBSA officer asked.


“Woman named Lily Harrington.”


“Lily Harrington?”


Jaipal looked nonplussed. “Should I know her?”


“She’s the writer, dude. And she’s huge. What
happened to her?”


“Suicide, apparently.”


“No shit?” the other officer responded, the wheels in his
head turning. He excused himself to go to the bathroom, his cellphone tucked
discreetly in his pocket: overtime was not the only way to earn a little extra
cash.


The convoy left the border crossing and headed north along
56th Street in Tsawwassen. Lily looked out the window and was struck, as she
always was when she drove through here, by the feeling that she had passed not
just into a different country but into a different world. The Point was like a
national park: five square miles of mostly forested land with a sparse
population and even smaller business community; Tsawwassen was densely inhabited
suburbia, dotted with strip malls and restaurant chains, schools and recreation
centers, tennis clubs and arts centers, an upscale neighborhood with five
churches to bless the private academies and family pools. That she was now
viewing it from the afterlife made the sensation all the more intense, and
somewhat ironic.


Marcus stuck his head through the back door of the van and
cast a wary eye on Thornfield behind them. “He didn’t take that question well,
did he?” Marcus said when Lily joined him.


“No, he did not,” she agreed, shaking her head with curiosity
and suspicion. What was Thornfield hiding?


“What do you know about this guy?” Marcus asked when they
sat back down again inside the van.


Lily glanced out the windshield as Fred merged onto the
highway, leaving suburbia behind for the flat farmlands of the district’s
remains. “Nothing, really. Every time there’s a new deputy it’s announced on
the radio and in the Bulletin, but I never met him. He came to the property
once, dropped Runa off for work.” Lily was sincerely regretting her earlier
indifference.


“He dropped Runa off?” Marcus asked. Lily could have sworn
she detected a hint of jealousy in his voice but quickly shook it off as her
imagination. But then what was it he had said earlier about imagination?


“Well, yes, but that wasn’t unusual. Runa has a car but
prefers to walk; keeps her costs down that way. It’s only a mile to my place,
and neighbors regularly offer her a lift if they see her walking on the road,
especially during inclement weather.”


“Ah, nothing there then,” Marcus decided, sounding relieved.
“Still, we mustn’t rule anything out. We’ll need to investigate further.”


“Speaking of which, how do we investigate? We’re
dead. Or at least I am. I mean, I’m dead to that world. So how are we supposed
to influence something going on there?” Lily frowned: it was all so
complicated.


“You have to pierce the veil,” Marcus explained, adjusting
his fedora as if he were standing in front of a mirror. “How well you manage to
do so depends on how determined you are. There are the poltergeists who manage
to literally move stuff about, but they’re a rare breed. Most of us have to
settle for inserting ourselves into people’s thoughts. How successful you are
at that depends not only on your own efforts but on the personality of
the recipient. You creative types are among the most susceptible because you
tend to have open minds. Children are the easiest to contact but completely
unreliable as agents. And no one believes them anyway.”


“Is that what you’ve been doing these past twenty years?” Lily
asked. “Inserting yourself into my thoughts?” She suddenly felt invaded, used.


“You sound angry,” Marcus replied in a tone that suggested her
feelings were inappropriate. “I don’t see why. I made you.”


Lily’s eyes narrowed and her fists clenched involuntarily. “You
made me?”


Marcus shrugged. “I made you rich. I made you famous. And
what did I ever ask for in return? Just another great case to solve and the
love of a good woman at the end. Well, maybe not love but at least good sex.” He
laughed and nudged Lily in the ribs, hoping to lighten the mood. It didn’t
work.


“You made me?” she repeated.


“Lily, please, don’t take it so personally. I agree you
worked very hard at writing down my stories, and your marketing efforts were excellent,
but you have to admit it all starts with a good idea and great characters, and
I had both in spades. I am both in spades.”


“Your stories?” she hissed. Lily was starting to feel
homicidal, which only confirmed her earlier decision, the one she had made
before she was so impolitely interrupted by her killer. “What does that make
me? Your stenographer?”


“Calm down, woman. You’re letting your emotions get the
better of you. It’s probably just the menopause again.”


“That’s it!” Lily shrieked and lunged for Marcus’s throat.
“I’m going to kill you!”


Marcus grabbed her wrists and held her at bay, her tiny
frame no match for his strong arms, the strong arms she gave him. At
least she thought she had.


“For God’s sake, Lily, I said calm down. You’re missing the
big picture. If I can infiltrate your thoughts, you can sneak into Greene’s.
Don’t you see? That’s how we’ll investigate. We can see stuff he can’t. So we
work with him, on him, and hopefully we’ll figure out who did this horrible
deed. You need to stay focused. Who killed you is far more important now than
your books.”


Lily crouched back down in the van, subdued. Marcus was
right. Finding her killer was more important than arguing the metaphysics of
creativity. But when this was all over…


She straightened her dress and repositioned the bra strap
that had fallen when she attacked the detective, then left his side to sulk in
the passenger seat beside Fred. He was still slurping his cola but the music
had changed to Bob Dylan’s “Knockin’ on Heaven’s Door.” How ironic, Lily
thought as she gazed out at a field of blueberry bushes. So far there was
nothing heavenly about any of this.


Their arrival in Bellingham was uneventful. The van pulled
in at the rear dock, away from public view, and Lily’s corpse was unloaded and
carted inside like a pallet of produce at the grocer’s. She looked to Marcus
for emotional support but he was preoccupied, checking his teeth in the van’s
side mirror.


The medical examiner’s office signed for the body,
preserving chain of custody. Bag and Dash was thanked for his services and sent
on his way. Lily watched with consternation as her body was transferred onto a
rolling stainless steel cart and wheeled into the morgue. The M.E. removed a
fat black sharpie from his pocket and wrote Lily’s name, date of birth and
death, and case number on the outside of the body bag. She was expecting the
infamous toe tag but apparently that would come later, after she had been
sliced and diced.


Dr.Clive Anderson unzipped the body bag and looked
down his silver-framed spectacles at Lily’s corpse. He was a tall, gangly man
whose lab coat hung unevenly off his bony shoulders, sprinkled with flecks of
dandruff barely visible against the bleached white fabric. “Hmmm,” he murmured
more to himself than Thornfield, then added, “Found her hanging, I see.”


“Well, technically the housekeeper did, but yeah.”


Anderson rolled his eyes at the deputy’s semantics. “Was the
room where you found her cold?”


“Yeah. Air-conditioning was on full blast.”


“Explains the icicle,” Anderson murmured again,
absentmindedly scratching his white head with the end of the sharpie.


“Oh, hey, yeah,” Thornfield said eagerly, “I wanted to ask you
about that. Fred said it’s her brains.”


“It’s not her brains,” Anderson snorted with another
dismissive roll of his eyes. “It’s mucus and liquefied fat from the nasal
cavity.”


“It’s a snotsicle?” Thornfield’s jaw dropped in awe.


“If you must.”


God help me, Lily thought, aghast. I died with a
snotsicle hanging off my nose? Her hand instinctively went to her nostril,
and she was relieved to find no snotsicle there.


“Does it tell you anything?” Thornfield asked.


The M.E. looked over the top of his spectacles, his face
expressionless. “Yes. She’s dead.”


“No kidding,” Thornfield retorted churlishly, folding his
arms across his wide chest.


Anderson straightened his back and looked down his nose at the
deputy again, then reluctantly added, “It tells me she died in an upright
position and remained that way during initial decomposition. But then that’s no
surprise seeing as you found her hanging.” Anderson zipped up Lily’s body bag.
“I’ll have more for you in a day or two. Won’t get to her until tomorrow.” He
gestured to the partially autopsied corpse lying on a nearby cart. “Tom over
there got here first.” Anderson wheeled Lily’s body over to a large steel door,
opened it, and pushed her into the walk-in fridge. Once again she was expecting
something different—the individual cold chambers most often seen on television—and
realized her research had not kept up with the times. She scowled at the
thought.


Thornfield left the morgue and walked across the quiet North
State Street to a tavern. “Didn’t Greene tell him to hurry back?” Marcus asked,
finally breaking the silence that had developed between him and Lily.


“Yes, he did,” Lily replied slowly. This Thornfield was
either lazy, insubordinate, or keen to delay the investigation. Or maybe just
hungry.


As they sprinted across the street behind the deputy, Lily
glanced up at Marcus. “You’re not six feet tall,” she said as if accusing him
of a lie. It was payback for the menopause comment.


He shrugged, nonchalant. “I am with my hat on.”


“But in my books you’re six feet tall in your birthday suit.
I made you six feet tall,” she declared with a self-satisfied smile.


“No,” Marcus insisted, “I made myself six feet tall.
And so what if I did? You’re what? Five feet at most? You’re practically a
dwarf.”


“I’m five three and a half,” Lily declared, straightening up.


Marcus glanced down at her wedge sandals. “Only with those
shoes on,” he said dismissively.


Lily tried to think of a snappy comeback but came up
empty-handed. Truth is, she disliked being tiny. In elementary school, when her
class was lined up from shortest to tallest for the annual pictures, she was
always embarrassed to be first. It annoyed her that every piece of adult clothing
she bought had to be altered. She was thirty years old before liquor stores
stopped carding her. She almost slapped the pimply faced worker at the Coney
Island Cyclone who made her stand in front of the “you have to be this tall to
ride” sign when she had attended the roller coaster’s 70th birthday
celebrations. And don’t get her started on crowds: as a teenager Lily avoided
the mosh pit at rock concerts after nearly suffocating in front of The Clash when
they played the Bond Casino in Times Square the summer of her nineteenth
birthday, and the phobia remained.


They entered the tavern. It was large but quiet, sparsely
occupied despite the arrival of the lunch hour. Thornfield sat away from the
others, in a corner booth normally reserved for larger groups. He flirted for a
moment with the young waitress before ordering a beef au jus sandwich and fries.
Ten minutes later the platter arrived, and as Lily watched the deputy eat she
suddenly became aware she did not feel hunger anymore. Curiously, though, what
did persist was the memory of food: the taste, the longing food could create,
and the satisfaction that often accompanied the first bite. Sitting in a tavern
watching Thornfield eat was creating a hole in Lily’s stomach that she longed
to fill with a handful of fries au jus, but he never offered her any, remained
blissfully unaware of his table companions as he chomped on his beef sandwich
and washed it down with a nonalcoholic beer.


“Tell me more about this thought invasion process,” Lily requested,
momentarily looking over at Marcus before turning a hopeful eye back on Thornfield’s
fries.


“Well,” Marcus explained, “you start by concentrating on the
thought itself. What do you want the person to think or feel? Then you focus on
the person while simultaneously concentrating on the thought. If done right,
your thoughts will enter your subject’s mind.”


“Okay, but how do I know it was really my thought? Take
Thornfield here. I think he should order more fries. But if I do as you say and
he doesn’t order more fries, then my failure is easily documented. But if he
does order more fries, how can I be certain that he didn’t just have his own
independent thought to order more fries?”


“You don’t.”


“So then how can you be so certain that what you thought
were your stories were not mine?”


“Are we back there again?” Marcus asked, raising his
hands in a gesture of futility.


“It’s a legitimate question,” Lily argued.


“I am not here to debate metaphysics with you,”
Marcus replied, his voice rising. “I am here to help you find your killer. If
you insist on dragging my efforts down with your hurt pride, then I might as
well go help someone else.”


“Fine. But how do I know I am the cause of Thornfield
ordering more fries, that it isn’t just a happy coincidence?”


“Repetition,” Marcus explained, exasperated. “Once or twice
is a happy coincidence, more than that and you get to claim some credit.”


“Humph,” Lily grunted and stared down Thornfield again.
“Okay, should I try it?”


“No.”


“Why not?”


“Because he doesn’t need more fries,” Marcus replied in a
tone that suggested the answer were obvious. “He needs to get back to Point
Roberts and help with the canvass. And he’s already overweight.”


“Now you’re just being unkind.”


A few minutes later Thornfield paid the bill and left the tavern.
Lily eyed the small paunch he carried on his otherwise muscular body, how the
cut and color of his drab green, jumpsuit-style uniform, cinched at the waist
by his belt, drew attention to the developing bulge and enhanced it a bit, and
concluded that Marcus had been right: Thornfield did not need more fries.
Still, the comment had been unkind. Lily wondered if she was at all responsible
for that, or if the detective’s surliness was all his own.


They piled into the cruiser again. As the trio drove back to
The Point, Lily leaned forward and eyed Thornfield intently, wondering what it
was that had brought him to Point Roberts for reasons other than free housing.
She had only been staring for a few moments when the deputy began twitching in
his seat and rubbing the back of his neck. He looked nervously in the rearview
mirror but saw nothing. Lily sat back, amazed. She had only meant to scrutinize
him, had not intentionally tried to pierce the veil, and yet Thornfield had
definitely felt her presence. This happy discovery resulted in the first bit of
elation Lily had felt all day—had felt in a long time, actually, now that she
thought about it. When had writing stopped giving her the same joy?


Greene sat in Lily’s great room, in one of a pair of
brass-studded leather chairs the color of chestnuts, and looked up at the raw cedar
beam she had been hanging from. The detective was perplexed. So far there was
nothing found to indicate foul play: no forced entry anywhere, no signs of a
struggle. The place was immaculate. The bank of windows to the west was as
pristine as the million-dollar view. Not a mark blemished the white walls that reflected
the light and provided a neutral backdrop to a triptych of large red paintings
that graced the north wall. At his feet, a plush wool area carpet, beige in
color, sat undisturbed atop the unmarked hardwood floors and beneath a large
cream sectional that lay directly opposite the leather chair Greene sat in, his
body at a right angle to a massive fireplace on the south wall. His eyes
wandered in that direction. Both the large Inuit stone carving that graced the
mantle, and the abstract metal artwork that hung above it, failed to elicit any
emotion from him. He liked the red paintings, though, even if they were too
abstract for his usual taste.


In the kitchen behind him an empty bottle of red wine in the
recycling bin and a single used glass in the dishwasher seemed innocuous
enough, as were the contents of the victim’s garbage: a Calorie-Wise chicken
and broccoli fettuccine box sat atop an empty packet of pre-made balsamic
vinaigrette, and in the attached organics waste bin the shriveled rind of a
Chinese mandarin orange stuck to the remnants of pasta long since dried.
Beneath that were carrot peelings, the skin of an avocado, bits of green onion,
and lettuce clippings.


A walk around the Harrington property had also brought up
nothing of consequence. The cedar gazebo that looked out over the water lay
empty of debris or anything else to suggest there had been any recent visitors.
A walk down the staircase through the scrub and fir trees of the cliff side
served up nothing more than a handful of wild blackberries. Back up top, a
hybrid car sat recharging in an otherwise empty double garage; nothing seemed
amiss in the large gardening shed. The vast lawn had been freshly cut, the
flowers on the patio watered. The small vegetable garden had been meticulously
weeded. It was likely Harrington also employed a gardener; Greene had made a
note to look into this.


He glanced down at his watch, the second hand moving
interminably slow, as if time were partially suspended in The Point. What the
hell was taking Thornfield so long? Greene hoped to God the deputy hadn’t
screwed up following the body. How hard could it be to follow a van? On the
mainland it was Greene’s habit to maintain chain of custody himself, believed
in the maxim that if you want something done right you should do it yourself.
But out here on this spit of land that would float out to sea if it weren’t
attached to Canada, one’s options were limited. He had no choice but to utilize
local law enforcement, even if it meant dealing with the likes of David
Thornfield. The man had been jumpy from the onset, his hand clammy when he had
greeted the detective. No doubt uncomfortable with a dead body. Lots of cops
were; most were just better at hiding it.


Greene was just about to call Thornfield when the deputy
returned, Marcus and Lily in tow. “Why the delay?” Greene asked. “Was there a
problem at the border?”


“No. Just my blood sugar. Had to get a bit of lunch.”


Greene looked annoyed but did not berate the deputy. Probably
just whine to the union, Greene thought as he strained to pull himself up
and out of the chair.


“Besides,” Thornfield added, his hands resting defensively on
his hips, “it looks pretty open and shut to me. Lady committed suicide. Hardly
the first writer to do that. These creative types, they all live on the edge.”


Greene scowled. “I’m not so sure. It’s all so normal, so
unremarkable. This doesn’t strike me as the home of a woman depressed enough to
kill herself.”


“Why, thank you,” Lily said, truly appreciative. She stood a
bit taller and straightened her dress.


“You know he can’t hear you, right?” Marcus said
sarcastically, his hands buried in his coat pockets.


Lily ignored him, choosing instead to relish the compliment
even if it had been unintended and not consciously directed at her. She was
dead now, she reckoned, and future compliments were probably going to be few
and far between.


“What about the paroxetine?” Thornfield argued. He did not
like being wrong. “Obviously she was depressed or she wouldn’t have been taking
it.”


“I was not depressed,” Lily said indignantly. “It was
just for night sweats.”


Greene dismissed the idea with a shake of his head. “The dose
is only ten milligrams and a quick count of her pills suggests she wasn’t
abusing her medication.” He paused, his forehead wrinkled. “But you know what’s
really bugging me? The lack of a suicide note. What writer fails to have the
last word?”


Marcus swallowed a laugh but not well enough to evade Lily’s
attention. “I do not always have to have the last word,” she insisted,
crossing her arms.


“Maybe she typed it out but didn’t print it. It could be on
her computer,” Thornfield suggested, subconsciously scratching his chest.


“Hmmm,” Greene replied. “Possible. But in the meantime we
need to talk to this Runa woman and then canvass the neighbors. Sheraton and
Reeds should be done soon.”


“I agree,” Lily concluded as they all headed out. This time
Marcus didn’t bother to stifle his laugh. “What?” she confronted him in the
second before the irony struck her. “Oh, shut up.”


“I didn’t say anything.”


“But you were thinking it.”


“So now you’re clairvoyant?”


“No need: your face is an open b—”


Suddenly the front door burst open and in rushed a short and
slightly built older man. Thornfield reacted first, grabbing the man and
pushing him back out the door. “You can’t come in here,” the deputy barked,
“it’s a crime scene.”


The man flailed frantically against Thornfield’s grasp and wailed
in falsetto, “Liiiiilllllyyyyyy. Let me see her. Liiiiilllllyyyyyy.” He managed
to squirm free but only for a second before Thornfield recovered, pinning the
hysteric against the railing. “Stop it! Now! Or I’ll arrest you for disobeying a
peace officer.”


The man slumped over the railing and began to cry. “Why,
Lily, why?”


Lily stood in the doorway and watched Donald Martin sobbing like
a baby on her porch. His anguish was making her uncomfortable, and the fact
that she felt discomfort rather than empathy was doubly unnerving. She squirmed
in her skin, trying to ascertain what it was exactly that was making her feel
this way, when Marcus interrupted her thoughts. “Who’s this?” he asked.


“My agent,” Lily answered matter-of-factly. And then she
understood her discomfort: she was not sure if she should be touched by
Donald’s anguish—or suspicious of it.



~ 4 ~


“WHAT HAPPENED?” DONALD MARTIN PLEADED WITH THE POLICE OFFICERS
STARING INTENTLY DOWN AT HIM. He was seated in the cushioned wicker settee on
Lily’s porch and sipping a glass of cold water Greene had fetched from her
kitchen. The veins on Martin’s temples pulsed behind wisps of wiry gray hair,
and his prominent Adam’s apple bobbed erratically in his thin neck. “She’s
hurt, isn’t she?” he demanded in a nasal voice, its repellant sound exacerbated
by the whiny tone of his queries. “I know, I can feel it. We were so close. We
were like family.”


“Oh please,” Lily scoffed, “you were a necessary evil, a
parasite. I was your host.”


The accusation was not entirely fair. Donald Martin had been
with Lily since her first book, had adroitly navigated her through the
treacherous waters of publishing, had protected her interests when no one else
would. He had guided her to success, and for that she would always be grateful.
But his mentorship and protection had come at a cost, and not just the fifteen
percent of Lily’s income she paid him. No, it had come at a creative cost: he
had helped shape the Lily Harrington brand, and when the brand became wildly
successful Donald Martin became more interested in maintaining the brand than
in helping Lily grow as a writer. And she hated him for it. Hated him for
subtly steering her back to Marcus Mantova whenever she talked of retiring the
detective, hated Martin for discouraging her from working on something more
substantial, more literary. While she hid her jealousy of the great novelists
of her generation and secretly coveted a Pulitzer, Donald Martin secretly
coveted a second vacation property. And so he had feigned approval and
encouragement of her literary efforts only until the new work threatened the
delay of the next Mantova mystery. Fearful a late delivery would jeopardize the
down payment on the townhouse in the Bahamas, Martin had turned on the psychological
manipulation. When that failed he got on a plane.


“Who are you?” Greene asked, sizing up the little man. “And
why are you here?”


“I’m Donald Martin, Lily’s agent,” he answered indignantly,
as if that fact should be obvious or the agent as famous as his client. His
indignation made him momentarily forget his concerns and reminded him of his
irritation that Lily was refusing to answer when summoned. “We had a meeting
scheduled for this morning but she didn’t show up and she isn’t answering her
phone. So I took a taxi here. He let me out at the gate.”


“When did you last see Harrington?”


“Yesterday. Now tell me what’s happened,” Martin insisted,
gripping the water glass. His fingers were taut around the tumbler, partly due
to anxiety and partly because the glass was now covered in condensation and he
feared he would drop it. He nervously wiped one hand on his dress pants, thin
streaks briefly dulling the sheen. “Where’s Lily? Is she in hospital? Who hurt
her? You must tell me. We were like—”


“Family,” Thornfield interjected. “Yeah, we got that.”


Lily let out a chortle but Greene was not amused. He flashed
a warning look at Thornfield then turned back to the agent. “She’s in a safe
place, Mr.Martin,” Greene said, his words deliberately opaque, “but there
was some trouble here last night. Can you please tell me about your movements
yesterday?”


Martin’s shoulders relaxed with a sigh. “Oh, I’m so glad
she’s all right. You had me worried there for a moment. I feel so foolish now
for the way I acted.” He looked at Thornfield. “My apologies.”


“No problem,” he replied then went quiet, not wishing to
incur Greene’s wrath again.


Martin took another anxious sip of water and looked to the
detective for validation, but he merely smiled weakly and looked expectant.
“Your movements, sir?” Greene reiterated, taking out his notebook.


“Yes, yes, of course.” Martin wiped his other hand on his
pants. “I took an early flight from La Guardia, flew into Vancouver via
Toronto. I arrived about noon. Lily met me for lunch at the airport hotel—”


“What time?” Greene interjected.


“One o’clock. We parted company at about four. I then took
meetings with two aspiring writers at the hotel bar.”


“I’ll need their names and contact information.”


“Cynthia Christenson lives in Vancouver and writes romance.
Randy Markham lives in Seattle and writes noir. Very talented writers,” Martin
said, smiling awkwardly. He knew any display of pride was inappropriate at the
moment and yet he could not help himself: he did not become one of New York’s
premier literary agents by being modest. He fished out his cellphone to get the
writers’ contact information. “They’ve been hounding me for months,” he smiled
again as he scrolled through his phone. “And I figured since I flew all the way
here I might as well kill two birds with one stone and meet with them.”


“And did you kill two birds with one stone,” Lily asked
suspiciously, “or just me?” She subconsciously folded her arms protectively
across her torso and glared at her agent.


“Where and when were you supposed to meet Harrington today?”
Greene continued, unimpressed.


“I was supposed to take the red-eye back to New York last
night, but we weren’t able to conclude our business yesterday so I changed my
plans. We agreed to meet for breakfast at my hotel at nine o’clock. When Lily
didn’t show I started calling her but there hasn’t been any answer. So I’ve
come here to see what’s going on.”


“Why do you think she’s avoiding you?” Greene asked, hoping
to bait the man.


“She isn’t avoiding me,” Martin retorted,
straightening his back. “Lily doesn’t avoid me. I am an integral part of
her team.” He took a sip of water and pouted.


Greene made a mental note of Martin’s churlishness:
indignation was often a sign of guilt. “And what was your business with
Harrington yesterday?”


“Just the usual agent–client stuff. Lily’s behind schedule
and needs the personal touch. That’s often my job, gentlemen. Writers can be
very insecure; they often need some fatherly guidance and encouragement,”
Martin declared with a self-satisfied smile.


“Why you arrogant little worm,” Lily spit at him, “that was not
what our meeting was about!”


“Then what was it about?” Marcus asked.


“None of your business. What I discuss with my agent is
confidential.”


“How long have you represented Lily Harrington?” Greene
asked.


“Over twenty years,” Martin beamed, his pride seeping
through again. “Been with her since the beginning. This next book will be our
fiftieth together.”


A look of curiosity crossed the detective’s face. The
comment had sparked a memory, something his wife had said about Harrington.
“There’s something planned for that, yes? Something big?”


Martin’s face lit up and he waved his free hand in the air
like an excited schoolgirl. “Oh God yes. It’s going to be huge. Huge.
The fiftieth book in the Mantova mystery series will be a significant
milestone. There are compendiums being released this year, another TV movie for
this Christmas, big press tour, the works. A lot of money and energy has been
spent. It’s very important that Lily deliver. Please tell me again she’s all
right.”


“See what I mean?” Lily seethed and took a menacing step
toward Martin. “You only care if I’m able to deliver. I trusted you to look out
for my interests and instead you’re just looking out for yours. And you’re
nothing like my father!” Indeed, Lily’s father had been a quiet, unassuming
man, a well-respected chartered accountant who worked long hours in his darkly paneled
office at the rear of the family’s stately Connecticut home, the only sounds
the crackle of the fire and the chugging of his Sharp calculator. He allowed
his daughters access to his inner sanctum so long as they were quiet, rewarding
them later with an inspired reading of Wind in the Willows or perhaps a
spirited game of Monopoly. He had died young, only 54, from an aneurism no one
saw coming, least of all him: slumped over his desk, the fingers of his right
hand still on the calculator, his eyes frozen wide with surprise. Lily had been
the one to find him, and for days afterwards she wondered if the surprise was
from his death or what he saw beyond it. And then she couldn’t determine if it
had been a look of joy or horror: the shock of discovering nothing, or
something worse than nothing. And now she was here, and she wondered what, if
anything, people would find in her eyes, and if they would see her killer
reflected there.


“Is that why you’re here?” Greene continued quizzing Martin.
“Is that why you sent that email to her day before last? Is Harrington failing
to deliver?”


Martin looked taken aback by the revelation that Greene had
read Lily’s email, but quickly recovered. “Not failing, Detective, refusing.”


“Come again?”


Martin shook his head sadly and loosened the knot on his silk
tie. “Lily is holding her publisher hostage. She’s written another book, a
literary novel, and wants it published. They’ve agreed to do so but only under
a pseudonym; they don’t want to risk damage to her reputation if the book
bombs. But Lily wants it published under her own name and she won’t back down.”


“Damn straight I do! I worked hard to earn my reputation;
it’s mine to risk, not yours, not Sellinger’s.”


“So what happened?” Thornfield butted in, more interested in
this new development than he was in continuing to observe protocol. Greene
flashed him a dirty look that said Stay out of my interview.


“Lily gave Sellinger and Sentient Media—that’s Sellinger’s
parent company—two options,” Martin explained, shifting his weight from one
buttock to the other. “One, publish her new book under her real name and she
will finish the Mantova book, do the press junkets, promote the movie, and all
with a smile on her face; or two, refuse to publish her book and she will kill
off the detective.”


Marcus’s jaw dropped. He turned an accusing eye on Lily.
“You were going to kill me? You witch!”


“Oh shut up, Marcus,” Lily retorted, raising her hands in
supplication. “Do you have any idea how boring you’ve become? Fifty
books. Fifty! How many do you need? How insatiable is your ego?”


“But if Harrington wants to write a different kind of book,”
Greene continued, oblivious to the argument taking place on the other side of
the divide, “it seems to me that either way she’s done with the Mantova series.
Right?”


Marcus’s eyes bored into Lily’s. “Is he right?”


“Yes!” she exclaimed. “I admit it. Yes, yes, yes. I’m sick
to death of these books. I was done with you thirty books ago. It was fun at
first, the affirmation was intoxicating, but it stopped being fun when you
stopped being a character and became a brand. When I became a brand. I’m
an artist, not a cola.”


“An artist?” Marcus scoffed with a long roll of his eyes.
“You’re not an artist, Lily, you’re a hack. And you were willing to lose it all
over the delusion you could write literary fiction? Maybe you are
insane. Maybe you really did kill yourself. What happened? Did Donald
tell you your book stinks? Did the truth send you over the edge?”


The color drained from Lily’s face until she looked as white
as her corpse in the fridge back in Bellingham. “I… I…,” she
struggled to reply. She burst into tears, turned on her cork wedge heels and
fled into the house.


Marcus did not follow her. He remained where he stood, angry
and eager to hear the rest of Lily’s diabolical plot to kill him off.


“Yes,” Donald Martin answered solemnly. “She said fifty is
enough, and it’s a nice round number to end the series on. She believes she
still has enough writing years left in her to build a new career as a literary
novelist. She certainly has the money to.”


“But does she have the talent?” Greene asked.


Martin sighed and shook his head, his eyes downcast. He set
the water glass aside and said, “That one’s harder to answer. The book is good.
She’s not Harper Lee but it’s good for a first crack at something more complex.
Maybe with a bit more work it could be great.”


“So why not just give her what she wants? Why all the
drama?”


Martin sighed again and waved his hands in a gesture of
futility. “Because, Detective, it’s not as simple as that. Consumers have
expectations, and literary critics hate genre writers. Her existing fan base
will not likely move with her; she’ll have to start all over again, earning the
loyalty of a new demographic. Meanwhile the critics will be chomping at the bit
to tear her down, to let her know that a writer who got rich off romance and
mystery isn’t welcome in their rarefied world. And she’ll have to change
publishers—not leave Sentient Media, but they will have to send her to a
different imprint of theirs, and a different editor. It’s like starting from
scratch. It makes sense to publish under a pseudonym; that way, if the book
fails, Lily can go back to writing mysteries and no harm done. But if she
damages her name she risks losing the respect and loyalty of her readers,
devaluing her entire catalog. But she just won’t listen. She’s making demands
and holding everyone hostage, people who have already spent a great deal of
money promoting this fiftieth book.”


The agent’s claims brought Greene some welcome relief, and
renewed his hope this was indeed the suicide it appeared to be. Harrington had
clearly been unbalanced, had taken her life over artistic frustrations. There
was a noticeable lift in Greene’s voice when next he asked, “Did anything
specific happen on Tuesday to make you send that email?”


Martin nodded. “We argued. Lily said the publisher’s time
was up; that she’d had enough of their stalling. She had the manner of
Mantova’s death all worked out in her head, even recited it to me over the
phone. It wasn’t just a threat anymore; she was going to do it.”


“How?”


“He was going to hang himself with sailing rope.”


Greene’s eyes widened and he began to smile—but only for a
second. He quickly recovered to hide his surprise and keep his voice neutral.
“Who knew these details?”


“Me, of course. I told Jarod Ross, Lily’s editor. He may
have told his bosses; I don’t know.”


“Anyone else?”


“Not that I’m aware of. Lily keeps works-in-progress very
quiet: leaks infuriate her.”


“What happens if she’s unable to finish the book. Not
unwilling, unable?”


“I knew it!” Martin exclaimed, his words laced with
accusation. “Something terrible has happened to Lily. Tell me. I have a right
to know.” His anxiety had raised his already unpleasant voice an octave, and
Greene decided he would rather tell the man the unfortunate truth than listen
to him any longer.


“Okay, but you have to understand that nothing can be made
public until we notify next of kin.” Martin’s face went white: he knew what was
coming next. “Lily Harrington was found deceased in her home this morning. I
can’t go into the details of her death, but suffice it to say that we’re only
here because of her status in the community, not because foul play is
suspected.”


Donald Martin’s hands began to tremble. He grasped his legs
to steady his tremors. He looked down, his eyes darting to and fro as he tried
to comprehend how this could have happened. Greene gave the man a minute to
grasp the situation then reiterated the question: “What happens if Harrington
is unable to finish the book?”


His hands still shaking, Martin removed his gold-rimmed
glasses—designer, ten karat, naturally—and wiped the sweat from his eyelids. He
took another moment to collect himself, then quietly answered, “Under the terms
of Lily’s contract, the publisher has the right to hire a ghostwriter to finish
any manuscript for which Lily has received an advance.”


Ah crap, Greene thought, and his recent optimism sank
as quickly as it had arisen. “So they have an invested interest in seeing her
dead?”


Martin’s head shot up. “No! Lily is the golden goose. Her
sales pay the salaries of at least half a dozen employees. Her death will be
like losing one of their own limbs.” He cast an accusing eye on Greene.
“Besides, I thought you said foul play is not suspected.”


“It isn’t. But we have to proceed as if it is until we know
otherwise,” Greene explained, then carried on with his questioning. “So, back
to business. Harrington was retiring the goose. And risking sales. Seems to me
her publisher has more to gain if they finish the book their way. And don’t a
writer’s books become more popular when she dies?”


Martin reluctantly nodded. “Everything you say is true, but
I can’t imagine anyone at Sellinger doing anything to hurt Lily. These are
people who love books, who love writers.”


“Maybe not Sellinger. But what about Sentient? They’re a
mega-corporation. I doubt they care at all about Harrington as a person. She’s
probably just a line in their shareholders’ report.”


Martin pondered this for a moment. “I can’t answer that. I
have no idea. They can be ruthless businessmen, that’s for certain, but murder?
Would they go that far? I don’t know.”


“And what about you?” Greene pressed on. “If Harrington
didn’t deliver, she had to return the advance, correct?”


“Not exactly. She only had to return the advance if she refused
to deliver, but not if she was unable to because of illness or death.” Martin’s
face paled. He knew exactly how that sounded and he now wished to God he had
never said a word. His eyes darted to the road as if he were plotting his escape.


“But what happens now that she’s dead? What happens if the
publisher finishes the book themselves? Do you get paid?”


“Well, y-yes,” Martin stammered. “But I wouldn’t kill her
over it.”


“But you stood to gain financially if she died. Am I right?”
Greene persisted.


“Well, y-yes,” Martin stammered again.


“And what about future sales?”


“Lily’s heirs will own her copyright for the next seventy
years. They’ll receive the income.”


“And will you continue to receive a percentage?”


“Yes.”


“So your interests are aligned with the publisher’s.”
Greene’s aggravation was building: all he was getting from Donald Martin was
motive and more suspects, and the detective wanted neither.


“I don’t think that’s a fair interpretation,” Martin whined.


“Why’s that?”


“My job is to protect Lily, to protect her career. Sometimes
writers need to be protected from themselves. They like to think it’s all about
art when it’s a business. If you want to write for ten people then vanity
publish.” He raised his chin as he said this, his contempt obvious.


Greene’s tone turned authoritative. “DonaldMartin, can
you account for your whereabouts last evening and through the night?”


Martin understood the change in tone. “I finished my
meetings with the writers at seven o’clock,” he huffed. “I ate dinner in the
hotel restaurant and then went to my room. You can check with them. I’m certain
they have security cameras all over the place. And I don’t like what you’re
insinuating. I would never harm Lily. I loved Lily. We were like—”


“Family,” Greene interjected. “So you keep saying. Do you
know most murders are committed by a close relative or loved one?”


The agent stood up, his expression hostile. “I’m done
answering your questions,” he announced. “I’m going back to New York. You can
contact my attorney if you want to know anything more. His name is Syd
Leventhal of Leventhal, King and Associates.”


Martin stomped off but only got a few steps down the drive
when he turned back around. “Um, do you know how I might get a taxi around
here?”


The two officers gave Martin sour looks and shrugs. Point
Roberts did indeed have a small taxi service, but he would have to figure it
out for himself. “Fine,” he pouted, “I’ll ask at the golf course.” And with
that Donald Martin headed down Lily’s driveway, his designer loafers kicking up
dust behind him.



~ 5 ~


WITH NOTHING MORE TO LEARN OUTSIDE, MARCUS WENT IN THE HOUSE TO
CHECK ON LILY. He found her on the sofa, weeping in the arms of a woman. She
was in her midthirties, tall, with shoulder-length blonde hair framing an
attractive face unfettered by makeup. Her Amazon figure was quietly clothed in
flat-panel black trousers and a crisp long-sleeved white shirt buttoned all the
way up save for the top, revealing a triangle of flawless flesh at the base of
her long neck. She was a perfect specimen of female beauty—except for the
half-inch hole right in the middle of her forehead.


The woman looked up when Marcus entered the room, and their
eyes hardened at the sight of each other. “Penelope? What the hell are you
doing here?” he demanded, not bothering to hide his contempt. Or what he hoped
looked like contempt. He was not fooling anyone, least of all Penelope Winters,
his great love, the one who got away and took a sizeable chunk of Marcus’s
heart with her.


“You snake,” she sneered as she rose to confront him. “Is
there no depth to how low you will sink just to maintain the upper hand?”


Marcus straightened his back in an attempt to meet Penelope
eye to eye. It was pointless: he was still three inches shy of her five-eleven
frame, and she was wearing one-inch-heeled boots. That was not playing
fair. But when did Penelope Winters ever play fair with Marcus Mantova? “I have
no idea what you’re talking about,” he lied. He raised his chin to add more
height, and was grateful he still had his hat on.


“A hack? Delusional? Your stories? You
were nothing before Lily took you in, Joe. And right now you’d better
apologize to her—or else!” Penelope crossed her arms and tapped one foot on the
floor, counting down the seconds.


“Joe?” a voice said from behind Penelope. They both looked
over. Lily’s tears had dried and she was sitting up straight, listening, her
face riddled with confusion. “Why are you calling him Joe?”


Penelope smirked and jerked a thumb in Marcus’s direction.
“Lily Harrington, meet Joseph Esposito, unemployed actor and all-around
asshole. At least until you took him in. Well, the unemployed part anyway. He’s
still an asshole.”


“I-I don’t understand,” Lily said, bewildered.


“There’s nothing to understand,” Marcus insisted.
“You needed a detective and I rose to the challenge. I had the credentials—”


“Credentials?!” Penelope interjected. “You played a
detective for one season on cable TV. That hardly made you qualified.”


The hackles on Marcus’s neck stood up. “You’re just jealous
that I was able to achieve in Lily’s books what you couldn’t in real life,” he
retorted and tightened the belt on his trench coat.


“For your information I had an eighty percent closure rate,”
Penelope argued back. “I would hardly call that a failure. And I was
headed for promotion. I would have been the first female head of Homicide if
this”—she pointed to the hole in her head—“hadn’t happened.”


“What did happen?” Lily asked, choosing to remain on the
couch, out of the line of direct fire.


“Got caught in an ambush,” Penelope answered
matter-of-factly, momentarily forgetting her anger. “Never even had a chance to
draw my weapon. Just—pow!—and next thing I knew I was here.”


“How do you two know each other?”


“Yes, Penelope, tell Lily how we know each other,” Marcus
said in a snarky tone. “Then tell me who’s the asshole.”


A thin veil of guilt clouded Penelope’s face. “I…
well, you see, Lily, it was like this. When I got here I was really confused,
and Joe… he was there, you know what I mean? He knew the ropes and he was
handsome, so I did him. But I caught on quickly enough and the sex wasn’t that
great, so I moved on.”


“Not that great?!” Marcus spit at Penelope. “I was—I am—amazing
in bed. You’re the frigid witch who lay there like a limp slab of warm cheese.”


“Okay, now you’re just mixing your metaphors,” Lily said.


“I wasn’t frigid,” Penelope struck back. “I was bored!”


“What is it with you two calling me boring?!” Marcus
exclaimed, his open hands furiously jabbing at the air. “I am never
boring. I am exciting. Millions of women around the world fantasize
about me every day. Women do not fantasize about boring men.”


“You are not exciting,” Penelope said, a look of incredulity
on her face. “You are a womanizing narcissist who appeals to Harrington’s
readers for reasons it would take a whole psychology degree to unravel.” She
looked over at Lily. “Never date an actor.”


“I appealed to you,” Marcus said smugly. “What was
your excuse, if I’m such a narcissist?”


“A trauma-induced critical lapse in judgment,” Penelope shot
back.


“Recant, you witch, or else I’ll—”


“You’ll what?” Penelope mocked him. “Kill me? Newsflash”—she
pointed again to the hole in her forehead—“somebody beat you to it.”


Lily quietly rose from the couch in search of respite. Listening
to ex-lovers bicker was more than she could bear. It was all more than
she could bear. In less than a day she had been murdered, found with a
snotsicle hanging off her nose, driven by a social misfit to the morgue,
slandered by her agent, and now the great Marcus Mantova, detective extraordinaire,
a man she had thought a product of her wonderful imagination, was actually a
manipulative actor who existed in this strange place she now found herself in.


And what is this place, anyway? It certainly is not heaven,
and it too closely resembles ordinary life to be hell. Or is that the message?
That ordinary life is hell? No, Lily thought next, life is too full of
wonderful moments and surprises to be hell. Life is not easy, but it is not
hell. So then what is this place? And how do you get out of here?


She went into her office. Reeds was dusting the laptop for
prints. Sheraton was cutting a hole out of the carpet beneath the desk. The
sight of the CSI taking a sharp knife to a hand-knotted Persian silk left Lily
needing a drink, and she headed for the kitchen in the hope of a glass of wine.


In the pantry she found a 2010 bottle of French Merlot, only
to realize she had no way to open it and, even if she could, probably could not
drink it. The thought made her doubly melancholic, so she moved to the window
and gazed despondently out at her beloved garden.


Point Roberts’ only other resident deputy, the one Lily had
seen earlier in the day with Thornfield, had returned bearing coffee and was
chatting with him and Greene. Lily couldn’t hear them over the noise of
Penelope and Marcus still lobbing barbs at each other. She glanced over her
shoulder at them, then walked through the window and onto the porch.


Collins had been summoned to stand guard at the base of the
stairs: no one could afford another blunder like the entrance of Donald Martin.
“Your relief should be here soon enough,” Greene was instructing the deputy.
“I’ve asked for two men, round the clock, at least until we notify the sister
and she arranges for private security. We can’t risk anything being pilfered
from the home by fans or opportunists. That happens and the press will crucify
us.”


“Where you headed now?” Collins asked.


“To interview the housekeeper,” Greene answered, then he and
Thornfield headed for his cruiser. “And thanks again for the coffee,” the
detective added, raising his cup in salute.


Lily looked over her shoulder at the house, wondering if she
should get Marcus, then decided she did not want his company. “You two stay
here and keep squabbling,” she said as if he and Penelope could hear her. “Me,
I’m going with them.”


She jumped into Thornfield’s cruiser as he started the
engine. The men did not look back as they left, and neither did Lily.

