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      Stranger on the Shore
By Josh Lanyon


      Twenty years ago, little Brian Arlington was kidnapped from his family’s Long Island estate and was never seen again. The trail went cold, but investigative journalist Griff Hadley has always thought there was more to the story—much more. When the Arlingtons’ patriarch invites him to stay at their estate to research his true crime book, Griff can’t say no. It’s the story of a lifetime.


      But not everyone is happy about Griff’s presence. Relatives and staff alike regard him coldly, including Pierce Mather, the Arlingtons’ attractive lawyer, who is more than a little wary of Griff’s motives.


      When a stranger shows up claiming to be the long-lost Brian, Griff and Pierce are united in their suspicions. Startled to have found an ally in the buttoned-up lawyer, Griff soon realizes it’s hard to keep a professional distance. Even in the midst of a groundbreaking investigation, even in the face of a shocking family secret...


      81,000


      



    

  


  
    
      Dear Reader,


      If there’s one thing that’s sure to tickle me every time, it’s when I ask for book recommendations via social media, and readers come back to recommend books I’ve edited or published. Most recently, readers have given me recommendations for Saved by the Bride by Fiona Lowe, Wild Ones by Kristine Wyllys and Goddess with a Blade by Lauren Dane. I’m always pleased when this happens and I think our batch of May books will be next on readers’ recommendation lists!


      We’re thrilled to welcome fan favorite Josh Lanyon back to Carina Press with Stranger on the Shore. Journalist Griffin Hadley shrugs off lawyer Pierce Mather’s objections to his investigation of a decades-old kidnapping, but it might not be so easy to shrug off the objections of someone willing to do anything to keep the past buried.


      Bestselling author Stephanie Tyler returns with another sexy, unique story set not too far into our possible post-apocalyptic future. In Salvation, when Luna leaves Defiance to rescue Bish from a rival gang, she doesn’t realize she’s the one who will end up needing saving—both from the gang and from Bish, the man who can’t wait any longer to claim her and make her his. Though this book can be read as a standalone, be sure to check out both Defiance and Redemption as well!


      There’s No Accounting for Cowboys in Leah Braemel’s sexy contemporary cowboy romance. Jake Grady relies on family accountant Paige Reynolds to bring order to his life, when family secrets throw it into chaos. Check out our new reduced-price bundle of Leah’s erotic romance duology, Texas Tangle and Tangled Past, available now.


      And speaking of sexy contemporary romance, the only woman Grand Duke Armand ever desired is her, but not every girl dreams of marrying a prince. Anna doesn’t want prince charming, she loved the man behind the crown. Can they overcome their mistakes and reclaim a love neither forgot? Don’t miss this Going Royal book by Heather Long, Some Like It Scandalous.


      Tamara Morgan joins us with the start to a new contemporary romance series in If I Stay. In this kickoff to a modern-day Downton Abbey series, the nanny to a rich hotelier family must choose between the hard-edged chauffeur who gets her pulse racing and the profligate playboy she’s loved her whole life.


      Another author kicking off a new series is Sheryl Nantus. If you’ve been looking for a unique futuristic romance series to enjoy, In the Black is being described as Firefly meets Best Little Whorehouse in Texas. What’s more unique than a heroine who’s captain of a bordello spaceship?


      Male/male author KC Burn also offers up a futuristic romance this month. Falling in love with an alien exotic dancer forces a prejudiced fleet captain to reevaluate who he is and what he believes in Voodoo ’n’ Vice.


      May is a month packed full of science fiction, fantasy and futuristic books. Cindy Spencer Pape is back with a new book in her Gaslight Chronicles, Dragons & Dirigibles (I love this title!). Airship engineer Melody MacKay is exactly the kind of emancipated woman Victor Arrington wants to keep away from his impressionable niece—that is, until smugglers start trying to kill the girl. Then Victor turns to Melody for help. If you’re new to the Gaslight Chronicles, you can start the series now with a new, reduced-price bundle of the first three books in the series. Available wherever ebooks are sold.


      Author T.D. Wilson returns to Carina Press with book two in his space opera series. In The Epherium Chronicles: Crucible, only one more jump to the new colony in the Cygni star system, but what will Captain James Hood find when he arrives—a thriving colony, dangerous enemies, or will it be in ruins?


      We’re pleased to welcome four authors to Carina Press this month. Debut author April Taylor brings us a tale of fantasy and alternate history. In Court of Conspiracy, book one of The Tudor Enigma, ordered by Anne Boleyn to protect her son, can apothecary and elemancer Luke Ballard overcome the evil sunderer who seeks to kill Henry IX at Hampton Court Palace?


      Also with a debut novel this month is historical paranormal romance author Kari Edgren. Selah Kilbrid would sacrifice everything for her birthright, except the one kiss that could destroy her in Goddess Born.


      For our mystery offering this month, debut author Rosie Claverton brings together an agoraphobic hacker and a streetwise ex-con to hunt down a serial killer in Cardiff. Don’t miss Binary Witness, the first in a new mystery series.


      Last, we’re thrilled to have author Vanessa North join us with her new male/male romance High and Tight. Deeply closeted Navy pilot Adam returns home, planning to convince his longtime lover he’s ready to commit at last, only to find Harris has moved on without him.


      Coming in June: novels from Lynda Aicher, Ava March, Christi Barth, Dana Marie Bell and more, along with a fabulous male/male contemporary romance anthology from three talented authors.


      Here’s wishing you a wonderful month of books you love, remember and recommend.


      Happy reading!


      ~Angela James

      Editorial Director, Carina Press

    

  


  
    
      Dedication


      To the Goodreads gang. Here’s to sharing morning coffee and One Word a Day.
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      Thank you to Keren Reed.
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      Chapter One


      It was stupid to be nervous.


      It wasn’t like he wasn’t qualified. Not like he couldn’t handle this. Not like anyone was expecting him to solve the mystery of what had happened to four-year-old Brian Arlington on that long ago summer’s eve. He was only writing a book—and these days everyone was writing a book.


      Griff sucked in a long breath and reached for the car door handle. But he didn’t open the door. He continued to sit staring at the white Italianate façade of the villa, graceful columns, punctiliously flat roofs, balconies with black wrought-iron railings, and all the while his heart was beating too fast in that mix of anticipation and anxiety. More anxiety than anticipation which was just...weird.


      The best way to deal with it was to get his ass out of the car and in front of those elegant, imposing double doors.


      What was the worst that could happen? The old man might change his mind, might decide he didn’t want to cooperate, didn’t want Griff staying at the estate, didn’t want Griff to write the book at all. All or any one of those would be disappointing, yes, but they would only amount to stumbling blocks, and a couple of stumbling blocks wouldn’t stop Griff. It was unlikely to happen anyway since Griff’s staying at the Arlington estate had been Jarrett Arlington’s idea.


      So?


      Why was he still sitting here, heart in his throat and hands like ice?


      It was a long time, years, since he’d experienced an anxiety attack. He sure as heck didn’t have time for that now.


      He was tired, that was all. Bone tired. He’d been driving for nearly two days. Fifteen hours behind the wheel. It was nearly a thousand miles from Wisconsin to Long Island. As the lakes of Madison had given way to the thunderstorms of Illinois, the sooty industry of Ohio, the red bricks, red barns, red cows of Pennsylvania...he had felt further and further adrift from everything he knew and loved, an explorer heading off for the New World only to find that happiness really was in his own backyard.


      Yeah, he needed to get out more, that was for sure.


      Griff took a deep breath, yanked open the door, and unfolded from the battered Karmann Ghia.


      A bird, hidden in the green leaves of the tall hedge, trilled a cheerful greeting and took flight. The sun was bright and warm for Long Island in April. The brisk air was salty sweet with the scent of the sea and newly bloomed lilacs. It steadied him. Ridiculous that he should need steadying, but that was the way it was. Then again, this gig was kind of a big deal. A big deal for anyone, but especially for the crime beat reporter of the Banner Chronicle, paid circulation 4,401.


      By rights the story should have gone to a C.J. Chivers or an Ann Rule. It was still hard to believe that he, Griffin N. Hadley, had been tapped to write the account of one of the most famous kidnappings of the last century. So, okay, maybe some nervousness was permissible.


      He walked across the courtyard, sparkling white pebbles and shells crunching beneath his chucks, passed between two weathered stone griffins—hopefully a good omen—up the six long, narrow steps to the next terrace, past a water-stained and silent fountain, up six more long, narrow steps, through the columns and arches of the wide portico to the double front doors with their amber-and-black stained-glass panels.


      It took a second or two to locate the doorbell buzzer, concealed as it was in a large, bronze sunburst. Griff pressed the buzzer and nothing seemed to happen. Maybe, like the fountain, the bell no longer worked?


      He glanced around. It was not that the house or grounds looked shabby, exactly, but the grass was a little long, the lilac hedges were a little ragged, the paint was a little faded.


      Had the Arlington family fallen on hard times? Not according to his research. Maybe this was winter on the Gold Coast. Maybe it really was hard to get good help these days.


      Griff pressed the doorbell again.


      The nearest door swung open and a tall, gaunt woman in a severely plain black dress said, “I heard you the first time.”


      “Oh. Sorry,” Griff said guiltily. “I didn’t...” He let that go.


      “No, you didn’t.”


      In a funny way she reminded him of his mother. His mother when she was in one of her tempers. Same general physical type, same snapping dark eyes and strong features, though his mother had been softer and prettier—and much younger.


      He tried, “I’m Griffin Ha—”


      “I know who you are,” she cut him off. “Mr. Arlington is waiting to see you.”


      Now that was odd, right? Griff didn’t pretend to know how the other half—or, more exactly, the other one percent—lived, but he was pretty sure the help wasn’t supposed to take that tone with visitors. But then he probably didn’t look like the usual visitor to Winden House. Maybe he should have searched around for a trade entrance.


      “And you are?” he asked, refusing to be cowed.


      Her eyes narrowed. “Mrs. Truscott. I’m Mr. Arlington’s housekeeper.”


      Truscott. The name was familiar. Griff was sure she had been employed at the time of Brian’s kidnapping, but not as housekeeper. Back then the housekeeper had been a Mrs. Cameron, now deceased.


      Mrs. Truscott led the way through an elegant entryway. Griff looked around and tried not to gawk. It wasn’t easy. Creaking beneath his feet was the much-photographed diamond parquet floor, and stretching right over his head was the low, cream-colored compartmented ceiling. It felt unreal. Dreamlike. To his left curved the famous marble staircase the kidnappers had carried little Brian down that fateful night.


      He’d studied this entry hall many times in so many pictures. Now he was here, crossing the glossy walnut-and-rosewood parquet and following Mrs. Truscott up the graceful staircase. It was like walking into a history book—except that Griff was the one supposed to write the history.


      Well, he was ready. He’d done his homework. He knew more about Winden House than he knew about the house he’d grown up in. The villa sat on 160 acres and had been built in 1906 by Gold Coast architects Hiss and Weekes. The entire estate was comprised of the main house, two greenhouses, a solarium, a swimming pool, a five-room guest cottage and two barns. Once upon a time the Arlingtons had bred horses, which was the reason for the two barns. What the excuse was for all the rest of it, he couldn’t imagine. He wasn’t here to judge, though.


      The ceiling in the downstairs library was gilded in gold leaf; the stained-glass ceiling on the upper level had originally been a skylight. The night Brian Arlington had been kidnapped, there had been a party in the sunken garden behind the house. The party theme had been A Midsummer’s Night Dream. A pretty wild affair according to the news accounts of the day.


      A lot of facts, a lot of information, but none of it could compare to three minutes inside the house. There was no substitute for the actual experience of hearing the brisk click of Mrs. Truscott’s sensible heels on the marble steps; for breathing in that unique scent of fresh cut flowers, furniture polish and expensive old age; for the first glimpse of the glittering sea through the Serlian windows, or the sight of gold-framed paintings that ought to be hanging in museums. Yeah, if the Arlingtons were running short of cash, they could always sell a painting or two.


      “This way,” Mrs. Truscott said as they reached the second landing and a life-sized oil portrait of a slim young man holding a pocket watch. Mrs. Truscott sounded like someone speaking to a wayward kindergartener. Griff eyed her curiously. She looked to be in her sixties, but she moved briskly and her back was as straight as a yoga instructor’s.


      He opened his mouth to ask about the size of the household staff, but stopped himself. She probably had definite ideas about how this process was supposed to go, and getting the final stamp of approval from the old man would be part of it.


      Hopefully Arlington would not take one look at him and change his mind. It could happen. Weren’t the rich famous for their whims and impulses?


      Their footsteps were buried in the faded roses of the Aubusson carpet. The scent of pipe tobacco drifted from down the long hall.


      Mrs. Truscott stopped before a closed walnut panel door and tapped softly.


      “Come in,” called a voice. Age blurred gender, but the accent was the distinctive one known as Locust Valley Lockjaw.


      This was it. Griff squared his shoulders. Mrs. Truscott opened the door, delivered one final, disapproving look and departed.


      Griff stepped inside the room.


      It was probably a beautiful room—he had an impression of arched windows and a high ceiling—but Griff’s attention was focused on the spare, white-haired figure staring down at the star-shaped courtyard. Griff had a moment to wonder if Jarrett Arlington had watched him arrive, watched him sit vacillating in his car, watched him finally get up the nerve to knock on the door.


      Arlington turned to face him. It seemed a very long moment before he took the pipe from his mouth. “Well? What do you think, Mr. Hadley?”


      “The house? It looks exactly like the photographs.”


      Grave blue eyes studied him from beneath formidable white brows. Jarrett Arlington was slim, slight and brown from a lifetime of sailing and golfing and whatever else the very rich did when they weren’t counting their money. Despite his considerable age—he was nearly ninety—he still had a full head of hair, which stood up cockatoo-like.


      Griff waited for Arlington to say something like...Griff looked younger than his photo on the Banner Chronicle editorial staff page. Or just interrogate him about what he proposed to write and why he imagined he was qualified to tackle this story. One brief phone call wasn’t going to be enough to seal the deal—even if that was how it had seemed at the time.


      But after another of those thoughtful pauses, Arlington said, “Hmm. I suppose it does. Did you drive all the way from Madison, Wisconsin, in that Karmann Ghia?”


      “I did, yeah,” Griff said.


      “And how many times did you break down?”


      “I didn’t. Not once.” That was because he had completely rebuilt the engine six months ago, but Arlington wasn’t going to be interested in hearing how Griff had spent two years lovingly and painstakingly restoring a vintage car.


      “Hmm.” Arlington continued to appraise him with that keen blue gaze.


      It wasn’t his imagination, right? This was a strange interview.


      Arlington seemed to come to a decision. He said briskly, “I’d better tell you, the rest of the family is none too pleased about our arrangement and this book you’re going to write.”


      Here it comes. Griff opened his mouth, though he wasn’t sure what he could say to convince Arlington over the protests of his nearest and dearest.


      But Arlington made a dismissive gesture. “Don’t worry. I’ll handle them. I want this book. I want this case reopened. If anybody gives you any trouble, you refer them to me. I’ve instructed them all you’re to have complete access, complete cooperation.”


      “Thank you.” Arlington made it sound like he’d given orders to his corporate staff rather than his children.


      “How long do you think it’ll take you to write the book?”


      Was Arlington imagining Griff would write the book this week? “I don’t—I’m not sure.” He stopped himself from admitting that he’d never written a book before. Not that Arlington didn’t already know that, but there was no point in emphasizing Griff’s lack of experience.


      “Merely curious. It doesn’t matter,” Arlington said.


      “I’ll do my best to bring the case back to public attention.”


      A light kindled in Arlington’s eyes. “If Brian is out there somewhere, I want him to know we haven’t forgotten him. We haven’t given up.”


      “Uh...right.” Brian was dead. Odell Johnson was sitting in prison right now, convicted of Brian’s kidnapping and murder.


      “Either way, I want the truth. I don’t care how painful it is.”


      Griff liked the courage of that. One of the theories was that the kidnapping had been an inside job. He said, “I’ll do my best to get the truth for you.”


      Arlington smiled. “I know you will, my boy. Do you have any questions for me? I mean, before you settle in and start dragging out the family skeletons?” The warmth of that smile transformed him. Griff could see the shade of the heartbreaker Arlington had reportedly been in his youth.


      “Is it okay if I take photos?”


      “Take all the photos you want. Pierce will have to approve everything anyway.”


      Griff repeated uncertainly, “Pierce?”


      “Pierce Mather. My, er, man of affairs.”


      Man of affairs? Did people really say that?


      “The family lawyer.” Arlington chuckled, so maybe it was supposed to be a joke.


      “Oh, that Pierce,” Griff said. “The one who told me not to write the book.”


      “That’s the one.” Arlington was definitely amused. “Yes, Pierce can be a bit overbearing. He means well. Pierce will look everything over just to make sure nothing damaging or defamatory is inadvertently published.”


      Griff had been waiting for the other shoe to drop, and here it was, right on schedule, delivering a hard, swift kick to his ass. “Pierce is going to have final approval of my work?”


      “I wouldn’t put it that way,” Arlington said.


      “Because we didn’t agree to that. I can’t—won’t—work under that kind of restriction.”


      The disappointment was sickening, but no way was Griff going to write some kind of corporate-approved publicity piece or whatever it was the Arlingtons had in mind. If staying on the estate and having access to these people meant he couldn’t write the book he wanted to write, then he’d rent a room in town and get his interviews the regular way, the way he’d planned on writing the book before Arlington had proposed this too-good-to-be-true idea of staying at the estate.


      He should have known. Should have realized a wealthy, powerful family like the Arlingtons would try to control the spin of a book like his. He was stupid not to have seen this coming.


      “No, no,” Arlington was saying hurriedly in answer to whatever he read in Griff’s expression. “It’s not what you’re thinking. No one is going to censor what you write or attempt to...to restrict the freedom of the press. It isn’t anything like that. Nothing related to Brian’s kidnapping will be off-limits to you, but staying on the estate you’ll be privy to potentially sensitive information that has no bearing on the case or your story. That’s the sort of thing Pierce will be looking for.”


      Put like that, it sounded reasonable. Griff still felt wary. He had spoken to Pierce Mather once on the phone—for as long as it had taken Mather to shut him up and shoot him down. The words sue your ass had featured prominently. Griff had a gut feeling he and Mather might not see eye to eye on what constituted information with “no bearing.”


      As if reading his thoughts, Arlington said almost coaxingly, “Mr. Hadley—Griffin—you have my word you won’t be asked to sign a non-disclosure nor any kind of contract. This is a gentlemen’s agreement between you and me. Agreed?” He held out his hand.


      Griff studied Arlington’s face, considered that charming, part-rueful, part-willful smile. Arlington was a man used to getting what he wanted, no question. But there was something almost kind in his gaze, and he seemed sincere.


      Nothing easier than convincing someone who wanted to believe you. Griff grimaced inwardly and reached out to shake hands.


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Two


      “That’s right,” Nels Newland said. “I was working on the estate back then. Been working for the Arlingtons since I was a boy. I wasn’t here that night, though. Nothing I can tell you.”


      Newland led the way down a wide brick path shaded by tall rhododendrons wreathed in pale peach-colored blossoms. He was a big man with sparse gray hair and broad, badly stooped shoulders that made him look like he was carrying Griff’s bag against a strong headwind. He had insisted on carrying the bag, and short of wrestling it away from him, Griff had no choice but to give in. Apparently it was not possible to drive to the guest cottage, which was located behind the main house. It seemed inconvenient and impractical and just the kind of idea rich people came up with for the hell of it.


      “Partly I’m trying to get a sense for what it was like then,” Griff said to Newland’s wide back. “You know, just getting an overall feel of the place and the people.”


      Newland grunted and continued to plow down the pathway. Arlington hadn’t been kidding about the cottage being behind the main house. Well behind the main house, in fact. But that suited Griff fine. He liked his privacy and his space. Too much so, according to Levi.


      No point thinking of Levi now. That was over.


      He glanced over his shoulder, but his view of the villa was blocked by the clouds of pastel flowers. The rhododendrons must be fifty feet tall. They’d probably been planted when the house foundation was first laid.


      “It’s no good digging up the past,” Newland said. “Leave sleeping dogs lie, I say.”


      Judging by Newland and Mrs. Truscott, it was what a lot of people said.


      “Mr. Arlington wants this book,” Griff felt obliged to point out. “It was his idea that I stay here and talk to people on the estate.”


      Newland gave another of those disapproving grunts that was probably the poor relation to Jarrett Arlington’s Hmm. His boots thudded down the trail in solid, stubborn cadence.


      Griff persisted, “There are still questions about what happened that night. Who was Odell’s accomplice? Was there even an accomplice? Where is Brian’s body? Why did they kill him when the ransom was paid?”


      “Answers to none of that’s going to change anything.”


      “It will give Mr. Arlington closure.” That was something Griff had learned working the crime beat, even on a small paper in a small town like Janesville. As bad as knowing what the worst was, not knowing, not having answers, not having certainty, was worse.


      The sea breeze rustled the blossoms. Bees droned high overhead. They passed a small bronze statue of a stag and, farther down the shaded path, a low marble bench. Parks in Janesville weren’t as big as the Arlingtons’ backyard. Not that the Arlingtons would refer to all this cultivated acreage as a “backyard.”


      Newland lifted his head and said abruptly, “There’s the cottage.”


      Griff stopped walking.


      The guest cottage stood on the other side of a wide and rocky stream which pooled into a series of large green ponds ringed by ornamental grasses, boulders and classical statuary. Black-faced swans glided serenely across the pond surfaces. A wooden bridge, balustrades painted white to look like stone, offered safe passage across the water.


      Griff said, “It looks like a doll house.”


      A doll house or maybe a piece of wedding cake. A pretty, two-story slice of columns and cornices and arched windows. Three small stairs led to a pale pink door.


      Newland had not paused. Griff recovered from his astonishment and sped up to follow him across the bridge and up the narrow stone walkway to the cottage door with its stained-glass oval of ivy and swans.


      Newland set Griff’s extra bag down, unlocked the pink door, and pushed it open. He handed the old-fashioned key over to Griff. “It’s all ready for you. If you do need something, there’s a phone to the main house.”


      “Thanks. I’m sure I’ve got all I’ll need.” Griff patted his laptop case.


      Newland, a man of few words—unless you counted the grunts—looked unconvinced but took himself off without further ado, leaving Griff to explore the cottage on his own.


      Five rooms didn’t take long to explore. Every room but the kitchen and two bathrooms—two bathrooms in a guest cottage!—had some variation on parquet floors and old-fashioned blue-and-silver wallpaper. The draperies and upholstery were slate-gray silk, vintage but still functional. There wasn’t a lot of furniture, but any one of those antiques probably cost as much as the rent on Griff’s apartment. How ridiculously wasteful. An average-size family could have lived here easily.


      Okay. Maybe an average-size family of elves, because no average family of Griff’s acquaintance would know what to do with silk upholstery or a cottage in the middle of the Enchanted Forest. He smothered a yawn as he paused to inspect a painting of two Gibson girls playing croquet.


      It was like looking through a window at the past. A gracious past that most people had only ever experienced through newsreels and art books. How weird would it be to live surrounded by priceless antiques and original paintings? He couldn’t even imagine not having to worry about money. Not having to worry about paying rent and saving up for, well, everything.


      Wow. Not. Judging. Of course. But...the rich were really different.


      And yet for all their money and power and position, the Arlingtons hadn’t been able to recover their lost child. Had no more luck in discovering what had happened to Brian than some poor family in Boscobel.


      Griff yawned again and his jaw cracked. What he needed now was a shower and sleep. After that he’d go over his notes so he’d be prepped and ready for dinner that night. Mr. Arlington had invited him to dine with the family so that he could meet the cast of players. And, he gathered, so that Arlington could again warn everyone to cooperate fully.


      Griff picked out one of the rear bedrooms with a view of the distant ocean and carried his luggage—if you could call a battered suitcase and a laptop “luggage”—upstairs.


      He tried to hang on to his Midwestern skepticism, but there was no squelching that sense of elation as he gazed out the window at the azure haze behind the wall of trees. He was really here, here on the very shore of what F. Scott Fitzgerald had called “a fresh, green breast of the new world.” He thought of the tattered copy of The Great Gatsby in his suitcase. He was going to do it. He was doing it. He was going to write this book. The first of many books, hopefully.


      “Hey!” someone called from downstairs, snapping him out of his pleasant daydream. “Where are you?”


      The voice was female, young, and at this moment, unwelcome. Griff left the bedroom to cross the hall and lean over the wrought-iron banister. He had a foreshortened view of a young woman, maybe his age, very thin with brown hair cut in elaborate layers. She wore skinny jeans—that actually fit—and a long plum-colored leather jacket.


      “There you are,” she said. She smiled, her teeth very white, her lipstick very red.


      “Who are you?” Griff asked blankly.


      “Chloe.”


      “Chloe who?”


      “Chloe Kloppel.” It sounded like a knock-knock joke gone bad. Chloe clarified, “I’m the daughter of the house. Well, granddaughter.”


      Okay. Now he had her. Chloe was the only child of Michaela, Jarrett’s youngest daughter. She had been on the estate the night Brian disappeared, but she’d been an infant. Probably not going to have a lot to offer in the way of insight or information.


      Griff said, “Nice to meet you, Chloe Kloppel.”


      She shook her hair back, tilting her face up toward him in an unconsciously provocative pose. “Nice to meet you, Griffin Hadley. You look younger than your photo. Cuter too.”


      Or...maybe not unconsciously provocative.


      Griff asked warily, “What photo?”


      Chloe gave another of those very white, very red smiles. “The photo of you in a Santa hat at the Banner Chronicle Christmas party. After Grandy announced you were coming to stay, I googled you.” She shrugged, hands spread wide in a kind of what-can-you-do? The blue beaded bracelets on her wrists made a clicking sound. “What kind of a name is Griffin?”


      “What kind of a name is Chloe?”


      “Sexy. Stylish.”


      Uh-oh.


      “Well—” Griff awkwardly gestured behind him, “—it was nice of you to—I was just unpacking.”


      “Leave that,” Chloe told him. “I was thinking we could grab a late lunch and I’ll show you around town.”


      Maybe she didn’t realize how she sounded, like she was telling the under butler to give the fish forks another polish.


      “Thanks, but I already had lunch.”


      Chloe frowned. “Where?”


      “Muttontown.” Syosset, actually. And it had been coffee and a bear claw at Dunkin’ Donuts, but he wasn’t hungry. Still too keyed up. He got like that when he was working.


      She thought this over. “You can come and keep me company.”


      “That’s really kind of you, but I want to get settled in and go over my notes. I’ve only got a couple of days here and there’s a lot of ground to cover.”


      “Oh my God. The famous book.” She shook her head.


      “That’s why I’m here.”


      “I know. We all know. It’s all we’ve been hearing about for the last two weeks. But it’s been twenty years. No one cares anymore.”


      “Your grandfather cares.”


      “Yeah, and you care. We know. But Brian was four when he disappeared. I’m sure he was adorable and I’m sure it was horrible at the time, but it’s not like he had developed a personality. I think everybody missed the idea of him more than him. Anyway, his parents aren’t even alive now.”


      “Jeez. You’re all heart,” Griff said.


      “I’m just being honest. I’m telling you what everyone else will be too polite to say to your face. How is finding Brian buried under the floorboards of one of these cottages going to make things better?”


      His expression must have given him away. Chloe added, “I don’t mean literally under the floorboards. Though who knows? Maybe. I just mean, twenty years is too late to do anyone any good.”


      “Your grandfather wants to know the full story. He has a right to know.”


      She tipped her head sideways, her expression puzzled. “Are you really going to keep skulking up there?”


      “I’m sorry?”


      “Are you coming down here or do I have to go up there?”


      Griff straightened. “I’ll—”


      Too late. Chloe was already on her way up the staircase.


      What the heck? Was he going to have members of the family traipsing through the cottage while he was trying to work? Maybe a motel would have been a better idea.


      “Anyway, it’s not like I care,” Chloe assured him as she reached the top of the stairs and sauntered toward him. “We can still have fun even if you are wasting your time.”


      “Fun?” he said cautiously.


      Up close, she was very thin. Too thin. And tall. She was as tall as he was, and he was just over medium height. She was wearing a spicy, exotic perfume. She did not smell—or look—like girls in Wisconsin, let alone Janesville, though it was hard to pinpoint what exactly was so different about her. Maybe it was just attitude.


      “Sure. Fun.” She was crowding into his space, her face tilted challengingly, and he realized uncomfortably where she thought this was going.


      “Uh...hey,” Griff said feebly, trying to step back without looking like he was retreating.


      Was this really how it worked for girls like her? Did it work like this for the boys of her social strata too?


      After a couple of seconds the sparkle died out of her blue eyes. Her knowing smile faded. Another second passed and realization dawned on her face.


      “Are you kidding me?” she demanded. “You’re gay?”


      Now that, illogical or not, was really irritating. “Is that the only reason a guy might turn you down?”


      Chloe glared, hands on her hips now. “Are you gay or not?”


      Griff glared back. “Yeah, I’m gay.”


      She relaxed. Sort of. She still frowned as she eyed him. “It’s becoming an epidemic.” Before Griff could respond to that, assuming he had a suitable response, she gave a short laugh. “It’s not going to do you any good with Pierce.”


      Pierce. Right. The lawyer. The apparently homophobic lawyer. Great.


      “I’m not worried about Pierce,” Griff said.


      Chloe was turning, heading back the way she’d come. She threw over her shoulder, “You should be.”


      * * *


      Did rich people dress for dinner or was that just something out of old movies? Griff had no idea and he hadn’t thought to ask—wouldn’t have known how to ask. It was moot anyway because the closest thing he had to formal attire was a pair of dark jeans and the Tommy Hilfiger navy blazer he’d got on sale two years ago and wore to his city hall interviews.


      Anyway, his clothes were clean and they fit right. That was all that anyone should give a damn about, right?


      As he did up the buttons on his shirt, he could hear Levi jeering, “You’re just a reverse snob, Griff. Nobody is more judgmental than you.” Levi still getting the last word, even four months after their relationship was history.


      Griff took a final glance in the mirror, swore, and headed back to the bathroom to have one last shot at slicking down the persistent cowlick that made him look about twelve. It didn’t seem to matter what kind of haircut he got, he always ended up looking like Dennis the Menace.


      Finally, having run out of reasons to stall, Griff left the cottage, walking across the wooden bridge and hiking up the brick path to the villa. Bloodred sunset splashed across the ivory sky, but inside the tunnel of trees it was nearly dark. Discreet blue-white lights shone at the base of the trees to light the way.


      The bees were gone, the birds silent. There was no sound but his footfalls on the old bricks. It was so quiet he thought he could hear the distant crash and thunder of waves.


      Already he had a better sense of what the size of the estate meant in practical terms. So much ground to search, so many places to hide. Even if the kidnappers hadn’t had that significant head start, they would have had a number of advantages.


      Griff left the shelter of the trees and the house stood before him, lights blazing in welcome. Of course, it wasn’t actually in welcome. It was in complete disregard for natural resources and indifference to utility bills.


      He timed the distance it took to walk from the concealment of the trees to the back entrance of the house. Eleven minutes. And he wasn’t rushing. He could have run it in half that time. Even carrying a small child, it wouldn’t have taken much more than five. But for those five minutes he’d be in clear view of both the house and the gardens. Because of the party, there would have been people everywhere, and presumably the walkways would have been well lit.


      Would the kid have been awake or asleep? If awake, he’d have been yelling, wouldn’t he? Crying at least? But maybe he wasn’t awake. Maybe he’d been drugged or knocked over his wee noggin. Which could explain why, even after the ransom had been paid, Brian hadn’t been returned. Maybe he hadn’t survived the first phase of the kidnapping.


      Maybe he was buried somewhere on the estate.


      A strange, shivery feeling slithered down Griff’s spine. Someone walking on your grave, his mother used to say. He glanced instinctively over his shoulder. It was twilight now, the first faint stars appearing in the sky, trees and shrubs and statuary throwing long, sinister shadows across the grass.


      For the first time it occurred to him that if Brian’s kidnapping had been an inside job, that insider might still be alive. Alive and well and living on the estate.


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Three


      Jarrett Arlington outstretched a hand in welcome. “Come in, my boy, come in. You’re right on time. This is Griffin Hadley, my dears. What will you have to drink, Griffin?”


      At first glance, there seemed to be a lot of people in the drawing room, and Griff’s stomach knotted as he met that barrage of stares. It wasn’t that he hated social situations. He actually liked getting together with friends, going out. You couldn’t be shy and survive as a reporter. It was only situations like this that made him feel self-conscious and uncomfortable.


      But on closer inspection, there were only three other people enjoying their before-dinner apéritifs. Chloe, dressed in a skimpy orange shift that barely covered her ass, was sitting on a long sofa next to a pigeon-breasted woman of about sixty. The woman was dressed in a beige pants suit and pearls. Across from the sofa sat a gray-haired man who looked too much like the older woman to be anything but a brother. He wore khakis, one leg casually crossed over the other, and an Aztec print sports shirt. He was sipping a martini, which he raised in cursory welcome to Griff.


      “Rum and Coke,” Griff answered Jarrett. He didn’t particularly like rum and Coke, hadn’t drunk rum and Coke since college, but he was afraid “a beer” would sound too plebian. Ordinarily that wouldn’t have worried him, but this room with its gold-tasseled ivory velvet draperies, giant oil paintings, and fragile antique furniture intimidated him just a little. Actually...a lot.


      “Excellent. Pierce, will you do the honors?”


      For an instant, Griff thought he’d guessed wrong and Pierce was the middle-aged man in the Aztec shirt, but then he realized the room had a large alcove with a drinks cabinet, and that a tall, well-built man with dark hair stood in front of the cabinet, staring right back at him with a hard, unfriendly gaze.


      The famous Pierce Mather.


      Mather looked to be in his mid-thirties, slick and corporate in an expensive and impeccably tailored suit. Too good looking. The kind of guy with a morbidly obese stock portfolio, a lifetime gym membership and a country-club wife.


      “Rum and Coke coming up.” Mather’s deep voice was cordial enough, so maybe Griff had imagined the hostility he’d read in his eyes. The lawyer set down the decanter of whisky and reached for the ice tongs.


      Jarrett was making the introductions. The woman in pearls was Muriel Arlington. The man in the Aztec shirt was Marcus Arlington. Griff knew that Muriel was Jarrett’s unmarried eldest daughter, and Marcus his youngest son. In between Muriel and Marcus had been Matthew, Brian’s father. Matthew and his wife had died in a boating accident ten years after Brian had been kidnapped, so that accounted for them. There was no sign of the second daughter, Chloe’s mother.


      “How do you do?” Muriel asked with polite lack of enthusiasm. She offered a small, plump hand and disengaged quickly. Her fingertips brushed her thigh, but she didn’t actually wipe her palm on her pants.


      “So you think you’re going to write a book about us?” Marcus smiled, a wide, meaningless smile. His eyes, those same deep indigo blue eyes all the Arlingtons seemed to inherit, did not smile.


      “Not exactly,” Griff said. “I’m writing about Brian’s kidnapping.”


      “You can’t write about the kidnapping without writing about us.” Marcus resumed his lounging position and picked up his martini glass.


      “You’re much younger than I thought you’d be, Mr. Hadley,” Muriel observed.


      Griff got that a lot. He was nearly thirty, but his slight build and fair coloring gave him an unreasonably boyish look. “I’ve been the editor of Crimewatch, the crime/police section of my newspaper, for five years.” Okay, true, he was the only reporter covering the crime beat for the Banner Chronicle, but the title of editor was his, fair and square.


      Muriel looked unimpressed.


      “Good for you, young fella,” Marcus said. Young fella? The older Arlingtons all sounded like close relations of Thurston Howell III. It was like they thought moving their lower jaw to enunciate clearly was ill-bred or something.


      “Pierce, come and meet Griffin,” Chloe called. Her smile was ever so slightly malicious.


      “I’m coming,” Mather replied easily, picking his way through the obstacle course of cast-iron footstools and nesting tables and figurine lamps. He carried Griff’s drink and his own, and he was smiling. It was an attractive smile, assured, friendly...not the smile you’d expect from a guy who had threatened to sue your ass, but something about him made Griff wary all the same.


      “You look like a man who could use a drink.” There was a snap of static electricity as Mather handed over the rum and Coke, his fingertips brushing Griff’s.


      “Sparks!” Chloe observed as Griff muttered thanks.


      Mather laughed. His eyes met Griff’s. They were the shade of brown that looks almost yellow. Amber. Kind of a weird color. Weird but not unattractive.


      No, to be fair, there was nothing technically unattractive about Pierce Mather. Maybe his aftershave, which was too strong for Griff’s taste and too...spiky. A mix of tobacco and coriander.


      “How are you settling in, my boy?” That was Jarrett, watching Griff and Mather with a bright, alert gaze. “How do you like the cottage? Will it suit you?”


      “Sure,” Griff said, only too happy to have something to focus on besides Mather. “It’s very comfortable.”


      Mather made a faint sound, though when Griff glanced at him, his expression was bland.


      “Excellent.” Jarrett looked pleased. “I think the kitchen has everything you need. You’ll find the larder is fully stocked. But you must feel free to have your meals up here at the house.”


      “Oh yeah,” Chloe chirped. “That would be fun.”


      That was one word for it.


      “I keep kind of irregular hours when I’m working,” Griff said.


      “That’s what kitchen staffs are for,” Jarrett said breezily. “You’re to come and go as you like. The staff will be happy to accommodate you.”


      “Where do you think you’ll begin your investigation, Mr. Hadley?” Muriel asked.


      The others looked at him expectantly. Except for Mather. There was definitely something...ironic about his expression. As though he knew something none of the rest of them did.


      “I’m not sure investigation is the right word,” Griff said.


      “What is the right word?” Mather inquired. Yeah, definitely an ironic glint in his light eyes. That unwavering regard was making Griff self-conscious. As it was probably intended to do.


      “The plan is to write more of an overview of everything that happened, analyze, and then draw my own conclusions. I don’t imagine I can solve the case when both the FBI and the best police in the state failed.”


      “You’re not going to try and solve the mystery of what happened to Brian?” Chloe was looking from Griff to Jarrett.


      “I’m going to look at all the evidence, of course. Re-interview everyone I can. Maybe having a fresh perspective will help, but I’m not a—”


      “Trained investigator?” supplied Mather.


      “No, I’m not.” Griff stared right back at Mather, whose mouth curved in a humorless smile before he took a sip from his glass.


      Jarrett said, “I believe reopening the case will provide answers, provoke some kind of reaction.”


      “Provoke is liable to be right,” Marcus said, draining his glass.


      “Pierce, is your dear mother taking part in the en plein air painting at Sagtikos Manor this weekend?” Muriel briskly changed the subject.


      “Rain or shine,” Mather said.


      At that point, Mrs. True Blood appeared and announced dinner. Griffin found himself sitting across from Mather in the stately dining room. It irritated him to be so aware of Mather, but maybe he was so aware of Mather because Mather seemed to be watching him all the time. Every time Griff looked Mather’s way—which he tried not to do too often—Mather was either looking right at him with that penetrating stare or just glancing away.


      While the meal was served, the conversation flowed along neutral channels: island social events, civic affairs, even the weather. But once everyone was served and Mrs. Truscott had vanished to the nether regions from whence she came, Marcus fixed Griff with a critical eye.


      “What was it that sparked your interest in our family tragedy, Mr. Hadley? You’re from Indiana, aren’t you? How did you learn about Brian’s kidnapping?”


      “Wisconsin. Anyway, a few years ago I was reading about Long Island, and I came across a reference to Brian’s kidnapping. It caught my attention.”


      “Why?” Mather asked.


      Griff glanced at Jarrett, who was watching their exchange with untroubled interest. “I guess because there are still some puzzling things about it.”


      “If you’re that interested in puzzles, I’m surprised you didn’t decide to write about the Long Island serial killer. It would be a lot more commercial.”


      “That case is still open, it’s still under investigation. I’m not a cop.”


      Chloe said, “Why were you reading about Long Island?”


      “Oh. I was interested because of Gatsby.”


      “Who?” Marcus looked from Mather to Jarrett.


      Griff cleared his throat. “The Great Gatsby.”


      “The movie?” Chloe’s puzzlement was plainly mirrored by her aunt and uncle.


      Griff’s face warmed. Not that it was anything to be embarrassed about, but he was sure none of these people would understand his fascination for the authors of the Lost Generation. Especially Fitzgerald. And especially Gatsby. In fairness, nobody in Wisconsin got it either. “The book. There are movies too, yes. Anyway, it’s one of my favorites. I was curious about how much of it was accurate. As far as the setting, I mean.”


      “Oh my God.” Chloe reached for her glass.


      “So you’re really just looking for a tax-deductible reason to visit Long Island?” That was Mather sounding more and more like he was questioning a hostile witness.


      “Ignore them, my boy,” Jarrett interjected with a meaningful look at Mather. “You don’t have to explain yourself to anyone.”


      “Except you, Daddy,” Muriel said. “I hope Mr. Hadley has adequately explained himself to you. Personally, I can’t see what is to be gained by reopening such a painful Chapter in our family history.”


      “I know you don’t, my dear.” Jarrett left it there, and happily so did everyone else.


      The conversation returned to safe and shallow waters and Griff was happy to devote himself to listening while eating his dinner. It was a very good dinner, by any standards. Tomato, arugula, mozzarella salad was followed by a main course of striped bass with fresh spinach and julienne fennel—all island-grown and paired with a white wine from a local vineyard.


      “Are you interested in the food movement, Mr. Hadley?” Muriel asked, after explaining his dinner to him in detail.


      What the heck was the food movement? Griff said warily, “I’m interested in moving food from my plate to my mouth.”


      Across the table, Mather smothered a laugh. Muriel was unamused, however, and delivered a brief but dizzying lecture on “food sovereignty,” farm bill reform, farmland preservation and feedlot pollution.


      “My dear, we’re eating,” Jarrett protested feebly.


      Muriel was unmoved. “Yes. And most of us are eating poison. Every day. Most people in this country are putting poison in their bodies every time they sit down to dine.”


      “No wonder I can’t eat anything without puking,” Chloe remarked. In fact, she didn’t seem to have eaten more than a couple of tiny heirloom tomatoes and a few bites of the spinach. She was drinking, though. They all drank like fish, from what Griff could tell.


      “People need to know these things,” Muriel insisted.


      Happily, dessert arrived, and even Muriel’s political activism couldn’t withstand the temptations of white chocolate cheesecake drizzled with raspberry brandy sauce.


      Imagine eating like this every night? Griff tried but failed. Normally his diet consisted of peanut butter toast, milk—a lot of milk—and takeout. This single meal probably cost more than a week’s worth of his groceries.


      Marcus, seeming to rise out of the alcoholic mists, said abruptly, “They were playing ‘Stranger on the Shore’ that night. I remember they played it over and over.”


      Muriel said in a quiet, flat voice, “Gem loved that song.”


      “I’ve never heard it since that I don’t remember...”


      “Yes.”


      The hair rose on the back of Griff’s neck. “Gem” would be Matthew’s wife, the mother of Brian. Surely Marcus and Muriel were talking about the night that Brian was kidnapped?


      They were remembering details, the kinds of details that had never made it into any description or report of the events of that fatal evening. The kinds of details that maybe meant nothing, but would surely help him better understand and ultimately write more effectively about that night.


      He opened his mouth to ask...he wasn’t sure what, but Marcus looked up and down the table, pushed back his chair, saying briskly, “Bridge, I think?”


      “Do you play bridge, Mr. Hadley?” Jarrett asked, eyes bright with fanatical hope.


      “No. Sorry.”


      “We’ll teach you,” Muriel unbent enough to assure him.


      “I hate to eat and run,” Mather broke in, “but I’ve got to be in court tomorrow.”


      The Arlingtons gazed at him with open disappointment. Mather was regretful but firm, and made his escape.


      It took Griff longer to wriggle loose. He claimed, truthfully, exhaustion and the desire to get an early start the next morning. The Arlingtons brushed this aside, but once they began shuffling cards, it was clear he could have stripped and done a table dance and they probably wouldn’t have noticed.


      Jarrett bade him a vague farewell, the others never looked up from their hands.


      * * *


      Griff liked to think that, as a jaded crime reporter, he wasn’t easily spooked, but there was no question that the grounds of Winden House were atmospheric at night. Maybe it was all those empty-eyed statues, human and animal, peering out from behind shrubberies, or the deep, deep shadows cast by gnarled trees and spidery, ornamental grasses; but there was no arguing the creepy factor was high. As the lights of the villa grew smaller behind him, he was conscious of how far the guest cottage was from the main house. And how isolated the estate was from its neighbors down the coast.


      The sound of the waves carried at night. Other sounds should have carried too—crickets? frogs? owls?—but all was quiet. There was only the dull, steady thud of his shoes on the damp bricks. The scent of wet grass and moldering leaves rose from the cooling earth as he entered the long tunnel of rhododendron trees.


      He walked quickly, eyes raking the blue shadows cast by the lights at the base of the trees, mentally formulating the questions he wanted to ask Jarrett the following day. Trying to think of the questions he wanted to ask, anyway. He kept getting distracted by thoughts of Pierce Mather.


      Why had Mather been at the house? Had he simply been there to size up Griff? At whose behest? To what purpose? Or was he a frequent dinner guest? He had certainly seemed very much at home. Almost like a member of the family.


      He didn’t wear a wedding ring. Maybe he was interested in Chloe?


      But no. Griff had received no impression that there was any kind of sexual chemistry—no chemistry at all—between Mather and Chloe.


      If there had been chemistry, it had been between Mather and himself. Bad chemistry. Natural antipathy. Whatever his reason for being there that night, clearly Mather was suspicious of Griff, clearly thought the book was a bad idea. Maybe that was to be expected from a lawyer. It seemed to be a universal opinion. With the exception of Jarrett, all the Arlingtons seemed to think the book was a bad idea. And Griff could understand that, could see it from their perspective. Asking questions was going to stir up a lot of painful memories for everyone.


      He came out of the tunnel of trees, and the night air was sweet and fresh, laced with the salty scent of the sea. He had left one of the downstairs lamps burning in the cottage, and the bright light threw long bullet shapes across the lawn.


      Movement caught his attention. Griff’s gaze traveled to the pallid shape of the bridge and his heart seemed to stop.


      Someone stood on the bridge.


      A tall, dark, unmoving silhouette was positioned at the midway point on the bridge.


      Even as Griff tried to explain away the shadow, reassure himself it was just a trick of the moonlight, the figure moved, raised a hand in brief greeting.


      “It’s Pierce,” a deep voice called over the rush of the stream. “I wanted a word.”


      Relief had the funny effect of weakening Griff’s knees. What the hell had he imagined? Brian’s kidnapper was lurking on his doorstep, ready to do anything to keep him from writing this book? Ridiculous. Too much imagination was right.


      “It’s kind of late for a social call, isn’t it?” Griff said as he neared the bridge, hoping Mather hadn’t noticed his paralyzed pause.


      “Not unless you go to bed at nine o’clock. Anyway, I think it’s time you and I had a chat.”


      “About what?” Griff’s steps on the wooden slats of the bridge were waking the swans. There was a lot of fluttering and hissing and soft whistles in the reeds, though no birds took flight.


      Pierce leaned casually against the balustrade, arms folded. His moonlit face looked as coldly perfect as one of the blank-eyed statues along the garden path.


      His voice was even as he replied, “About why you’re not going to write that book.”


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Four


      “Why am I not going to write this book?” Griff stopped walking when he was still a couple of yards from Pierce. It was not that he was afraid of Pierce, but there was no denying the other man put him on guard.


      “Three reasons.”


      “Which are?” Griff tried to match Pierce’s crisp tone.


      “First, it would irresponsible and unethical to write such a book.”


      “I don’t agree. Second?”


      “No reputable publisher will print such a book.”


      “You obviously don’t know anything about publishing.”


      Pierce’s smile was as white and chilly as the moonlight. “I don’t need to. I know everything about filing injunctions. Third, and of most interest to you, I will pay you not to publish this book. And it’ll be more than this book would earn you, even if you did manage to get it published. We’ll call it a kill fee.”


      A kill fee? Pierce had been doing his homework. Griff forgot about trying to seem equally cool and businesslike. “Why? What’s your problem with this book? What is it you think I’m going to find out?”


      “I don’t think you’re going to find anything out. I think all you’re going to do is cause a lot of grief to people I care about.”


      “You don’t know anything about me. You sure as heck don’t know what kind of book I’m going to write.”


      “I know enough.”


      That utter certainty had Griff practically stuttering his outrage. “Is that so? It must be great to be all knowing. And all powerful too, I guess. But you got this part wrong. I’m not going to take your kill fee and I am going to write this book. I’m going to be as respectful and sensitive as I can, but I’m writing it. If you’re serious about stopping me then the person you need to have this conversation with is Mr. Arlington.”


      Pierce didn’t reply, and Griff said shortly, “Yeah, that’s what I thought.”


      “You’re making a mistake,” Pierce said.


      The very quietness of his voice sent unease rippling down Griff’s spine. He said, “Well, I make a lot of mistakes, but I don’t think writing this book is one of them. Someone is going to write this book, so why not me?”


      “I can think of several reasons. Starting with the fact that you’re unqualified.”


      That was direct. He had to give Pierce credit for not beating around the bush.


      “Okay. I appreciate your honesty, but I disagree. And if you’ll excuse me, I’ve had a long day.”


      He had to nerve himself to walk up to—and past—Pierce. He didn’t imagine handsome, sophisticated Pierce would resort to fisticuffs or shove him off the bridge, but there was no denying that tension and hostility ringed Pierce like a force field. At least he thought that peculiar energy, awareness was tension and hostility. Tension and hostility were part of it. Griff brushed by Pierce, uncomfortably aware of that spicy, sexy aftershave and Pierce’s hard, unfriendly gaze.


      Pierce said nothing and Griff kept walking. The wooden slats creaked loudly beneath his feet.


      “Do you know why you received authorization to write this book?” Pierce asked suddenly.


      Griff stopped and turned. “No.”


      Pierce’s face was in shade now. He was just a shadow on the bridge behind Griff. “We’ve been approached plenty of times, and by authors with a lot more impressive credentials than yours.”


      “I believe it.”


      “Why then do you think Jarrett decided to throw open the doors to a nobody cub reporter from Milwaukee?”


      Cub reporter? Nobody? It was increasingly tough to keep his temper with the arrogant ass, especially since Pierce was clearly trying to provoke him, but Griff hung on. “I don’t know. Why don’t you tell me?”


      “Because you look like Matthew did at your age.”


      When Griff didn’t respond—couldn’t think of a response—Pierce said, “That’s right. You got the job because you remind that grief-stricken old man of his dead son. As you vultures always ask, how does that make you feel, Mr. Hadley?”


      One thing you learned as a reporter was not to take antipathy for the job you had to do as a personal attack. Some times were easier than others. Griffin finally found his voice. “It makes me feel like I have a responsibility to help bring some closure to Mr. Arlington. Since he was kind enough to take a chance on me. Good night, Mr. Mather.”


      He turned and walked the rest of the way across the bridge. He didn’t let himself look back and when he had finished fumbling with the lock to the guest cottage, he stepped inside and closed the door firmly.


      * * *


      Usually that kind of hostile exchange would have had him lying awake reliving every word, thinking of everything he should have said, second-guessing what he had said. But he was tired from his long, long drive and the bed was very comfortable. The light through the pink-and-blue glass globe of the lamp by his bed was rosy-soft and soothing, the linens smelled pleasantly fresh as though they’d dried in the sunlit sea breeze, and he could see the stars outside his bedroom window. So many stars. Was it his imagination or were they especially bright and shiny stars in this corner of the sky—as though the parlor maids had just finished giving them a good dusting?


      He was here. He had made it. It was really going to happen. He was really going to write his book. Griff was smiling as his eyelids grew heavier and heavier...


      He woke once with the echo of music in his ears. He listened closely, but now there was nothing to hear. Just the normal night sounds, the sounds of a house settling.


      He must have dreamed it. The melody was clear in his mind, so clear he could have hummed it, but he didn’t recognize it. It probably wasn’t a real melody at all, and in the morning it would be forgotten anyway...


      And it was forgotten. The next morning he couldn’t remember a single note. If the music had come from the main house, someone had been blasting the stereo through open windows in the dead of night, and that was hard to imagine. But there was nowhere else the music could have come from. So he had imagined it.


      Despite Jarrett’s invitation to have his meals at the house, Griff opted for a glass of orange juice and a bowl of cornflakes in the cottage. Seeing that someone had taken the time to stock his pantry, it would have been wasteful not to use these supplies. Plus he wanted to organize his plan of attack. He had to make the most of this week. He didn’t want to get distracted by chitchat over the smoked salmon and Earl Grey. Or whatever the Arlingtons ate for breakfast. Probably not cornflakes.


      Today he was really just getting his bearings. He was supposed go through photographs and whatever other papers the Arlingtons had supplied. Tomorrow he had an appointment with the Nassau police after meeting with Benjamin Copper, who had covered the story for the Oyster Bay Runner. On Wednesday he was planning to interview Odell Johnson in Sing Sing prison. That was the big one. No one other than law enforcement and his lawyer had ever interviewed Johnson before, and Griff was hopeful that after all this time Johnson might be willing to talk. Twenty years was a long time to keep a secret.


      After Wednesday he had the rest of his stay to follow up on interviews and hunt down additional leads. It was going to be a very busy week. And that was just the way Griff liked it.


      When he was done with breakfast, Griff grabbed his notebook and camera and made the trek across the bridge and up the green hillside. Leaving the archway of trees, he decided to check out the sunken garden where the party had taken place the night of Brian’s kidnapping.


      Winden House’s sunken garden was directly influenced by the “Italian” garden at Hever Castle in England—which had itself been influenced by the popular formal court gardens of the Renaissance and Romantic era. Coincidently, Hever had been commissioned by an American; previous owner William Waldorf Astor had required a fresh air gallery for all his Italian sculptures. Winden House’s comparatively skimpy fifty acres of formal garden included tall hedges forming elaborate mazes, a copse of white plum trees called the “Fairy Wood,” terraces of rose gardens, elegant ponds and fountains, museum-worthy statuary and lush mounds of nonnative plantings.


      Ridiculous, in a word.


      Ridiculous, but undeniably beautiful. The smell of cut grass mingled with the profuse perfume of roses and other flowers. The formal urns and architectural features reminded Griff of Forest Home Cemetery in Milwaukee—except this all belonged to one family rather than being shared and appreciated by everyone.


      Griff pulled his camera out and took a few shots of Nels Newland on the lowest terrace level of the garden, pruning rose bushes. There were no doubt better pictures of the garden, but Griff thought the image of bent and bowed Nels laboring in the gigantic, empty maze made a statement.


      He put his camera away and went down the moss-stained steps to where Nels was working.


      “Morning!” Griff called.


      Newland grunted without turning his head.


      Griff was not easily put off. He said, “This is a beautiful garden.”


      Newland nodded, unimpressed with the cheery approach.


      Griff surveyed the interconnecting garden rooms. He had been wrong about one thing. From here it wasn’t possible to see the walkway from the house leading into the tunnel of trees. The hedges and stone walls were too tall. So someone could have whisked Brian down the path that night. The only danger of discovery would have come from guests walking to and from the house to the garden. Guests and servants. Once someone reached the dark tunnel of trees, the chances of discovery were nil.


      With everyone in the garden—or moving back and forth from the kitchen to the garden—the house had been essentially empty. The police favored the theory that Brian had been carried out the front door to a waiting getaway car. So many vehicles were coming and going that night, parked along the drive and crowded in the courtyard, that one more would have been all but invisible. It would have taken nerves of steel to carry the kid out the front door like that, but it was a shorter trek than carrying him out the back of the house and all the way down to the rear of the estate and the sea.


      If Griff was planning this kind of crime, he’d have gone for the back exit because it offered more options for escape if things went wrong. But however it had been done, the crime was an audacious one, so maybe worrying about alternate escape routes hadn’t been part of the kidnapper’s thinking.


      Griff snapped a couple of photos of the barrier made by vegetation and turned back to Newland, who was steadily ignoring him. “I like roses. You’ve got some of the nicest I’ve seen in a long time.”


      Nothing from Newland.


      “Is that white one Alba Semi-Plena?” Griff pointed to an eight-foot climber with milk-white flowers and golden stamens.


      Newland threw him a sideways look and unbent enough to say, “White Rose of York, that’s right. It blooms once a year.”


      “Spring or summer,” Griff agreed. “My mother used to grow roses. Heirloom roses were her favorite.”


      Newland eyed him thoughtfully.


      Griff turned slowly, taking in the green and blooming levels of the garden. “It must take a pretty good-sized staff to maintain the grounds of a place this big.”


      Newland straightened. Or at least straightened as much as his curved back allowed. “In the old days we had a small army. Now it’s just me and a couple of local boys on the weekends.”


      “Why is that?”


      Newland gave him a dour look. “The Arlingtons haven’t fallen on hard times, if that’s what you’re thinking.”


      Griff grinned. “I wasn’t suggesting anything. For all I know there’s a brand new trend in gardening, like Miss Arlington’s food movement.”


      Newland’s heavy face twisted as though he was in pain, but then he snorted, and Griff realized it was amusement he was struggling with. “I told Miss Muriel if she wants to grow her own beets and carrots, she’s going to have to hire more help.”


      Griff nodded. “I guess you don’t generally have a lot of contact with the family?”


      “Enough.” Newland returned to pruning roses with brisk, decisive chops.


      Griff studied the wall of tall hedges, which provided both a sound barrier and an effective screen. “This is where the party was held the night Brian was kidnapped, right? They put a dance floor out in the center of the green there?”


      “That’s right.”


      “A Midsummer’s Night Dream. That was the theme. Like the play.”


      “Wouldn’t know. I don’t go to plays.”


      “Me neither. We had that one in school though. Did the garden look then like it does now?”


      “Yep.”


      “The hedges were as tall as they are today?”


      “Pretty much. Coupla new rose bushes over there by the obelisk.” Newland pointed out a pair of pink and coral tea roses well on their way to engulfing a ten-foot wrought-iron structure.


      “You’ve got a good memory.” Griff asked, “Did you know Odell Johnson?”


      “I knew him.”


      “What did you think of him?”


      “I didn’t think anything of him.”


      “Were you surprised when he was arrested for kidnapping Brian?”


      “Surprised?” Newland sounded indignant. “Sure, I was surprised. Anyone would have been surprised. It’s not like the Arlingtons would have knowingly hired someone capable of that.”


      “Was there any doubt in your mind that Johnson was guilty?”


      Newland took another whack at the yellow rose bush. “No.”


      “Did you know that Johnson continues to this day to claim he’s innocent?”


      “Well, they all do, don’t they? Criminals?”


      “I guess they do, yeah.” Griff studied Newland’s shuttered expression. “Who did hire him?”


      Newland’s heavy head turned and he stared at Griff without comprehension.


      “Who did the actual hiring? Not Jarrett Arlington, I assume? Was it Miss Arlington?”


      “The Arlingtons don’t do the hiring and firing.” Newland scoffed at the very idea. “Mr. Tuppalo. He was the butler back then and he hired Johnson when the old chauffeur left. After Tuppalo retired, the Arlingtons decided they didn’t need a butler anymore. Not like the old days when the house was always full of guests. It’s pretty quiet around here now. Just the family mostly. Nothing Mrs. Truscott can’t manage.”


      Griff vaguely recalled Mr. Tuppalo from the old news reports. He was one of those ancient family retainer types and had not come under suspicion in the police inquiry. At least, not that the papers had picked up. “How well did Mr. Tuppalo know Johnson?”


      “He didn’t know him at all. Johnson wasn’t from around these parts.”


      Maybe Tuppalo hadn’t known Johnson. Maybe he had. Just because Johnson hadn’t been local didn’t mean there was no connection between them. “Where was he from?”


      “Don’t remember.”


      “Is Mr. Tuppalo still living?”


      “No. He passed...” Newland thought it over. “Probably fifteen years now. Maybe more.”


      That was too bad. Tuppalo might have made an interesting subject for an interview. “Do you know if Mr. Tuppalo has any family locally?”


      Newland said reluctantly, “His daughter May still lives in Syosset.”


      “Is she married? Would you happen to know her last name?”


      “Chung. But you’re wasting your time. The police went over all this with Tuppalo. They asked the same questions. Tuppalo didn’t know Johnson. The idea of Mr. Tuppalo involved in any crime, let alone kidnapping, is crazy.”


      “Oh sure,” Griff said easily. “But it’s my job to go over everything again. It can’t hurt to double-check all the facts, right?”


      “I wouldn’t be so sure,” Newland said.


      * * *


      When Griff reached the house Mrs. Truscott informed him that he was too late for breakfast.


      “That’s okay, I already ate,” Griff told her.


      This indifference to being snubbed seemed to annoy Mrs. Truscott, who followed her first salvo with the information that Mr. Arlington was too busy to talk to Griff and he was to head straight to the downstairs library where family papers and photo albums had been left out.


      Griff was pretty sure Jarrett Arlington had not phrased it “too busy to talk to you,” but he was more than happy to find he would have access to these precious research materials without having to be considerate of anyone’s feelings. He was not exactly sure what the “family papers” consisted of. Jarrett had mentioned at one point that Gemma Arlington kept a diary. It was hard not to imagine something like the journals Anne Morrow Lindbergh had kept—what an incredible resource that would be. There were obvious and painful correlations between the infamous Lindbergh kidnapping and the Arlington family’s tragedy. But there was no guarantee that Gemma Arlington’s diary would be more than a record of her daily appointments or what she consumed on her diet, assuming rich ladies had the same complicated eating habits as the women Griff worked with at the Banner Chronicle.


      Mrs. Truscott led the way to the library, clearly not trusting Griff on his own in the house. She did not speak to him, and her heels tapped hollowly down the corridor.


      The library was a long, two-tiered room accented with marble and gold leaf. Thousands of books, probably more books than in the entire Janesville public library, were housed on carved walnut paneled bookcases that stretched ceiling-to-floor. A green-and-blue tapestry large enough to serve as a circus tent hung at one end of the room. The tapestry depicted a young man with a single golden apple and three complacent-looking females. On the other end of the room was a fireplace surrounded by a magnificent black-marble mantel. The mouth of the fireplace was taller than Griff. Two chairs and a spindly game table with a delicate ivory and ebony chess set were arranged before the hearth.


      “My God,” Griff murmured, gazing up at the ornate marble mantel. It looked like a memorial monument.


      Mrs. Truscott cast him another of those condemnatory looks.


      Griff bit back the rest of his thought, which was that it was ludicrous that any one family should possess something like this when entire towns, cities, states couldn’t afford to keep their museums and art galleries open. Mrs. Truscott was clearly a willing proletariat slave to her capitalist masters. He asked instead, “Anything by Fitzgerald or Hemingway?” He was half joking, half not. Just to hold a first edition of The Great Gatsby would be amazing.


      “The downstairs collection consists of books on literature, history, religion, art, philosophy and sailing.”


      “Sailing?”


      “Nautical and seafaring books.”


      “Right.” Maybe ranking sailing right there with religion and philosophy did make sense for the Arlingtons.


      “Some of these books are over a century old.” Mrs. Truscott sounded as proud as if the library was her own.


      “I believe it.”


      Griff walked toward a long mahogany library table where stacks of leather-bound photo albums had been laid out. The albums were all neatly labeled. He opened the one with a start date of 1975. The youthful, highly photogenic faces of the Arlington sons and daughters smiled up from boats and ponies and armfuls of purebred puppies.


      “I didn’t expect anything so well-organized. This is impressive.” His entire collection of family photographs fit in a large manila envelope. In fact, for all he knew, Levi had taken the envelope along with nearly everything else when he left.


      The Mrs. Truscotts of the world did not roll their eyes, but without so much as the twitch of a facial muscle she managed to convey her lack of surprise at his abysmal ignorance of all things Arlington.


      “Is this something else you’re responsible for?” Griff asked. “It must be a real job keeping the press clippings in order.”


      “Certainly not.” But then she softened. “Mrs. Arlington—Mr. Matthew’s wife—put these albums together. She collected all the loose photos back from when the house was first built and then she sorted and cataloged them.” The momentary softening was for the long-dead Mrs. Arlington, not Griff. The next moment Mrs. Truscott said tartly, “Mind how you handle those. They’re fragile.”


      “I’ll be careful.” Griff spoke absently because he had noticed the bulging, pale lavender book on the far side of the table. His heart sped up. A plain lavender cover? It had to be some kind of ledger or a journal. Gemma’s diary?


      “And you’re not to take any of these things out of this room,” Mrs. Truscott warned him, in a tone that would have done any museum curator proud.


      “I won’t.”


      Even distracted as he was, he knew she wanted to continue admonishing him but was out of material. He offered his most reassuring smile. Her heavy brows drew together, but she retreated at last, the brisk click of her heels fading down the length of the room and then falling into silence.


      Griff snatched up the journal. The moleskin cover felt soft and strangely alive to the touch. He opened it. Please return to: Gemma Macy Arlington read the graceful, feminine script on the inside cover.


      But Gemma had been dead for over a decade, and the secrets of the dead were fair game to scholars and journalists alike.


      The journal began in 1992 and ended in 1994. Three years. With the crucial year being 1993. Griff sent a mental thank-you to Jarrett and turned the first page. January 1, 1992.


      When I lived in New York the constant noise used to get on my nerves. Planes, trains, and automobiles. Barking dogs, yowling cats. The crazies and the bums swearing on the streets. The constipated plumbing in my apartment building, my neighbors’ TV blasting on at all hours. But the silence here in the winter is so complete sometimes I wish an air raid siren would go off.


      Even the snow is quieter here.


      Right on the dot, Gemma chatting away with the ease of the lifelong journaler. Griff flipped quickly through, and yes, there was an entry for every day. Some were pages long, some were no more than a couple of lines. Happily none of them had to do with daily caloric intake or appointments with hairdressers.


      He couldn’t help it. He flipped ahead to Saturday, June 26 but was disappointed to see only a few notes about Gemma’s dress—pale blue chiffon with beaded bodice—and Chinese lanterns for the party. Chinese lanterns?


      That was disappointing, but then the kidnapping had not happened until later that night. So of course there would be no mention. Griff turned the page.


      Nothing.


      A blank page.


      In an odd way the stark creamy emptiness after pages and pages of dreamy thinking aloud and chatty commentary seemed to say more than any words could have.


      There were several blank pages and then Gemma’s narrative picked up on July 4.


      I keep thinking about how much Brian loved the fireworks last year. If I close my eyes I can hear his excited laughter and see his little hand reaching up, pretending to snatch the gold and purple and green bursts from the sky.


      Griff was not sentimental, and his mental image of Gemma Arlington was of a spoiled, pampered woman who, until her child was taken from her, probably believed tragedy was another woman wearing the same dress to a party. But something in the painful simplicity of that recollection made him clear his throat.


      The next entry was two days later. This was a longer passage, two or three pages.


      I hear myself saying such stupid things. It’s impossible, it’s wrong, it’s unfair...


      Griff sat down in the nearest chair and began to read. After a time he was distracted by sounds from down the hall. It sounded like a herd of wildebeests had arrived complete with luggage and entourage. A couple of small dogs were yapping and a lot of voices seemed to be raised.


      He lifted his head, listening.


      Footsteps were approaching. A woman’s voice called, “I don’t give a shit what Daddy said. I want to see this so-called journalist for myself.”


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Five


      “What do you think you’re doing?” The woman standing in the doorway to the library was small and slight with white-blond hair cut austerely short. Like all the Arlingtons her brows were black, her eyes a brilliant blue. She wore biker boots, skintight jeans, and one of those short motorcycle jackets. As Griff studied her weathered face, he thought the biker boots and jacket might not be just affectation. She looked like a woman who had traveled more than a few rough roads. He recognized her—barely—from the news photos taken around the time of Brian’s kidnapping. Michaela Arlington. Jarrett’s second daughter. The youngest of the Arlington offspring.


      “I’m looking through these photo albums.” Griff had had the presence of mind to return the journal to the table when he’d heard footsteps coming his way. It wasn’t hard to guess how someone already hostile to the idea of his inquiries would react to the sight of him reading from her sister-in-law’s private journal.


      “You have no right to be here.”


      “Well, the thing is...” he began apologetically.


      “If you had any decency, you wouldn’t be here.”


      “I intend no disrespect, Miss Arlington.” It was a phrase he’d got a lot of use out of through the years. One person’s news story was another’s intimate secret—sometimes worth a punch or two in the nose. Or worse. Except Brian’s kidnapping and murder was not a secret. It had been big news from practically the moment it happened.


      Michaela said, “You don’t think digging up the dead is disrespectful?”


      “I don’t plan on—” The rest of Griff’s speech was lost as Chloe also appeared in the doorway. She wore an ice-blue dressing gown, and she looked tousle-haired and harassed.


      “Mother, this isn’t helping. You’re just embarrassing yourself.”


      “Hello to you too, Chloe. Nice to know you have my back.”


      “Seriously?” Chloe raked her talons through her hair, ruffling it further. “Your back is all I’ve ever had.”


      Michaela’s eyes narrowed to slits. “Don’t start with me.”


      “Then don’t start with me!”


      Griff wisely kept his mouth shut while they went at it.


      “You’re just going to piss off Grandy.”


      “Grandy deserves to be pissed off if this is the kind of thing he does when my back’s turned.” Michaela turned back to Griff, did a kind of double-take as though she’d only then really gotten a good look at him. Her lip curled. “Oh. I see now. I get it. Sorry, kid. It’s not going to work.”


      “Miss Arlington—”


      “Save your breath. And for your information, I am not Miss Arlington. Miss Arlington is my sister. I am Mrs. Shelton.”


      What was the old quote attributed to P.T. Barnum? I don’t care what the newspapers say about me as long as they spell my name right. But maybe he was being unfairly cynical. She did seem sincerely and utterly pissed off.


      “Of course. Sorry,” Griff said.


      Chloe tried again to drag her mother away. Michaela shrugged her off. She pointed her finger at Griff. “Pack your bags. You’re going to be out of here by lunch. No way am I about to allow this to happen.” She turned and stalked away down the hall.


      No sooner did she depart than a pair of bow-legged brown-and-white spaniel-type dogs appeared in her place and began barking at Griff. They seemed to be taking turns, one yapping furiously, then pausing to let the other get a few observations in.


      Chloe shook her head. “I hate my mother,” she told Griff. She bent, scooped up the dogs, and also withdrew.


      Griff waited, but when no further interruptions materialized, he picked up the nearest and smallest photo album and sat down again. He wasn’t sure if he was about to be booted out or not. He assumed not. He assumed Jarrett had a pretty good idea of what he was dealing with when he’d confidently said he’d deal with objections from his kinfolk, but families were tricky. Even Griff knew that much.


      Either way, best not to waste any time. He opened the album. These were all photos of Brian. Baby photos looked pretty much the same—not hugely interesting, in Griff’s opinion. He flipped through pages of Brian the infant, Brian the toddler, Brian the scrawny little kid. Snub-nosed and tow-headed. Cute enough, if you liked kids. Griff had no strong feelings either way.


      He made quick notes regarding photos he’d like copies of for the book, used his phone to snap a few pictures as reminders and reference, and put the album aside. Remembering Pierce’s theory on why Jarrett had agreed to cooperate with Griff’s project, he hunted for the album dated 1993.


      It wasn’t hard to pick Matthew Arlington out from all the other fading images, and yes, there was a superficial resemblance. At Griff’s age, Matthew had also been tall and fair, slight and boyish. But it wasn’t doppelganger time or anything. It probably hadn’t hurt Griff’s petition that he was the same general physical type as Matthew had been, but Jarrett seemed like a shrewd old duck. His decision to work with Griff had probably been based on a number of factors, including the supposition that being inexperienced, Griff might be easier to control. Even manipulate.


      You didn’t work the crime beat, even in a little town like Janesville, without developing a mildly jaded outlook. Griffin grimaced inwardly and went back to looking for suitable photos for his book.


      Thinking of which, sooner or later he was going to have to come up with a title. He’d been toying with a couple of possibilities. Little Boy Lost was his current favorite, although a quote from A Midsummer’s Night Dream might work too. It would be nice to work in something from Fitzgerald, but no. Probably not. He was sincere about not intending to deliberately cast the Arlingtons in a bad light. Of course, it might work out that way in the end, depending on what he learned over the next few days. Assuming he learned anything.


      Griff continued to scrutinize pages of photos. It was like looking at magazine advertising. Lots of shots of beautiful people amusing themselves in expensive ways. Didn’t these people ever take a bad picture? Or a candid picture? Of course this was before the days of Instagram and selfies. Heck, it was before the days of cell phone cameras. Even so, it seemed like Matthew and Gemma might have kept a stash of private photos. He and Levi certainly had. Griff wasn’t looking for anything sensational, just something more...human.


      But if it came down to it, these photos would do, and almost none of them had ever made it into any of the news reports or articles of the day, so that would be a coup right there. Assuming Michaela did not prevail and he would shortly be packing his bags. Bag.


      He studied photographs, took more copies, made additional notes.


      “There you are.”


      Griff’s head jerked up as Muriel Arlington sailed into the room. Today she wore a tweed skirt and a yellow sweater set. Her pearls looked real. Not that he would know.


      “Do you plan on dining with us tonight, Mr. Hadley?”


      “I...hadn’t thought about it. Do you need an answer now?”


      “It would certainly be helpful.” She gave him a tight smile.


      Griff weighed the value of more face-to-face time with the Arlingtons against the strain of more face-to-face time with the Arlingtons. “I’ll probably be working through dinner,” he said. “But thank you.”


      “Oh, you’re to come and go as you please, Mr. Hadley,” she said with that brittle friendliness. “Daddy made that clear.”


      “Even so I’ll try to stay out of everyone’s way,” he promised her.


      Her gaze fell on the photo album Griff had been studying, moved to the stack to the right of him. “You see, this is the very thing I was afraid of.”


      “I’m sorry?” Griff asked. So much for the notion of being able to work in private. Were the Arlingtons taking shifts?


      “This. This. You.” Her small, plump hand indicated Griff and the collection of albums. “Is anyone supervising you?”


      “Supervising me? I...no.”


      Muriel pulled out the chair across from him and plopped down. She regarded Gemma’s journal for a long, long moment. Then, as though hypnotized, she reached for it. She opened it—and then just as quickly closed it again. Griff did not know what to make of the expression that fleeted across her face. Pain? Embarrassment? Remembrance? Whatever that emotion was, it was gone as she stared at him from across the table.


      Griff stared back at her.


      “Go on,” Muriel said. She nodded at the album he had been studying. “If you have questions, I’ll answer them.”


      “Uh, thank you.” Was she really going to sit there and watch his every move? What did she think he might do? Steal photos? Pocket objets d’art? Or was this something else entirely?


      “I met Mrs. Shelton,” Griff said slowly.


      Muriel’s mouth pursed in a quickly repressed smile. “So I heard.”


      He smiled too. “It’s not like Brian’s kidnapping is a secret. I don’t understand why everyone is so against this book.”


      “That is because you’re young and unsophisticated.”


      Griff’s eyes widened, but before he could respond, Muriel said, “You have no concept of what it was like for us. The police were bad enough. The reporters were worse. We had sightseers. Can you imagine how difficult that was for a family like ours?”


      “I guess it would be difficult for any family.”


      “Of course. But we are private people. This book you propose to write is going to start it all up again.”


      He said neutrally, “I don’t think that’s true.”


      “As I said, you’re young and unsophisticated.”


      “You know, I’m not that young. And I’ve been working as a reporter my entire adult life. It’s true that my book will remind people of the case, but I don’t think you’re going to have out-of-towners tramping through the flowerbeds.”


      Muriel’s eyes met his with surprising directness. “You think my concerns are superficial, shallow. I know. You have no idea what it is to be someone whom everyone else watches, looks up to.”


      “That’s true,” Griff said, disliking her more with every passing minute.


      “Our family tragedy was exploited for national entertainment. And now when it’s mostly forgotten, you want to stir it all up again. Not, as you’ve said yourself, because you think you can shed any new light on the case. You’re simply interested in the human drama.”


      “I didn’t mean I couldn’t bring a fresh perspective. It’s been twenty years after all. I just meant I don’t believe I can crack the case—a cold case—when the FBI failed.” As he said it, Griff wondered if he was being entirely honest. Didn’t he maybe hope just a bit that given time and distance, he might be able to uncover some telling bit of information, something that might make it possible to know for sure what had happened that night?


      Of course he did. He was trying to keep his expectations in check, but yes. Any writer would hope the same.


      “What questions do you have for me?” Muriel asked.


      “None yet. It’s hard to know what to ask before I’ve had a chance to—”


      “I’d rather get them out of the way.”


      What a difficult woman. Was she deliberately being as awkward as possible? Griff grimly considered her pale, bland features.


      “You must have some idea of what questions you want to ask,” Muriel prompted. “You said you’ve been doing this your entire adult life.”


      Yes and no. This wasn’t like some of the other crimes Griff had written about. With an adult casualty there were always plenty of questions, starting with the character of the victim. But in this case, What was Brian like? Did Brian have any enemies? wasn’t relevant. Brian’s character was not a factor. Brian had been a target strictly because of the family he had been born into.


      “Did you enjoy the party that night?”


      She looked at him in disbelief. “Isn’t that like asking Mrs. Lincoln how she enjoyed the play?”


      “I don’t think so. I think sometimes it’s easier to remember details when you’re focused on something tangential to the thing you’re trying to recall.”


      Muriel’s pale eyes narrowed. “What exactly do you think I’m trying to recall?”


      “Everything. Anything. Anything that might be useful now. Did you enjoy the party? It was supposed to be costume, right? The theme was A Midsummer’s Night Dream.”


      “No,” Muriel said. “No, I didn’t particularly enjoy the party. And yes, the theme was A Midsummer’s Night Dream, but our costumes weren’t supposed to be based on the play. How ridiculous. That was something else the papers got wrong. The décor was based on A Midsummer’s Night Dream. The costumes were supposed to be from the 1920s. It was typical of Gemma’s ideas.”


      “It sounds imaginative.”


      “Oh, Gemma was very imaginative. She hired a projectionist to show the movie, the 1935 movie, using the small woodland area in the garden as a screen. It was ridiculous. No one could see anything. It was just flickering black-and-white shadows against the trees.”


      “Did you want to see the movie?”


      “Of course not. No one wanted to see an old movie like that.”


      Griff wouldn’t have minded. He liked old movies. Even old movies of Shakespeare’s plays.


      “Why didn’t you enjoy the party?”


      “As I said, it was Gemma’s kind of thing, not mine. It wasn’t really Matthew’s kind of thing either, but she could always wind him around her little finger.”


      Griff smiled sympathetically. “Did you dress up?”


      “Yes,” Muriel said reluctantly. “Gemma dragged Mike and me to a shop in Chelsea that sold vintage clothing.”


      “Mike is your sister Michaela?”


      “Yes.”


      “And you all lived here in this house?”


      “It’s not as though there’s a shortage of room.”


      “No. True.”


      Reluctantly, Muriel said, “Gemma and Matthew talked about getting a place of their own, but Daddy couldn’t bear the idea of being separated from his first grandchild. And then afterwards...I don’t think Gemma cared enough about anything to worry where she lived.”


      “They didn’t have any more children, Matthew and Gemma?” He knew they hadn’t; he was simply giving voice to his curiosity. “Maybe it would have helped.”


      “You don’t replace a child as though it were a puppy with distemper.”


      “I know. I just meant...” Yeah, it had probably been a dumb comment. Griff changed tack. “Had there ever been any previous attempts at kidnapping a member of your family? Threats?”


      “Threats, yes. Threats are common for people like us.”


      Griff swallowed the first smartass comment that came to mind. “So you don’t take that kind of thing seriously?” He had noticed and wondered about the fact that there was no apparent security presence on the estate.


      “We take serious threats seriously. Mostly what we get are letters from cranks. People asking for money and threatening to kill us if we don’t give it to them. Those are turned over to the detectives at the Nassau County Police Department.”


      “Were you surprised when Odell Johnson turned out to be Brian’s kidnapper?”


      “Surprised? Hardly. I’m the one who pointed the police to Johnson. I thought of him instantly. And of course I was correct. They found the ransom money underneath the floor of the toolshed in the house where he was renting a room. He admitted everything.”


      That wasn’t accurate. Johnson admitted writing the ransom note and picking up the money, but he staunchly denied actually kidnapping Brian, which maybe made sense if he had killed Brian. Any chance for leniency, clemency, would be kaput from the minute Johnson admitted to killing a four-year-old, whether by accident or not.


      “That’s helpful, thank you.”


      “That’s it? Those are all the questions you have?”


      “For now.”


      “All right. If anything occurs to you, I’m right here.” She did not mean it figuratively. She picked up another album and began to flip through the pages.


      Griff said, “Well, but I don’t want to keep you from—you probably have a million things to do.”


      “This is more important,” Muriel assured him.


      It seemed she meant it, because she did not leave the table once. Not in three hours. Hoping to discourage her, Griff determinedly looked through the albums, not responding to her sighs or murmurs from across the table as she also browsed. She was driving him nuts though.


      Especially aggravating was the way she kept Gemma’s journal in her own personal space. She didn’t open the journal, though every now and then she absently straightened it or traced a finger across the cover. He couldn’t tell if the possessiveness was conscious on her part or not. He wanted to ask her to pass the journal to him, but that was equally irrational possessiveness on his part. Plus he was leery of precipitating another family drama. He wondered if Michaela had had a chance to present her case to Jarrett yet, and how that had gone.


      He was still here, so maybe that was the answer.


      Finally, just as Griff was seriously considering leaping across the table to throttle her, Muriel looked at the delicate silver watch on her meaty wrist. “It’s time for luncheon.” She looked at Griff expectantly.


      “Sure, go ahead,” Griff told her, trying not to sound relieved.


      “You’ll be taking your break as well?”


      “I don’t eat lunch usually.”


      “You’re welcome to lunch with us, you know.”


      “Yes. But I should probably work.”


      Muriel tried to insist, but Griff remained politely obstinate, and in the end her desire for lunch proved stronger than her need to keep him under surveillance.


      He watched her consider taking the journal with her—she actually picked it up—but then she returned it to its place on the table. He exhaled a long sigh of relief as she left the room and vanished down the long hallway.


      While the morning was not a write-off, he certainly wasn’t making the progress he’d hoped. Although that was partly his fault for letting Muriel get to him.


      He half rose, reaching across the wide table for Gemma’s journal, dropping it as someone behind him cleared their throat. It took a second or two to spot Jarrett Arlington standing on the landing above him.


      Jarrett was smiling, but there was something odd in his expression as he gazed down at Griff. “I didn’t mean to startle you,” he said apologetically, and now his expression was ordinary enough. “I wondered if you’d like to stop for lunch? I was thinking we could dine in my study.”


      How. The. Hell? There was no way Jarrett could have come through the hall entrance. There was a small door to the right of the fireplace, but it was in Griff’s line of sight, and anyway, he wasn’t so preoccupied he could have missed Jarrett walking up that narrow circular staircase. There had to be a door leading onto the second tier of the library, but he couldn’t see one.


      “Is there a hidden door up there?” Griff asked.


      “Yes,” Jarrett answered easily. “One of the bookshelves swings out.”


      How long had Jarrett been standing there watching him? Had he listened in on Griff’s conversation with Muriel? Not that there was any reason he shouldn’t, but it left Griff feeling uncomfortable and unhappy knowing he could be spied upon. Maybe a dramatic way of putting it, but that was what it amounted to.


      “Are there a lot of secret passages or secret doors in the house?”


      “One or two. But they’re not secret.” Jarrett smiled tolerantly down on him. “Lunch?”


      He actually was hungry, now that he thought about it. Besides, lunch with Jarrett was an opportunity too valuable to miss. “Yes, thanks.”


      Griff swiftly climbed the circular stairs to the second landing.


      “Is Muriel making a nuisance of herself?”


      Griff remembered that heavy sigh he’d given when Muriel left the room, and his face warmed. “Er...I know she’s trying to be helpful.”


      “Then that’s more than I know,” Jarrett said. “How is your investigation going? Are you finding what you need?”


      “Yes. Thank you. I was just about to start reading Gemma’s journal.”


      “Ah.”


      “Did she keep other journals?” Griff reached Jarrett, who had moved to stand next to a section of the bookcase which did indeed swing out to offer a view of a long dark hallway.


      Jarrett hesitated. “She did, yes. All her life Gemma kept a journal. But losing Brian changed her. She never really got over it. I don’t believe she would have wished for those thoughts to be shared with anyone. Except Brian, of course.”


      “Of course.”


      Jarrett smiled, ushering Griff into the passageway. Surprisingly, the interior hall was carpeted and paneled. Light fixtures with frosted glass globes were positioned every few feet although they were not lit, perhaps because an oblong of daylight fell across the open end of the passage, offering watery illumination.


      “Does everyone have access to this passage?” Griff asked. Was this how Brian’s kidnapper had avoided discovery within the house? It made sense.


      “No. This passage only leads to the master bedroom and the master study. I’m the only one who uses it.”


      “But if someone knew it was here?”


      “Only the family and the household staff know about these walkways.”


      In other words everyone on Long Island knew.


      Jarrett said, “I should probably warn you that Pierce is joining us for lunch.”


      “I just lost my appetite.”


      Jarrett laughed. “That’s why I waited to tell you. I think you and Pierce got off on the wrong foot.”


      Griff threw a look over his shoulder. “Is there any other possibility with that guy? He tried to buy me off last night. Did he happen to mention that?”


      “Yes, he told me.” Jarrett sounded as untroubled as ever. “He really is trying to do the right thing, Griffin. He believes he’s protecting us. That’s his job.”


      Griff said nothing. He believed Pierce Mather to be an arrogant and obstructive ass, but he wasn’t the first arrogant and obstructive ass he’d had to deal with, and he wouldn’t be the last.


      “Pierce has always been a bit of an overachiever.” Jarrett’s voice floated from behind. Jarrett was beginning to remind Griff of the Cheshire Cat with his mysterious comings and goings and oblique pronouncements. Did anything shake him?


      What had Jarrett been like twenty years ago? How had he handled Brian’s disappearance? How long had he remained confident of Brian’s return? Would that certainty have been reassuring or infuriating for Gemma and Matthew, especially as the years passed?


      Griff’s speculations were derailed as Jarrett said, “Through the years, we’ve occasionally had young men show up claiming to be Brian.”


      “I didn’t realize that.”


      “Of course none of them had anything but the most superficial resemblance to Brian. They weren’t even well-thought-out scams, just hungry young hustlers trying their luck. Pierce made short work of them, as you might imagine. But I’m afraid the result is that Pierce has become cynical toward his fellow man in his old age.”


      “He’s not that old.”


      “The Pierces of this world are born old. But don’t let him scare you away, my boy.”


      “I’m not that easily scared.”


      “I know,” Jarrett said. “That’s what I’m counting on.”


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Six


      Like Jarrett the day before, Pierce stood at the arched window, staring down at the star-shaped courtyard. He turned, unsmiling, as Griff preceded Jarrett into the study through the door in the bookcase.


      Did Pierce ever dress in anything besides expensive suits by Italian designers? This afternoon’s ensemble was an impeccable olive gray. His shirt was snowy white, his skinny tie an elegant silk creation of tiny bronze and navy Milligan flowers. Where Griff came from men did not wear ties with flowers unless they wanted to get beaten up. Pierce apparently dressed with impunity. But then, Italian suits aside, Pierce looked like a guy who could handle himself. He’d probably had boxing lessons. Heck, he’d probably had fencing lessons.


      “Hey there,” Griff said, because what else was he going to say? They couldn’t both stand there stone-faced and silent. Maybe Pierce hadn’t been born old, but he’d been born a hard-ass, no question.


      “Jarrett seems to feel I owe you an apology for last night,” Pierce said. It wasn’t exactly stiff, but it wasn’t warm and fuzzy either.


      “Not me,” Griff said. “Jarrett is the one you should be apologizing to for trying to go behind his back.”


      Jarrett chuckled. “Well said, my boy.” He patted Griff’s shoulder.


      Pierce looked less amused. “Let’s call it a test. If you’d agreed, that would have told us everything we needed to know.”


      “Let’s call it what it was,” Griff said. “A bribe. With a few threats thrown in.” He shrugged. “That’s okay. I’m not easily discouraged.”


      Pierce’s dark brows drew together in a forbidding line. “You’re very...plainspoken, aren’t you?” Griff suspected Pierce had originally intended to phrase that differently but remembered Jarrett’s presence in time.


      “Yes. I am.” It was a legacy of his mother, who had been a blunt and forthright woman. Sometimes painfully so.


      To his surprise, Pierce laughed. “Okay. I don’t mind plainspoken.”


      “That’s a relief.”


      Pierce’s eyes narrowed as though he wasn’t sure if Griff was still being plainspoken or merely sarcastic.


      Griff smiled.


      Lunch was served at a low table amidst a comfortable grouping of leather chairs and sofas. The meal consisted of French dip sandwiches, which Griff had never had before, but were apparently a favorite of Pierce’s, and had been prepared in his honor. The sandwiches were made of thinly sliced, slightly rare roast beef piled onto warm baguettes which were then dunked in small bowls of au jus. They were served with homemade French fries and ice cold beer.


      “Is this organic beef?” Pierce asked.


      “I don’t know, but we won’t tell Muriel,” Jarrett replied.


      Pierce grinned, white teeth sinking into crusty bread. He had thrown his tie over his shoulder to protect it from the juice, a gesture that seemed almost disarming. Jarrett winked at Griff, and Griff realized that Jarrett Arlington was genuinely fond of Pierce. Pierce was not merely a legal advisor. He was a family friend, had probably known Jarrett all his life. So maybe that better explained both the guard dog mentality and Jarrett’s tolerance for it.


      It also meant Griff needed to be extra careful of Pierce. It was unlikely he was going to be able to get on Pierce’s good side, assuming Pierce had such a thing, but it would be wise to avoid getting on Pierce’s bad side.


      “These are really good,” Griff told Jarrett. He hastily wiped at his chin with a linen napkin. “I’ve been missing out.”


      “Wonderful. Now you have a new favorite.” Jarrett beamed. It was hard not to like him. There was something warm and quizzical and grandfatherly about Jarrett. But Griff reminded himself that in his day Jarrett had also been a ruthless and cutthroat businessman.


      Pierce said abruptly, “Jarrett believes you have some legal questions for me.” He sat on the sofa across from Griff, exuding an almost disconcerting virility. How could someone that groomed—Griff wouldn’t have been surprised to learn that Pierce got pedicures or even body waxes—seem so...masculine? Not just masculine. Powerful. It wasn’t the expensive clothes or air of entitlement. It wasn’t even necessarily communicated by the way Pierce held himself or his body language, because at the moment he was hunched over the table trying not to drip au jus on his immaculate crotch. Despite the heavy aftershave and the buffed nails and the handmade shoes, Pierce seemed more intensely male than any guy Griff knew.


      It was distracting.


      Which was annoying.


      Did Pierce know the effect he had on others? Did women routinely throw themselves in his path? He didn’t wear a wedding ring, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t married. Actually he didn’t wear any rings, and he seemed to Griff like the type who would wear his big showy Harvard law school ring. Maybe he hadn’t gone to Harvard. Maybe he was divorced. Yes, Griff could easily imagine Pierce with a string of beautiful, discarded exes. No one ever being quite good enough for Pierce.


      “No?” Pierce asked, and Griff realized he’d been sitting there scowling across the table.


      He snapped out of his preoccupation. “Did you go to Harvard?”


      Pierce’s brows drew together—his usual expression around Griff. “Yes. What does that have to do with anything?”


      Griff hadn’t meant to ask that, it had just popped out. “I just—”


      “Believe me, any legal questions you’ve got, I can answer,” Pierce said.


      Jarrett smoothly intervened. “Pierce is the son of my oldest and closest friend. Tommy Mather was also my legal advisor and Pierce took over the practice when Tommy retired. We have every confidence in Pierce. You can speak freely, ask him whatever you like.” Jarrett smiled at Pierce and then Griff.


      “I know that as your eldest son, Matthew was your heir,” Griff said to Jarrett. “And I know Brian was Matthew’s heir. Since Matthew did not survive to inherit, does that mean your estate goes to Marcus as the next son?”


      “What do you think this is, Downton Abbey?” Pierce asked.


      This time the glance Jarrett directed at Pierce was not as warm. “It’s a reasonable question.” To Griff he said, “When I made Matthew my heir I was following the precedent set by my father and his father before him, and yes, that precedent was based on English laws of inheritance. Winden House was built in an era when this country’s wealthy aped the English aristocracy. It was very common for the sons and daughters of the wealthy to head for England and try to marry into the nobility. In fact, two of the great ladies of this house were of English ancestry.”


      Jarrett paused to sip his beer. Griff had got that wrong—his assumption that people like the Arlingtons would never deign to drink anything but cocktails in crystal glasses. Jarrett drank his Jever with evident gusto.


      Griff felt Pierce staring at him, but he resisted meeting that challenge. He was too aware of Pierce. It made him feel on defense. It was disturbing to be so acutely conscious of someone he didn’t even like. Maybe it was Pierce’s suit. Griff had never seen a man outside of GQ magazine wear a suit that tight. It wasn’t tacky, but that kind of tailoring accentuated Pierce’s broad shoulders, trim torso, muscular legs, narrow hips. It just seemed more sexy than a lawyer should dress.


      “After Matthew...” Jarrett paused infinitesimally before continuing briskly, “Both Muriel and Marcus felt they should be my legitimate heirs, Muriel as my eldest child and Marcus as my remaining son. They both made good cases, but ultimately I decided that the precedent for the entire estate going to the eldest male child was outdated, and that it made sense to divide everything between my three remaining children. With one provision. Pierce can give you the legalese.” He nodded to Pierce.


      Pierce said, “Skipping the legalese for a moment, what the provision amounts to is that if Brian does turn up alive, the new will is null and void. Everything reverts to the original will.”


      “Provided I’m still alive and kicking,” Jarrett put in.


      Pierce assented. “Provided the estate is not already in probate.”


      So much for the precedent of the entire estate going to the eldest male child being outdated. “Is that commonly known?” Griff asked.


      “Commonly known? No,” Jarrett said. “My children know the terms of my will, of course. Is that what you mean?”


      Not exactly, although that was part of the question. He couldn’t forget the theory that Johnson had had a partner, that the kidnapping had been an inside job. As far as Griff could see there had been no motive for anyone within the family to get rid of Brian, because not only could no one predict Matthew’s untimely death, but there was no guarantee that Matthew and Gemma would not have other children.


      Or was there? He made a mental note to pursue that line of inquiry. Also Matthew and Gemma had died in a boating accident. Was there any doubt their deaths had not resulted from an accident? It was an interesting question, but not one he felt he could pose with Jarrett sitting right there.


      He asked instead, “What happens if by some miracle Brian did show up after the will was in probate?”


      “That would be a miracle all right.” That earned Pierce another of those rare frowns from Jarrett. Pierce pushed his empty plate from the edge of the table, flipped his tie back into place, and said, “It depends.” He launched into a dry—deliberately dry, Griff suspected—explanation of inheritance laws and inheritance taxes.


      The gist seemed to be that if Brian showed up once the will was in probate, the estate would be re-divided four ways. If Brian showed up after the estate had been distributed, Brian would receive a cut of whatever assets remained.


      “That’s the basic idea,” Pierce said. “The fundamental principle underlying the revised will is one of fairness. Is it realistic? In practice there would be challenges, appeals, suits and countersuits. The estate would be tied up in court for decades.” The glance he gave Jarrett was apologetic. “I’m sorry, but I’ve seen it happen again and again.”


      “I don’t believe that would be the case here,” Jarrett said. He seemed confident, but Griff sided with Pierce on that one. He too had on-the-job-experience with how the death of a loved one and the subsequent inheritance of property—even when the property amounted to nothing more than a pile of junk with sentimental significance—could turn otherwise fair-minded and sensible people into grasping, avaricious strangers.


      “I hope this doesn’t seem like an inappropriate question, but what do your children live on now?” Griff was pretty sure the answer was Jarrett.


      “They have trust funds from their mother. As you’ve no doubt surmised they all use Winden House as their home base, though Michaela lives primarily at the house in San Francisco.”


      “They don’t have jobs?” Griff asked.


      Pierce made a sound somewhere between a cough and a laugh.


      “I don’t believe any of my children have what you would consider a real job, my boy,” Jarrett said solemnly, but with a gleam of amusement in his blue eyes. “Muriel has her charity work, Michaela is a painter, or so she informs us. Her husband owns a chain of popular eateries in San Francisco. Marcus...”


      Griff waited, but Jarrett didn’t finish the thought. The Arlington riches were Old Money—at least what was now considered Old Money—acquired through the happy fusion of steel and railroads. Steel, railroads and marrying the right women. All but one of the Arlington brides had brought her own fortune, and the family remained among the wealthiest in America, though no longer ranked in the top ten. Not even in the top twenty, but then these days neither were the Vanderbilts or the Rockefellers.


      The exception to the bring-your-own-fortune rule was Gemma Watterson who had been an art student when Matthew Arlington met and fell in love with her.


      “What about your granddaughter Chloe?”


      Jarrett looked at Pierce who said, “Chloe will eventually inherit through her mother. And of course she has a trust fund.”


      Of course. Didn’t everybody?


      Griff said to Jarrett, “Were you surprised when Odell Johnson was arrested?”


      “Yes.” Jarrett added, “But I would have been surprised whoever had been arrested. It’s still unbelievable to me that anyone could do such a terrible, terrible thing. Brian was a child. He was a delight. Every day of his little life was a gift.” Jarrett’s face quivered with quickly repressed emotion. “Of course being his grandfather I was bound to think he was an extraordinary child, but he was truly...irreplaceable.”


      All children were, weren’t they? At least to their own families. Griff almost missed Jarrett’s next words.


      “He was a friendly, outgoing child. Completely trusting. Much like Gemma. I think that’s part of why she couldn’t stop blaming herself. I think she felt she should have taught him to be more cautious, more wary.”


      “So Brian might not have struggled or screamed when Johnson carried him out of his room that night? Assuming Brian was awake when he was taken?”


      “He knew Johnson, so he might have gone with him willingly. Brian loved cars, which is normal enough at that age, and Johnson used to let Brian sit in the front seat of the Rolls when he washed it. I think Johnson could have lured Brian away very easily, but what I don’t understand, what I will never understand is why Johnson would...would not return Brian to us after he received the ransom. He was not a cruel man. I think he was even fond of Brian.”


      “That could have been an act,” Pierce said. “Johnson could have planned the kidnapping from the beginning. His whole purpose in taking a job as chauffeur might have been to familiarize himself with the house and grounds, and build up some kind of rapport with Brian.”


      “Yes,” Jarrett agreed quietly. “I suppose so.”


      “That’s true,” Griff said, “but it would have been to his advantage to return Brian alive. The manhunt would have been a lot less intense.”


      Pierce said, “Maybe he didn’t have a choice.”


      “It contradicts Johnson’s claim that he only came up with the idea of asking for ransom because he was bitter about being fired a week earlier.”


      “His entire defense was a lie,” Pierce said. “Of course he wouldn’t admit he’d planned Brian’s kidnapping from the start. He was still hoping he could convince the jury that he’d only taken advantage of the existing situation when he made the demand for ransom.”


      “For the sake of argument—” Griff began.


      Pierce cut across. “If Johnson was telling the truth, then where was the ransom demand from the actual kidnapper?”


      “There were other ransom demands,” Jarrett said.


      Pierce shook his head. “All discredited. All long after the fact and not one of them credible. Attempts at extortion, nothing more.”


      That answered that. Pierce was correct. If Johnson had not been the kidnapper, if he had simply taken advantage of the family’s fear and confusion, then what had happened to the kidnapper? Why had there been no demand for ransom? And if there had been no kidnapper, what had happened to Brian?


      Griff considered this objectively. Was it possible Brian could have been taken with a more sinister motive? If ransom had never been the goal, was it possible the plan had always been to murder Brian?


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Seven


      So we beat on, boats against the current, borne back ceaselessly into the past.


      That was the final line of The Great Gatsby, and it seemed only too appropriate to Griff as he sat in the library going through photo album after photo album of Arlingtons. Corrupted dreams, decadence, a lost generation...well, okay, maybe that was harsh. But certainly people who were preoccupied, even devoted, to all the wrong things.


      They did like their boats, that was for sure. They liked all their toys. And they liked themselves too. A lot.


      And maybe that wasn’t completely fair either.


      As he studied their smiling, satisfied faces, he had to concede it was highly unlikely anyone had dispatched little Brian in a convoluted scheme to secure a share of inheritance. Such a plan would require a guarantee that Matthew would have no other offspring—ever. Meaning, even if someone knew for sure Gemma couldn’t have more children, the plot would have to somehow take into account the potential for Matthew remarrying and still not having more children. Further, the plot would have to guarantee Matthew’s early death as well, and if Matthew’s death was not an accident, why wait ten years to get rid of him? How would this mastermind ensure that Jarrett didn’t die first?


      Even after Matthew’s death, there had been the likelihood, or at least the precedent that Jarrett would name Marcus, the surviving son, as his heir.


      So it was either a really bad plan on the part of Marcus, a really, really bad plan on the part of someone else, or one of Griff’s flights of fancy. In all probability, the latter. Granted, he had not had much chance to study Marcus, but Jarrett’s second son just did not seem like the homicidal maniac type, and you’d have to be pretty damned psychotic to cold-bloodedly murder a toddler on the off-chance they might one day stand between you and a fortune.


      Griff studied a photo of what appeared to be a slightly drunk Marcus dandling a giggling Brian. Marcus’s expression was one of fond foolishness. Griff relinquished his theory. No. In all likelihood, the situation was the one described by Pierce. Johnson had entered the Arlingtons’ employ with the ultimate aim of kidnapping Brian.


      But there Griff differed from Pierce because he did not believe Brian had been deliberately killed. Something had gone wrong. The child had panicked or struggled or something. And Johnson couldn’t admit the truth without giving up any chance of parole, however slim that chance might be. It wasn’t hard to see how someone who maybe didn’t have a lot of empathy would reason it out. After all, telling the truth wouldn’t bring Brian back to life.


      The chair across the library table was noisily dragged out. Chloe sat down. She folded her arms and smiled at him. Griff didn’t trust that smile.


      “Are you dining with us tonight?”


      Griff shook his head. He hoped she wasn’t planning to stay. The afternoon had been blessedly free of Muriel and all other distractions. He wanted it to stay that way.


      “Oh you have to!” she protested, still smiling that funny smile. “I think Pierce is staying just to keep an eye on you.”


      “Doesn’t he have a wife and a home to go to?”


      Chloe laughed. “He’s not married. Yet. Anyway, you have to stay. I want to see your expression when you meet Loki.”


      “Loki?” Griff had a pleasant if unlikely vision of Tom Hiddleston.


      “My stepfather.”


      “Your stepfather is named Loki?”


      “His name is Ring, actually, but he’s a Viking. He looks like one anyway. He’s actually a biker. A former Hell’s Angel, he claims. And he’s a killer.”


      “He’s...”


      Chloe laughed. “I knew that would get your attention. I’m not joking either. He really is a killer. Well, technically it was self-defense, but it was a bar fight so right there.” She shrugged her skinny shoulders. Case closed.


      “Your mother is married to a biker who killed someone in a bar fight?” She had to be pulling his leg because he’d never read anything about it when he first began researching the family. In fact, he hadn’t realized Michaela had remarried yet again until that morning.


      “You got it.”


      “I thought your stepfather owned a chain of restaurants?”


      “I don’t know about a chain. He owns the Hell’s Kitchen restaurants in San Francisco. There’s one on Geary Boulevard and one in Petaluma, wherever that is.”


      “And people say Chef Ramsay’s tough.”


      Chloe laughed. “So? What do you think?”


      He thought Michaela had a taste for bad boys. He said cautiously, “About what?”


      “About coming to dinner. Don’t you want to meet the rest of the suspects?”


      “You think your mom is a suspect in Brian’s disappearance?”


      “She could have been, right?”


      And Griff thought his relationship with his mother had been difficult? “That idea doesn’t bother you?”


      “Sure.” But she shrugged.


      “How long have your mom and your stepfather been together?”


      “Awhile. A few years. He came to one of her art shows when he got out of prison. Isn’t that romantic?” Chloe’s smile was sarcastic. “Admit it. You’re dying of curiosity, aren’t you? Are you staying for dinner?”


      Family gossip was always interesting, but in this case Michaela had not known Ring Shelton until many years after Brian’s disappearance. Interesting didn’t necessarily equal germane. “I really can’t. I’ve got a lot to do tonight to get ready for tomorrow’s interviews.”


      Chloe wiggled her brows in what was likely supposed to be salacious interest. What she said was, “Beets with quinoa and arugula salad.”


      “Yeah, it’s tempting but I don’t think so.”


      “Mother will be sooo disappointed.”


      And with that she was gone as quickly as she’d appeared.


      * * *


      The room turned golden in the late afternoon light. Retreating sunlight embroidered the outline of shelves and furniture in gleams and glints, stitched its way up the winding staircase, flashing off bronze leaves and varnished wood, and traced the gilt and leather and silk spines of old books.


      Griff checked his phone. Five o’clock. He finished making notes and closed the last photo album. If he never saw another baby picture of Chloe or Brian kissing puppies or sniffing flowers, he would die a happy man.


      A bird trilled loudly behind him, and he whirled, nearly knocking back his chair as he jumped to his feet. An ornate brass wire cage sat on a small inlaid table, and inside the cage, a blue-and-red automaton bird was singing sweetly.


      A clock. A weird, beautiful clock.


      Griff sat down again, staring at the bird, feeling lightheaded from the rush of blood to his brain. It had shaken him, that surprisingly lifelike burst of sound in his ear. He watched the tiny beak open and close, the blue-and-red tail feathers lift and lower. He couldn’t seem to look away.


      Why hadn’t he heard the bird earlier? Did the bird only sing at five o’clock?


      The bird warbled on, its leaf-twined stand rising up and down like the pole on a tiny merry-go-round. It made him feel dizzy.


      Dizzy?


      Maybe his nerves were more on edge than he’d realized. Lunch with Pierce and Jarrett had brought home to him what a monumental task he’d set himself. Not only that, there was also the pressure of Jarrett’s expectations. Jarrett was hoping that Griff was going to discover something, figure something out, make some kind of breakthrough. It didn’t matter how many times Griff said he wasn’t trying to solve the mystery of what had happened to Brian, Jarrett was still hoping for that very thing.


      The bird stopped singing as abruptly as it had begun.


      Griff stared at it and one tiny black bead of an eye stared back. He became aware that his heart was beating way too fast, that his breaths were growing shallow, that he was afraid. Terrified. He was about to have a full-blown anxiety attack. The first in years.


      No. No, no, no. Not here. Not now. There was no reason. No call to freak out. He was not in any danger. Whatever had happened to Brian had happened long ago. Even if Johnson had not acted alone, it was unlikely his accomplice was still around. Or that this accomplice would care about Griff’s book. Johnson didn’t care. Johnson had even agreed to see him. As for the rest of it, other people’s expectations were not his responsibility, were not his problem. Not even Jarrett’s.


      True. All true. But he still felt sick with the crushing weight of huge and formless worry.


      Griff leaned over and put his head between his knees, forcing himself to take deep, slow breaths. All the while he talked to himself, reasoned with himself. Nothing to be frightened of. No cause for panic. Was it the book? It had to be the book. But the worst that could happen was that no one would agree to publish it. So what? He would just publish it himself.


      Maybe he wouldn’t sell many copies. Maybe he wouldn’t sell any copies.


      But really it was way too soon to worry about that. First he had to write the book. He had to finish it. He had to start it.


      Griff kept talking to himself in a mix of scolding and encouraging, and after a minute or two he could catch his breath again, his heartbeat slowed to its normal rhythm. He sat up and wiped his damp forehead.


      Jeez. He thought he’d gotten better at handling stress. He was better, but maybe he hadn’t acknowledged till now what a big deal this book was. If he screwed it up, he might screw up his whole—no. Stop. This was definitely not the way to chill out.


      He needed to get out of this house. Do something to clear his mind. He could go for a walk. Yes. Physical activity always helped. He’d go for a walk and then head down to the cottage and have dinner there. He’d had enough of the Arlingtons for one day. And vice versa, he bet. He could go over his notes and plan tomorrow’s trip to the Nassau police department.


      Yes. A plan. Great. Having a plan always made everything better.


      He rose, gathered his things, longingly considered Gemma’s journal, and left the library.


      He didn’t meet anyone on his trek back to the front door, although the brown—and-white spaniels came yapping down the staircase and tried to cut off his retreat. He skirted them and slipped out the front, closing the doors just in time. He could hear the dogs barking hysterically on the other side of the door.


      Of course his strategic maneuver had left him on the wrong side of the house, but that was okay. He had wanted a walk and it was a good opportunity to get the lay of the land.


      Here was a thought. Suppose the kidnapper had left by the front entrance but cut immediately around the side of the house? He could have stayed off the paths, stuck to the trees and shrubberies. It would take a bit longer but it eliminated both the problem of getting out through the busy kitchen or walking down the crowded front drive without being seen. By the time Brian was taken, not so many guests were milling around the entry hall. It would mean a prolonged and more nerve-racking journey, but in the end it was probably the safest route.


      Griff set off walking down one of the dirt side paths. Lost in thought, he didn’t notice he wasn’t alone until someone came up beside him, long strides matching his own.


      “Not staying for dinner?” Pierce asked. “Aren’t you missing out on an opportunity to study all your suspects in their natural habitat?”


      Griff gave him a cool look. “Are the Arlingtons your only clients? Because you seem to be hanging around here a lot.”


      “Am I cramping your style?”


      “Nope. Not at all.”


      Pierce’s laugh was sardonic. “So let me see if I have this straight. You became interested in the Arlingtons and Brian’s kidnapping because The Great Gatsby is your favorite book?”


      “I didn’t say that.”


      “Close enough,” Pierce said.


      “Close enough? That doesn’t seem like a very lawyerly thing to say. I thought lawyers were precise and accurate.”


      “We’re talking about you now, Griff.”


      “The question is, why are we talking about me?”


      “Because you don’t add up.”


      “I don’t add up? Check your math,” Griff mocked. “It doesn’t matter if I add up for you, Pierce. You made your objections and they’ve been overruled by Jarrett.”


      “Now we’re getting to the real Griffin N. Hadley,” Pierce said. “I thought that golly gee Midwestern boy had to be an act. What does the N stand for, by the way? Is that even your real name?”


      “It stands for None of Your Business. And yes, it is my real name. Who would make up a name like mine? Were you waiting out here for me?”


      “Not exactly,” Pierce said. Griff couldn’t tell if that was true or not. “So The Great Gatsby. A story about a man who fakes his way into other people’s lives.”


      “That’s not what the novel is about.”


      “What is the novel about and how did it lead you here into the home of people I care for?”


      “Give it a rest,” Griff said.


      “Not a chance.” Pierce seemed to be enjoying himself.


      They reached a Y in the path. Griff turned right and Pierce kept step along with him. Griff tried to swallow his irritation, but it was no use. “I have a question for you,” he said to Pierce. “Were you here the night Brian disappeared?”


      Pierce didn’t actually stumble, but he did seem to check. The next instant he was striding alongside Griff again. “Excuse me?”


      “Were you here that night? Your family was obviously close to the Arlingtons. Your dad was Mr. Arlington’s best friend. Were your parents invited? Did they bring you along? You’d have been...what? Sixteen? Seventeen?”


      “Fourteen,” Pierce snapped. “How the hell old do you think I am?”


      “It’s hard to tell with you lawyer types. About forty?”


      Pierce gave him a long, narrow look. Griff smiled innocently.


      “I’m thirty-four.”


      “My mistake.”


      “Yeah, right,” Pierce muttered.


      “Were you here that night?”


      “Why?”


      “It’s a simple yes or no question, Counselor. Why are you so cagey?”


      “Yes, I was here that night,” Pierce said curtly. “My sister wanted to see the costumes and the decorations, so my parents brought me to keep an eye on Di. We spent the evening eating hors d’oeuvres and watching videos.”


      “Watching videos where?”


      “In Gemma and Matthew’s bedroom.”


      Griff stared at Pierce’s hard profile. “That never came out in any of the news stories.”


      Pierce was staring off into the green distance of sculpted hedges and elongated shadows. “Why should it have? We didn’t see anything. We didn’t hear anything.”


      “You were right there on the scene though. Wasn’t the nursery next to Gemma and Matthew’s bedroom?”


      “Yes. As I said, neither of us saw or heard anything. We watched videos and then we fell asleep. We didn’t even know about Brian until the next morning.”


      “How is that possible?”


      “My parents left the party before anyone knew Brian was gone. They woke us up, drove us home, we all went to bed and didn’t hear about Brian until the morning.”


      “What did you think of Brian?”


      “Think of him?” Pierce seemed genuinely astonished. “I didn’t think anything of him. He was four years old. I was fourteen. If I thought of him at all, I thought he was a pain in the ass ba—” He cut himself off and Griff understood why. His predecessor at the Banner Chronicle had covered a child murder—the murder of one child by another—and she’d said it gave her nightmares for years. Pierce was too sharp not to see where Griff’s thoughts were headed. Pierce stopped walking. “Let’s get something straight.”


      Griff stopped too.


      “I am not part of your investigation. My sister is not part of your investigation. I may not be able to stop you from digging through the Arlingtons’ personal business, but I sure as hell can stop you from poking your nose into my family’s private affairs.”


      “I didn’t realize it was such a sensitive subject.”


      “The hell you didn’t.” But Pierce sounded cool, once more sure he was in control.


      By now they had reached the tunnel of trees. “Enjoy your evening,” Pierce said, coming to a halt.


      “I’ll do my best,” Griff told him.


      Pierce strode away, there was really no other way to describe that swift, almost forceful gait. His trench coat flapped behind him. A man with things to do and places to go.


      Griff continued into the archway of trees, thinking. The light filtering through the boughs seemed to sparkle green-blue, edging the plants and statues with a mysterious luminescence.


      He had a lot to consider, so it was irritating that his thoughts kept circling back to Pierce. He kept seeing Pierce’s lean, long-legged image stalking away into the lengthening shadows. Griff had certainly touched a nerve there. Why? He didn’t really think Pierce or his sister had conked Brian over the head and shoved him in a toy box. For one thing, given the circumstances they could never have successfully hidden Brian’s body. And that being true, it was impossible to believe any adult would have aided them.


      Griff left the archway of trees. The pink cottage lay before him like a house in a child’s nursery rhyme. The wide and pretty stream tumbled and shone beneath the ornamental bridge. The swans glided tranquilly across the glassy green surface of the upper and lower ponds.


      It reminded him of something. Something important.


      What?


      Still preoccupied in thought, Griff crossed the grassy knoll and started across the bridge.


      The breeze had changed and he could smell—or imagined he could—the brisk sea air, fancied he could almost hear the measured thunder of the distant waves.


      Midway across the bridge one of the boards beneath his feet gave a sharp and sudden crack. With no more warning than that, an entire section of planks caved in, and Griff dropped through space to the water below.


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Eight


      The cold was a shock. The wet was a bigger shock. Brown-gold bubbles churned and streamed up before Griff’s bewildered gaze as he splashed down. Water rushed into his nose and mouth. He was choking, flailing, conscious of wooden missiles plummeting past, birds flapping in panic, taking flight around him.


      What? Wait. What just happened?


      Instinctively, he kicked and clawed, breaking the surface. The swans were in pandemonium, the chill air alive with wings and hissing. Had he landed on them? Overhead, another thick plank of wood from the bridge splashed down into the stream and banged into him. He swept it away.


      Someone was yelling to him.


      Still coughing, spluttering, Griff found his footing and stood up. The stream wasn’t much more than five feet deep, but it was wide and the current was surprisingly strong. He turned to see Pierce loping across the bridge.


      Pierce leaned over the side. “Are you all right?” he called down.


      “Watch it. The whole center section is gone,” Griff called back.


      Pierce’s answer was lost as he ducked back. His footsteps thumped overhead as he continued across the bridge.


      Griff waded to the bank, which turned out to be slimy and slippery and steeper than it looked. He was happy to see Pierce appear, slogging down through the reeds and mossy rocks, offering a hand. His fingers closed around Griff’s, his grip warm and surprisingly solid.


      “Are you okay?” He sounded slightly out of breath.


      “That was d-different,” Griff said, scrambling up the bank with Pierce’s help. His teeth were beginning to chatter.


      Pierce let go of him as they reached solid ground. “Are you hurt?”


      “I don’t know. I don’t think so.” His shoulder felt bruised where one of the falling boards had hit him. He was lucky it hadn’t struck him on the head. Otherwise he was okay. More surprised than anything.


      “Shit.” Griff grabbed at his shoulder. “My camera.” The strap had either snapped or slipped off his shoulder. Either way his camera was gone.


      He turned to look at the stream which was slowly settling back into its usual lazy rhythm. No sign of his camera. He felt in his pockets and pulled out his cell phone along with his soggy notebook. “Hell.”


      “Be glad that’s all it was,” Pierce said. He sounded terse, as though he didn’t want to encourage any sense of grievance on Griff’s part.


      “I am.” It could have been his laptop. That really would have been a disaster. He couldn’t afford to replace his laptop. His phone would be bad enough. But the phone’s plastic case was supposedly watertight. So here was the test. He pressed and the small screen lit offering a screen saver image of surf and sand and the news that he had two messages. His lucky day.


      Sort of. Griff stared at the bridge. It had seemed solid enough that morning.


      “You’d better get inside and change those clothes.”


      Griff nodded, shivering. He felt rooted in place. “It happened so fast.”


      “Bad things usually do.”


      Did they? Not always, but yes. Part of what made disaster so...so disastrous was the suddenness, the lack of warning.


      Pierce touched his soggy sleeve. “Come on.” He sounded...not kind, but not as brusque as usual.


      Griff turned and followed Pierce, squelching across the grass. It seemed a long way to the cottage. They climbed the dainty steps to the pink cottage door. Griff’s feet felt heavy. He felt chilled all the way through. He also felt weirdly nauseated. It was only a dunking after all, not a big deal, and he couldn’t have swallowed that much stream water, but yes. He did all at once feel pretty unwell.


      He fumbled his keys out, but dropped them. Pierce retrieved them. Griff waited politely for Pierce to unlock and push open the cottage door, and then he brushed past with a quick, “Excuse me.”


      He made it to the downstairs powder room—literally a powder room, there was no bath or shower—just in time, turning the sink taps on full and then crouching over the toilet and losing all that remained of his lunch. It was quick and comprehensive. Unpleasant but efficient. Afterward he leaned on the sink, splashing water on his blanched face and rinsing his mouth. He could still taste the stream, and the flavor of mud and wet bird made him shudder.


      When he wobbled out of the bathroom, he found Pierce in the tiny kitchen filling a copper tea kettle. “Are we having tea?” he tried to joke. “I think I’m out of cucumber sandwiches.”


      “Unless you want instant coffee.” Pierce gave him a measuring look. “After you shower.”


      “I just had a bath.”


      “How do you like the moss shampoo?”


      Griff laughed, and was surprised at how shaky it sounded.


      Pierce said, “I’m not kidding about the shower. I’d make it a good and hot one. In case you hadn’t noticed, you’re in shock.”


      “Shock.” This time the sound that came out was not remotely amused, so maybe Pierce was right. Being dunked in an ice-cold stream had certainly been a very unpleasant surprise. Griff still felt ridiculously unsettled. He said, “I don’t think I’ve ever had instant coffee.”


      “And if you’re lucky you never will. Though this is purportedly flavored with French Vanilla.”


      “I don’t know what French Vanilla is, but the idea of it is hurting my stomach. I like that you used the word ‘purported’ in conversation.”


      Pierce snorted. “You’re definitely in shock, Hadley. Take your shower and put on some warm clothes. I want to talk to you.”


      Another talk sounded exhausting. All Griff wanted to do was crawl into that extraordinarily comfortable bed upstairs and sleep for a century, but since that wasn’t looking like an option, it would be better to get this over with.


      The hot shower helped. A lot. He examined his bruised shoulder in the square mirror over the highboy in the bedroom, and more clearly understood how lucky he’d been. If that board had hit him on the head, he’d have probably been knocked out, at least for an instant. He might even have drowned, though that was unlikely. Hopefully.


      Griff pulled on a clean pair of socks, a dry pair of jeans and a warm navy fleece sweatshirt. He finger-combed his hair out of his eyes and headed downstairs again.


      Pierce was drinking tea at the kitchen table and eating toast. He had removed his trench coat, suit jacket and muddy shoes. He looked impossibly poised for a man in socks and shirtsleeves. Studying Griff with open and not unfriendly appraisal, he said, “Feeling better?”


      “Oh heck yeah. I’m fine. I was just cold.” Griff studied the freshly poured cup of tea sitting in front of the empty place at the table. “What did you want to tell me?”


      “Drink your tea.”


      It wasn’t worth arguing about, especially since a hot cup of anything sounded pretty good at the moment. Griff sat down, took a mouthful of tea, and choked. He reached hastily for the linen placemat.


      “Er, that’s not a napkin,” Pierce said. “Not that I’m criticizing your table manners. Maybe in Wisconsin—”


      Griff grimaced, putting down the tea and the placemat. “How much sugar did you put in there?”


      Pierce looked momentarily self-conscious. “Sugar is supposed to be good for shock.”


      “I’m not sure diabetic coma is an improvement.”


      Pierce’s mouth twisted into something that was too close to a smirk. “Maybe I overdid it.”


      “Maybe?” There had probably been half a cup of sugar in there. But somehow Griff was having to struggle not to smile back. “You really are kind of a jerk, Mather.”


      “Yeah, I get that a lot,” Pierce admitted, clearly untroubled by the fact.


      “That I don’t doubt.”


      Pierce’s dark, amused gaze met Griff’s, held, and Griff experienced an odd moment of recognition.


      The next moment Pierce looked away, and he was sure he was wrong. Pierce’s expression was almost uncomfortable. Nah. No way.


      But for a split second it had crossed Griff’s mind that Pierce might be gay.


      Griff rose, dumped the tea down the sink and poured another cup, adding milk and a much more modest amount of sugar. “What did you want to tell me?” he asked over his shoulder.


      Pierce didn’t answer. Griff turned.


      Pierce’s gaze met his and flicked away again. He said, “I’ll talk to Jarrett about getting the bridge repaired as soon as possible.”


      This was clearly not what he had originally intended to say. Griff eyed him and then nodded. “Thanks. Why did you follow me down to the cottage?”


      “Hmm? Oh. I don’t remember,” Pierce said, and that too was obviously not the truth.


      “Okay. If you say so.”


      Pierce drummed his fingers on the tabletop in a quick, impatient tattoo, as though he was trying to come to a decision. “How old are you?” he asked abruptly.


      “Twenty-seven. Why?”


      The black, disapproving bar of Pierce’s eyebrows relaxed. The line of his mouth curved into a grim smile. “You look younger.”


      Griff sighed. “I’m nearly thirty. Look, I can’t help looking younger than I am. Lots of people of all ages write books. I know how to do my job. I’m good at my job.”


      “But this isn’t your job,” Pierce reminded him. “You’re a reporter. You’ve never written a book before.”


      True. Pierce had tapped into the wellspring of Griff’s insecurity without even trying.


      “I haven’t, but everybody who ever wrote a book had to go through writing their first one.”


      “True. But you can maybe see why I’m not in a hurry to have the Arlingtons’ tragedy be your trial run.”


      “All I can tell you is I’ll do my best. It’s every bit as important to me to get this right as it is to you.”


      Pierce said slowly, “But you see, that’s where we differ. You ‘getting it right’ isn’t my first concern.”


      “What is your—Oh. I get it. Protecting the interests of your clients.”


      “Yes. Absolutely. The Arlingtons are my clients and my friends.”


      “Do you think the Arlingtons have something to hide?”


      “Everybody has something to hide,” Pierce said.


      Once again Griff seemed unable to look away from Pierce’s brooding gaze. “What are you hiding?”


      Pierce smiled faintly, as though this was a predictable response. He rose and put his cup and plate in the sink. As he walked out of the kitchen, he said, “More to the point, what are you hiding, Griffin N. Hadley?”


      * * *


      The antique wall phone connecting the guest cottage to the main house rang a couple of hours after Pierce left the cottage. The crisp jingle of the brass bell startled Griff, who had been working at his laptop, transcribing what he could remember of his now sodden notes.


      He picked up the bell-shaped handset and spoke cautiously into the mouthpiece.


      “Hello?”


      “Griffin, my dear boy. Pierce told us at dinner what happened. I don’t know what to say.” Jarrett’s tinny voice sounded sincerely distressed.


      “It’s okay,” Griff said. “I just got wet.”


      “I had no idea the bridge was in such bad repair. Thank God it didn’t happen when you were walking back after dark.”


      In the dark, Griff would have been more disoriented and would have had more trouble climbing out. For that matter, had Pierce not been there today, he’d have had more trouble getting out. Not so much trouble he’d have drowned, but the whole experience would have been a lot more disagreeable.


      Griff missed the next thing Jarrett said, tuning back in to hear, “Pierce said you lost your camera. He said all your notes were ruined.”


      “It’s all right. I think I remember which albums had the photos I need.”


      “That’s something, I suppose. I’ll replace your camera of course.”


      “I don’t see why you should.” In fact, the idea of Jarrett replacing his camera made him uncomfortable. If there was one thing his mother had drilled into him it was to be beholden to no one. He could not afford to owe the Arlingtons anything. He had to stay objective.


      “Newland will be down there first thing in the morning to inspect the bridge and make sure the rest of the structure is sound. Pierce said he believed it was safe enough if you stayed well to the side when you cross, but if you’re not comfortable with that idea, there’s a longer way around. We could get a golf cart. We should have one anyway.”


      “No, really. That’s fine,” Griff said. “I like to walk. I can use the bridge.”


      “I feel criminally negligent in not having made sure the structure was properly maintained. It’s been decades since anyone inspected it. Or the other one either.”


      Griff smiled grimly, thinking that Pierce would probably have a stroke at the casual use of “criminally negligent.” He had probably instructed Jarrett not to call Griff at all. The fact that Jarrett had phoned and did seem genuinely concerned warmed Griff to him.


      “Stuff happens. It’s okay. Really.”


      Jarrett fussed on for a few more minutes, and Griff tried to reassure him, and then finally, with one last apology, Jarrett disconnected.


      Griff slowly replaced the handset. Stuff did happen. All the time. But Jarrett seemed so shocked. It started Griff wondering. Maybe he was paranoid. Probably. But just because you were paranoid...


      Retrieving his mini flashlight, he put on his coat, and went outside. The night air was cold and clean. It was far too dark to see more than a few feet ahead of himself, but he could just make out the glimmering, ghostly ribs of the bridge. The stream chuckled over the rocks as it poured into the pool below, the only sound in the night. Once again Griff was reminded of how very much alone he was out here behind the fortress walls of trees and hedges.


      He started cautiously across the bridge, the beam of flashlight darting ahead of him like a moth. The acoustics of the water rushing below the gap in the planks warned him ahead of the small light that he was getting close to the danger point.


      One step and then another. The boards beneath his feet creaked ominously. Griff stopped, knelt, and gingerly stretched his full length. He peered down over the ragged gap. The shiny darkness of water swirled away underneath the bridge. The dank, chill smell of the stream floated up like a cold breath against his face.


      Four boards were gone from the deck. But the beams and the girders still looked intact and sturdy.


      Griff edged back from the rift, stood and dusted off his knees. He walked back to the bridge’s approach and left the path, following the grassy ledge down to the pool at the bottom of the cottage garden.


      It took a while but at last he spotted one of the planks docked against the stone dam that ringed the pool.


      Naturally it was on the other side of the pond. Griff swore quietly. This night was just getting better and better.


      Not wanting to risk a fall on the slick rocks, he clamped the flashlight between his teeth and crawled along the rocky top of the stone dam on his hands and knees. He fished out the waterlogged board.


      If crawling out had been fun, crawling back while only able to use one arm was even more enjoyable. By the time he reached solid ground he was drenched in sweat, and the flashlight beam bobbed erratically with his labored breaths.


      Griff sat down on the grass and directed the flashlight beam to both ends of the board. As expected, one edge was splintered and torn. On the surface, the other side was also...


      Griff turned the board over and ran his thumb against the neatly sawn edge.


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Nine


      He dreamed about the mechanical bird in the library and woke with the sound of real birds singing.


      For a few minutes Griff lay blinking up at the ceiling, absorbing the pleasant strangeness of his surroundings. Outside the windows, the climbing rose bushes threw pewter-colored silhouettes, sharply cut as old-fashioned valentines, against the white ceiling. The room smelled faintly of orange and lavender, the sheets and blankets were luxuriously soft.


      It was nice here. No point in pretending otherwise. It was lovely.


      Then he remembered the bridge and his heart nosedived.


      It couldn’t have been deliberate. It was too crazy to even consider the idea that someone had deliberately sawn partially through the planks on the bridge. And yet he couldn’t forget the jagged evidence spotlighted in the beam of his flashlight.


      But what would be the point? The chances of his being killed were highly unlikely. He might have broken an arm or an ankle, but that was about the worst that could have happened. Barring some really bad luck.


      Jarrett’s offspring hadn’t made any secret he wasn’t welcome, but was he that big a nuisance?


      Or did the idea of this book really pose a threat to someone?


      Griff sat up and threw back the covers. He went to the closet and pulled out the sawn board, which he had stashed behind his suitcase. He carried it to the window and examined it in the pure morning light.


      Both ends were rough and splintered. But the underside toward the other edge of the board looked sawn to him. He was no expert in carpentry, but that was how it appeared. Not cut all the way through, but sawn enough to weaken the board so that it would eventually give way when someone put their full weight on it.


      Even if he was seeing what he thought he was seeing, two questions remained. When had the board been sawn through and who had been the intended victim? He assumed the sabotaged bridge had been intended for him, but maybe not. Maybe it had been like that for a while?


      It seemed hard to believe, especially since from what he’d gathered the Arlingtons didn’t do a lot of grand-scale entertaining any more.


      He stowed the board back in the closet. So okay. The dunking had been intended for him. A malicious prank, but probably nothing more. Not exactly heartwarming, but was he going to share his suspicions with Jarrett?


      Griff considered this while he showered and shaved. By the time he had dressed and was gathering his keys, sunglasses and laptop, he had decided not to bring his suspicion of sabotage to Jarrett’s attention. It was just going to upset the old man, and Griff found he was reluctant to do that. He liked Jarrett. Well, at least what he’d seen of Jarrett so far. There could be a cold and manipulative side to Jarrett for all Griff knew.


      Even so. Jarrett’s grief and determination to find out what had become of his grandson touched Griff. So no. He would not tell Jarrett about the sawn board. For now he would keep silent.


      And he would be very careful.


      * * *


      He met Chloe on his hike up to the house. She was wearing a skintight black-and-lime-green jogging outfit. Her body was silvered with sweat despite the chilly morning air, giving the razor-sharp bones of her chest and shoulders an almost robotic aspect.


      She removed the iPod ear buds from her ears as she caught up with him. “Are you coming up to the house for breakfast? If you are, I’ll go up with you.”


      “No, I was just going to get my car. I want to head over to Oyster Bay early this morning.”


      “What’s in Oyster Bay?”


      The Nassau County Second Precinct, which had handled Brian’s kidnapping. But after the bridge incident Griff had decided to keep his plans to himself as much as possible. He said, “I was hoping to interview a couple of people.”


      “Did you want some company?”


      “No.”


      She bridled. “Jesus. Don’t bother being polite on my account!”


      Griff looked at her in surprise. “I’m sorry. I’m working, that’s all.”


      “This is kind of my business, you know.”


      “How?”


      “Brian was my cousin. This is my family you’re investigating.”


      “I’m not investigating your family. I’m writing a book about Brian’s kidnapping.”


      “And you’re going to pretend that’s not the same thing?”


      “It isn’t the same thing. Necessarily. Or do you know something I don’t?”


      Chloe scowled at him, still jogging alongside. “You’re really not very good with people, are you? How the hell did you ever decide to become a reporter?”


      He considered this. “I like answers.”


      She rolled her eyes as though this was the most ridiculous thing she’d ever heard. Maybe it was ridiculous, but it was true. Maybe he wasn’t good with people, but he was interested in them and what made them tick.


      He waited for Chloe to sprint off, but she continued to pace him with that bouncy step. Finally she asked, “Do you get along with your mother?”


      “My mother passed away when I was in college.”


      “Sorry.” She was silent for a moment, apparently paying her respects, then she said tersely, “I hate my mother. I don’t know why the fuck she’s here. She detests this place.”


      “Why do you hate your mother?”


      Chloe’s lip curled. “Is this off the record?”


      “Sure.”


      Instead of answering she asked, “Did you get along with your mother?”


      “Off and on,” Griff admitted.


      “Did you like her?”


      “I never thought about it. She was my mother.”


      “You can’t say now anyway because she’s dead and you’re from the Midwest.”


      Griff laughed. Chloe was odd and abrasive, but he sort of liked her. Truthfully, his relationship with his mother had been difficult. Growing up, she had alternately smothered him with attention and ignored him. Now he understood how hard things must have been for her, widowed with a small child, and no immediate or even extended family to support her. It had to have been tough, but she had not been a complainer.


      He said, “Forget about my mother. What’s wrong with yours?”


      “You mean aside from the fact that she never wanted me?”


      Griff looked at her. Chloe gave him a sideways look and then smiled. He didn’t trust that smile. “She shouldn’t have come back. That’s all. The only reason she did is because of you. Because of this book. And she sure as hell shouldn’t have brought him.”


      “The Viking?”


      Chloe nodded. “Grandy hates him. Of course he hates all of us. The only one he ever loved was Matthew. Matthew and Brian.”


      He couldn’t tell if she was serious or just spinning him a line. Maybe she wasn’t sure herself.


      “What about your father?”


      Chloe drew back and stared at him. “Wow. There you go again. A tad insensitive, don’t you think?”


      “I don’t know. Is it?”


      “Yes. As you’d know if you’d done your research.”


      “I did do my research. I couldn’t find anything out about your father.”


      “That’s because it’s a big fat mystery. My mother has never said who my father was.”


      He stared at her. She stared back. She wasn’t kidding.


      Let me tell you about the very rich. They are different from you and me.


      Chloe smiled with a hint of malice. “Pierce told us at dinner about you falling off the bridge last night. We all had a good laugh.”


      “Yeah, I’m still laughing,” Griff said. He smacked the side of his head as though trying to get water out.


      Chloe laughed and shot away.


      Griff continued his walk up to the house. He could see Marcus on one of the distant lawns using it as a putting green. Head bent, Marcus methodically and neatly sank ball after ball into a hole in the otherwise unblemished grass. He was still swinging as Griff passed him.


      Mrs. Truscott, the one-woman welcome committee, opened the mud porch door to his tentative knock. Her lips parted but then she folded them tightly. He understood her dilemma. As irritating as it was to be rushing to answer doors, she would find it more aggravating were he to waltz in as though he was a member of the family. And in fact, it was for Mrs. Truscott’s benefit that he was still knocking and requesting admission even after Jarrett had given him the run of the place.


      “They’re still at breakfast,” she said grudgingly.


      “Okay. Actually I was hoping to have a look at the nursery. If it is still the nursery?”


      Her dark eyes got a strange, faraway look as though she was looking inward at something troubling. She said, “It’s still the nursery. But no child has slept there since.”


      “I thought it might be less...I thought maybe it would be simpler if I asked you to show it to me.”


      Mrs. Truscott’s eyes narrowed, but maybe she realized that he was up to nothing more sinister than trying to spare Jarrett the pain of walking into that room.


      “All right then,” she said. “Come with me.”


      He followed her into a kitchen that was roughly the size of his entire apartment. The room was very warm after the cold spring air and it smelled wonderfully of baked bread and coffee and bacon. Maybe he was making a mistake forgoing breakfast at the main house in favor of cornflakes.


      Mrs. Truscott was moving briskly so Griff only had a quick impression of towering shelves laden with old china and gleaming pots and pans, stacked stainless steel ovens like you might see in a restaurant, an industrial-sized freezer, and sinks large enough to bathe in. A young, very round and very short woman in what looked like army boots and an apron stood at a table twice the size of most kitchen islands. She was flattening dough with a rolling pin, but she looked up and spared Griff a brief smile.


      “This way,” Mrs. Truscott said as though she expected him to try and snitch a cookie.


      Mrs. Truscott was moving fast for a woman of her age—granted, it was difficult to pinpoint what that exact age might be, but she was not young. Clearly she wanted to get this trek up marble staircases and down walnut paneled halls over as quickly as possible. In a weird way, so did Griff. In fact, he had put off seeing the nursery for this very reason. He wasn’t sentimental, but he wasn’t insensitive either. Something about seeing this room, the actual crime scene, made him uncomfortable.


      He puzzled over it as they hurried along. He was missing a good opportunity to ask Mrs. Truscott some questions about the household staff back then, but he couldn’t seem to think of anything. All he could concentrate on was his own growing unease.


      For God’s sake, he wasn’t going to have another anxiety attack over this, was he? He’d seen a photograph of the room—the same photograph over and over in all the magazines and newspaper articles—so he knew full well there was nothing disturbing to see. Certainly no blood spatter patterns, no crime scene outline, no...nothing. Those things didn’t unduly upset him anyway.


      It was just a room. A room no longer in use.


      They stopped before a closed panel door. The surface was dark glossy wood. The glass knob looked like very pale sea glass. Mrs. Truscott glanced at Griff and then away.


      “They left everything just as it was,” she said. Her voice sounded strained. She opened the door.


      His first impression was of sunlight. Bright spring sunlight cascading through large windows and glinting off the brass mobile of tiny galleons cresting the sudden disturbance in the air. Warm sunshine bounced off the wooden floorboards and fluffy sheep-shaped rugs. The furniture was heavy and old-fashioned, but it had been repainted in cheerful white and pale yellows and greens—all but the walnut crib, which was clearly an heirloom. In fact, every piece in the room was probably an heirloom, but only the crib had been left untouched.


      “Chloe slept in the crib,” Mrs. Truscott said. “Brian’s bed was over here.”


      Griff turned to the small bed with its pseudo-pirate ship frame, but he barely registered more than the amiable Jolly Roger over a headboard that looked like the miniature stern of a galleon.


      He was still absorbing Mrs. Truscott’s words. “Chloe was in the room that night?”


      “Yes.”


      “She was in the room, lying in her crib when Brian was taken?”


      “Yes.”


      Griff stared at Mrs. Truscott. “But that was never in any news report or article.”


      “I can’t help that.”


      “But the police had to know?”


      “I have no way of telling what the police did or didn’t know,” Mrs. Truscott said tartly. “Chloe was in her crib and Brian was in his bed.”


      This was surely a vital piece of information, and yet Griff couldn’t seem to see its relevance. The kidnapper had the choice of two children and had taken Brian. Was that because an infant was more trouble? But trouble was relative. From one perspective an infant was less trouble than a small, active boy. And if the original intent had never been to return the victim, then which child was more trouble was irrelevant.


      Why Brian and not Chloe?


      Surely the answer to that would go a long way to identifying the kidnapper?


      Griff slowly circled the room. There was a fireplace and a rocker in one corner. A toy box shaped like a treasure chest sat at the foot of Brian’s bed. A gigantic hutch was filled with picture books and stuffed animals and other old-fashioned toys like tops and jack-in-the-boxes. A sailboat the size of a small chair rested beside the window seat. One wall at the end of the room was covered in old-fashioned white-and-yellow stripes. The other walls were painted white—with the exception of a full-sized mural of the ocean. Colorful fish and dolphins swam and frolicked on the painted turquoise waves.


      “She painted that,” Mrs. Truscott said.


      And Griff had no doubt “she” was Gemma. It was interesting how everyone spoke Gemma’s name in a certain respectful tone of voice, as though she had been the victim, as though she had been the one who had never returned that night.


      But that was the truth, wasn’t it?


      Brian’s parents had been victims every bit as much as Brian. And yet no one really talked about Matthew. It was always “Gemma” or “she” in that hushed tone as though everyone was eternally attending Gemma’s funeral.


      The focus of the mural was a giant and genial-looking dark green sea monster. Its wide smile revealed many, many sharp white teeth, but his big purple eyes were kind and friendly. The pupils of his eyes were two stars...


      Griff reached out to steady himself on the hindquarters of a giant wooden giraffe. He felt as though a great wind were rushing through his head, the roar of a hundred howling voices growing louder and louder, coming closer and closer.


      “What’s the matter with you?” Mrs. Truscott’s voice was sharp, jerking him back to the present.


      Griff opened his eyes. “Nothing.” He said again, more firmly, “Nothing’s wrong.”


      But just for a moment it had reminded him so strongly of his own...it had been so easy to picture...it seemed so real.


      What had seemed real? What did that even mean? He wasn’t sure. The feeling was fading as suddenly as it had swept over him. He was starting to identify too much with Brian. Empathy was one thing. He wouldn’t be able to do his job if he lost his ability to preserve a neutral distance.


      Mrs. Truscott was staring at him, her expression one of surprise and wariness.


      Griff managed, “I guess it’s just easy to imagine...”


      She made an impatient sound. “Imagination is what gets people into trouble.”


      Too much imagination, he could hear his mother’s voice as clearly as if she was standing there with them. He retorted, “Imagination is also what allowed men to walk on the moon.”


      “That’s what I mean,” Mrs. Truscott said. She was still watching him like there was something wrong with him, as though she could see right inside his head.


      He made an effort to get back to business. “Was the household staff a lot bigger in the old days?”


      “Yes. Of course.”


      She was always going to be a hostile witness. In fact, the only reason why she didn’t walk away now was because Jarrett had ordered everyone, family and servants alike, to cooperate with him. That, and having brought Griff up here, he was in a sense her responsibility.


      “How many people on staff now were working for the Arlingtons back when Brian was taken?”


      “Me and Newland. I’ve got a couple of girls who come in every day but they weren’t here back then. Cook—Molly Keane that is—has been working for the family about two years.”


      Griff gave the giraffe’s hindquarters an absent pat and walked over to the toy shelf. He could feel Mrs. Truscott’s gaze like a physical weight. Was there a Mr. Truscott? Was Mrs. Truscott a completely different person behind closed doors? You could never tell about people.


      He glanced at her. “What do you remember about that night?”


      She raised her chin as though he had challenged her. “Almost nothing. It’s the next day I remember. The police and the reporters and everything that followed.”


      “Did the Arlingtons have a nanny? I’ve never been able to tell from the news reports.”


      “No. Mrs. Arlington took care of Brian herself. She didn’t believe in handing her son off to another woman’s care. She said those exact words many times. She wanted Brian to have what she called a normal upbringing.”


      “Did Chloe have a nanny? Michaela couldn’t have been more than a kid herself.” Not to mention the fact that nothing he had seen or heard of Michaela so far led him to think she was the maternal kind.


      Mrs. Truscott hesitated. “No.” She pressed her lips together as though to keep from saying more.


      “Was Michaela a good mother?”


      “It’s not for me to judge.”


      “Was Gemma a good mother?”


      “Yes.” Mrs. Truscott said at once. She seemed to struggle inwardly before saying, “Miss Michaela was young. It was natural for Mrs. Arlington to take care of both children. She loved children.”


      There were a number of possibilities here, but Griff focused on what he believed was the key question. “The night of the party. If there was no nanny, does that mean no one checked on Brian after he was put down for the night?”


      It wasn’t a criticism, but the housekeeper said defensively, “Mrs. Arlington checked on both children after midnight. That was when we learned Brian was missing.”


      In actuality, at least according to what Griff had read, Gemma hadn’t checked on Brian until one forty-five in the morning. That still wasn’t a criticism; he could see no reason why she should have been hovering over her child’s bed. Though he had no doubt she’d been eaten alive with guilt because of her failure to do so.


      Mrs. Truscott seemed to follow his thoughts because she pointed to the dresser next to the crib. “The baby monitor was right there. Mrs. Cameron—she was housekeeper back then—could hear if either of them cried. She had me look in on them early in the evening. They were sleeping.”


      “Early in the evening when?”


      “Ten o’clock or so.”


      “Is it true the former butler, Mr. Tuppalo, hired Odell Johnson?”


      “Yes.”


      “His daughter still lives locally, doesn’t she? Tuppalo’s daughter, I mean. May Chung?”


      “Yes.”


      “And her husband’s name is Bill?”


      Mrs. Truscott frowned. “Charles.”


      “Charles, right. What did you think of Johnson?”


      “I didn’t see much of him. Johnson lived over the garage. He had his meals there.”


      “Were you surprised when he was arrested?”


      Mrs. Truscott hesitated. “Yes.”


      “Why?”


      She seemed to weigh and then discard a couple of replies before saying reluctantly, “He didn’t seem like the type.”


      No one ever did. That was something Griff had noticed working the crime beat. No matter how surly, unsocial, even openly hostile someone was, when they did finally snap it still usually came as a surprise to everyone else.


      “Did you ever think that maybe the police got the wrong man?”


      Her throat moved. “The money was under the tool shed in the place where he was living. He admitted to writing the ransom note.”


      Griff asked carefully, “This is completely theoretical. If Johnson wasn’t involved, did you ever have a suspicion—”


      “Of course not! What a thing to ask!” She sounded almost frightened.


      No, she was frightened, he realized. And that meant two things. She did suspect someone else of being involved in Brian’s kidnapping. And the person she suspected was a member of the family.


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Ten


      “I wanted to write a book,” Benjamin Copper said. “But not only did the Arlingtons not authorize it, their lawyer threatened to slap me with three different lawsuits.”


      He was laughing, so maybe it wasn’t too much of a sore spot. Copper, who had covered the kidnapping for the Oyster Bay Runner, was in his mid-fifties. A roly-poly man with silver hair cut in an early Beatles style. He wore a white collarless shirt and bell bottom jeans. He’d arrived for their lunch meeting in a beat-up Volkswagen. Even their meeting place, Copper’s suggestion, was a funky diner straight out of the sixties. The place was called Coffee Shop and it was located in a strip mall in Plainview.


      “Was that Pierce Mather?” Griff asked, reaching for his grilled cheese sandwich. One thing about the Coffee Shop, maybe they didn’t do French dip, but they knew how to make a mean grilled cheese. And the fries were great too.


      “Thomas Mather, his old man. The guy was a polar bear. Although the son isn’t much better, as I’m sure you’ve had opportunity to find out. Anyway, ask me whatever you want. Just spell my name right. Twice the AP credited Benjamin Cooper.”


      “You covered the story from the very beginning, right?”


      “Yep. I was listening to the police scanner that night. I do that the nights I can’t sleep. I showed up at Winden House with the police. Which is how I managed to get inside before anyone realized who I was.” He winked at Griff and speared a chunk of chicken in his chopped salad.


      “I’ve read all your articles. Would you just walk me through everything you remember from that night?”


      “Sure.” Copper put his fork down and sat back in the booth. “We got there about two-thirty in the morning. Believe it or not, the party was only just winding up. Nobody but the family knew the kid was missing. There were all these would-be flappers and swells in straw boaters staggering out of the sunken garden to find the place crawling with cops. It was pretty much the worst-possible-case scenario for finding Brian. No one could pinpoint when he’d disappeared, and the place was wall-to-wall strangers. There were over a hundred invited guests and half as many non-invited guests, and most of them in fancy costumes.”


      Griff glanced up from his notepad. “Party crashers?”


      “Always. In those days, everybody went to the parties the Arlingtons threw. So you had the guests, invited and otherwise, and then in addition to the household staff, you had the caterers, which just happened to be a company the Arlingtons hadn’t used before. You had the musicians.” Copper shook his head. “You had a hell of a lot of people inside and out of the house all night long.”


      “That clarifies a lot right there,” Griff said. “What I don’t understand is why there wasn’t any kind of security presence?”


      Copper laughed. “It would never have occurred to the Arlingtons they needed security. That wouldn’t be quite nice would it? All those nasty men with guns?” Copper shook his head. “They don’t have security now, as far as I know. They have security systems, I guess. Well, I know that for a fact. If someone had gone for one of the safes or one of the Monets that night, all hell would have broken loose. But the heir apparent could be tucked under someone’s arm and carried out like a football—and nobody was the wiser.”


      “That’s crazy.”


      Copper shrugged and picked up his fork. “The Arlingtons live in a different world from you and me. Hell, they don’t even live in the same world as most rich people.”


      The waitress came by and topped off Copper’s coffee. They flirted amiably for a minute or two, she replaced Griff’s empty glass with another vanilla Coke and moved to the next booth.


      Copper said, “The other issue, and I personally don’t think the cops can be blamed for this, is it took everyone a while to realize the kid hadn’t just wandered off. He apparently used to do that, so the initial fear was he’d fallen into the pool or a pond or a stream or was lost in the ornamental woods they have out there. The focus was on searching the grounds. Initially nobody was thinking kidnapping.”


      “Until the ransom note came?”


      “Yeah. The ransom note arrived around noon the following day. By then everyone was worked up into a frenzy. The mother was convinced the boy was dead, but then the note arrived and that put a more sinister light on the situation, but it also gave hope that maybe Brian was okay.”


      Griff said, “Am I wrong? It seemed to me that the tone of your articles was...”


      Copper said, “I was in the minority, but I was never convinced Johnson was lying. For one thing, if he did kidnap Brian, you’d think he’d come up with a better story.”


      “Criminals aren’t always the smartest guys in the room.”


      “You’re right about that, and Johnson is definitely no genius. Even so, I don’t know. I wouldn’t go so far as to say I believed him, but I didn’t disbelieve him. You see what I mean? If he was involved, he wasn’t the mastermind.”


      “Who do you think the mastermind was?”


      Griff threw it out there. He wasn’t really expecting an answer, so it was a surprise to hear Copper’s prompt, “The youngest girl, Michaela.”


      “You’re kidding.”


      Copper shook his head. “No, my friend, I’m not. The girl was up to her ears in it. It didn’t get into the papers—that was Mather Senior’s good work again—but she had something going on with the chauffeur. And afterwards they couldn’t ship her out west fast enough. My theory is either she put Johnson up to it, or Johnson knew what she was after and tried to cash in on it. And maybe cover for her. Or maybe not.”


      “What would be in it for her though? She can’t have been short of cash.”


      “She didn’t have access to her trust fund yet, so I think cash could have been a motive. I think she wanted out from under the old man’s thumb. Which she did get after the fact. She had that kid Chloe out of wedlock. Kloppel was the name of her first husband, but he wasn’t Chloe’s father. That was all afterwards.”


      “I’m getting lost here,” Griff said. “You think Michaela arranged for Brian to be kidnapped in order to finance her escape from the family compound?”


      “Pretty much, yeah. I doubt she intended any harm to come to Brian. I’m not saying she’s a monster. But back then she was as wild as they come. Sex, drugs and rock and roll. She wanted out, but old man Arlington wouldn’t hear of it. He insisted she learn to be a good mother and a responsible citizen.” Copper grimaced. “So much for that.”


      “So the local theory is Michaela was behind the kidnapping?”


      “It’s more like the alternative version. The people who don’t believe Johnson had the brains to plot something like that believe Michaela was the driving force. Like I said, I’m inclined to agree. Needless to say it wasn’t the view of the Arlingtons or the police.”


      “That’s some theory.”


      “If you really are going to interview Johnson, you’ll have a chance to decide for yourself. See if you don’t agree.”


      As hard to believe as Copper’s theory was, it was one explanation for why Brian had been grabbed rather than Chloe.


      “Did you know Mather’s two kids were in the room next to the nursery that night?”


      Copper stared at him. “No. Where did you hear that?”


      “Pierce Mather told me himself. They were watching TV and eating shrimp puffs or something. He claims they didn’t see or hear anything, but I thought it was strange it was never mentioned anywhere.”


      Copper thought it over. “I’ll guarantee you no one ever knew. Or at least I never got a whiff of that. They were minors. I guess in a way it makes sense their folks scrambled to keep their names out of the papers.”


      “Out of the papers, sure,” Griff said. “I’m just wondering what else they were kept out of.”


      * * *


      The cops at the Second Precinct were cooperating, but it was clearly as a courtesy to the Arlingtons.


      Griff didn’t take it personally. He understood that an unsolved, high-profile crime, especially one in which a child was the victim, was always going to be a sore spot for law enforcement. He pored over reports and crime scene photos, drank several cups of bad coffee, and found himself no further ahead.


      Benjamin Copper’s memory was accurate. The initial call had come in as a 10-31 missing/lost child. The assumption had been that Brian had woken during the night, heard the music and had wandered off in search of his mother. The only items missing from his room—his robe, his slippers and a small stuffed bear known as Tiny Teddy—seemed to support that theory. Brian’s parents described him as “smart and self-reliant.” Hope had been high that the child would be swiftly and safely recovered.


      By breakfast, optimism had given way to dread, and the ponds and streams on the estate were being dragged.


      In Griff’s opinion it was typical that from the instant the ransom note had arrived, police had focused their attention on the Arlington household—meaning The Help. The lead investigating officer had been a Detective Woody Hinder. Hinder had retired and moved to Florida in 2000. According to the stout female sergeant who brought Griff the storage box of files on the Arlington case, at one time Hinder had considered writing a book about his experiences investigating the Arlington kidnapping, but once again Thomas Mather had acted to convince the former detective otherwise.


      Under Hinder’s directive the domestic staff had been thoroughly investigated, financial records checked, and all possible connections—family and friends and business acquaintances—followed to trail’s end.


      Griff had to give Hinder credit. Even before the FBI arrived, Hinder and his team had uncovered several promising lines of inquiry including Mr. Tuppalo’s poor credit rating and bounced checks, Mr. Newland’s fondness for betting on the ponies, and Mrs. Cameron’s faked references. Mrs. Truscott—known then as Miss Wilma Truscott—had a younger sister who had died in a mental institution. Mrs. Woolly, the cook, had been widowed twice in household accidents. And of course there was Johnson’s criminal record, which a week earlier had resulted in his losing his position as chauffeur. According to Johnson it was this injustice that had triggered the ransom demand after Brian had gone missing.


      The Arlingtons, with the exception of Muriel, agreed that Johnson had been a good employee. But when he had been hired, he had neglected to mention a youthful conviction for attempted robbery, and Jarrett Arlington was quoted as saying, “Robbery, attempted or otherwise, is a violent crime and not like writing a bad check.”


      Even without Muriel’s helpful suggestion, Johnson was an immediate and obvious suspect.


      As far as Griff could tell, the family had never come under the shadow of suspicion. Wherever Copper had picked up that nugget about Michaela, it hadn’t been through the police investigation. But then Copper was a local. The Nassau police were...the police. People, even innocent people, tended to close ranks against the police. So while Michaela’s wild-child reputation might be common knowledge among the good folks of Muttontown, it was possible no one had shared their suspicions with Hinder or the FBI.


      Griff studied the crime scene photos—in ‘93 most police departments were still using crime scene stills, not video—prepared for another strange reaction like he’d had earlier that day standing in the nursery. But he felt nothing. Maybe it had been low blood sugar. Maybe he was just tired.


      The transcript of Johnson’s interrogation was interesting but not particularly enlightening. Though Johnson stuck to his story that he had only thought of sending the ransom note after he’d heard that Brian was missing, he contradicted himself and changed his mind about all kinds of nonessential details.


      Not a credible witness.


      And there were no other viable suspects.


      Open and shut. Which still didn’t explain what had happened to Brian.


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Eleven


      The Arlingtons were fighting when Griff walked into the elegant cream-and-gold drawing room at Winden House that evening. The voices were all low and restrained, like you’d expect if an argument broke out in a drawing room, but that couldn’t completely conceal the harsh tones and fierce emotions. They were able to cut off when he stepped through the double doors, but they needn’t have worried because Griff’s attention was on the music playing in the background. A lead clarinet rolled lazily through lush strings in a hauntingly familiar melody.


      He stopped dead. “What is that?”


      Not surprisingly, everyone in the room stared at him.


      “What is what, my boy?” Jarrett asked.


      “That music. That tune.” This was the very same music that had woken him his first night on the estate. He was sure of it.


      Marcus, who was standing at the alcove bar, said, “That’s Acker Bilk. ‘Stranger on the Shore.’”


      “Were you playing this the other night? The night I arrived? I thought I heard it coming from the house.” Griff belatedly noticed Muriel and Michaela exchanging looks. They did not actually mime the gesture for crazy, but he was clearly not making a good impression. So what else was new?


      “Was I playing it?” Marcus asked in surprise. “No. I just found the record this afternoon.”


      Record? These people still played records? And they thought he was crazy?


      “We mentioned it at dinner, Mr. Hadley,” Muriel said. “That’s why it was on your mind.” She spoke kindly, as if to an imbecile.


      “Come in, my boy,” Jarrett said. “No need to hover in the doorway. We haven’t seen you today. What have you been up to?”


      “Yes,” Michaela said. “What have you been up to?” She wore brown lipstick and black nail polish. It was sort of attractive and sort of scary—like her paintings, which Griff had done some research on the night before.


      “Rum and Coke?” Marcus asked.


      “Uh...sure.”


      There was no sign of Chloe. A tall, bearded man with long blond hair sat on the sofa next to Michaela. He wore a navy blue suit and a burnt orange shirt, and as awful as that sounded, it somehow worked on him. This would no doubt be the Viking. Chloe’s detested stepfather and Michaela’s newest husband. Loki, Chloe had called him. And he did look like Loki. A Wagnerian Loki, not a Hollywood Loki.


      He made a striking figure, dwarfing the brocade sofa’s fragile frame, dwarfing the very room.


      “I don’t think you’ve met Ring yet,” Jarrett said, following the direction of Griff’s gaze.


      Loki—Ring—half rose, shook hands with a crushing grip, and sank back on the sofa. He didn’t speak. His eyes, pale blue crystal, met Griff’s and his mouth curled in a baring of teeth that was probably supposed to be a smile. He seemed like a good match for Michaela.


      Marcus delivered a tall glass of rum and Coke, and Griff sipped it gingerly. Yes, he had definitely outgrown rum and Coke, but he’d be stuck drinking it for the duration of his stay at Winden House.


      “Did you have a profitable day, my boy?” Jarrett asked.


      “I did,” Griff said. One thing he had learned from the Nassau police, and it had considerably reduced the compass of his investigation, was that there was absolutely no doubt that Matthew and Gemma Arlington had died in an accident. They had gone sailing on their Whitewater yacht despite warnings of bad weather, and they had radioed for help once they ran into problems. Investigators had a play-by-play transcript of the tragedy. Bad judgment, bad luck and bad weather. It was that simple. It was that sad.


      “How so?” Michaela asked.


      “Did you attend university, Mr. Hadley?” Muriel asked at the same time.


      Attend university? Did she think she was in an English drawing room comedy? Well, maybe she was.


      “U Rock,” Griff said. “University of Wisconsin—Rock County. It’s a two-year college. My mother died during my second year, so I was never able to go on and complete my bachelor’s. I have an AAS degree with emphasis on Communication Arts.”


      “How difficult for you. Your mother must have been quite a young woman. You’re how old?”


      They were all looking at him expectantly.


      “Twenty-eight this June,” Griff answered Muriel.


      Was it his imagination or did the entire room seem to breathe a quiet sigh of relief? He remembered Jarrett saying young men about the age Brian would be now periodically showed up claiming to be the long lost Arlington heir. Was that part of what they feared? That the book was just an excuse to try and ingratiate himself with Jarrett, position himself to make some dramatic claim to be Brian?


      If that was the case, he wasn’t sure if he was more amused or offended. He disapproved of everything about these people. Did they really think he was willing to lie and cheat his way into becoming one of them?


      Michaela said, “We heard you had a little accident last night.” She grinned broadly. “You lost your camera and all your notes?”


      “There weren’t many notes to lose,” Griff said. “And it was an old camera.”


      She was still smiling as though it was fabulous news. For the first time he gave serious thought to who could have sabotaged the bridge, assuming the bridge had been sabotaged and he wasn’t letting his imagination run away with him again.


      It would take someone tall, physically strong, and possessing a rudimentary knowledge of architecture. Also a rudimentary knowledge of how to use a saw—and where to find one. Or someone who could ask Nels Newland to do the job for her.


      In fact, the only person in this room he could be sure had nothing to do with sabotaging the bridge was Jarrett. He couldn’t even be sure that the real reason Pierce hadn’t hurried back was to make sure Griff wasn’t accidentally knocked out and drowned after Pierce booby-trapped the bridge.


      Although it was very hard to picture Pierce in one of his five-hundred-dollar suits grimly sawing through the bottom of the bridge.


      It was a funny image. Even funnier was how much he didn’t like picturing such a thing.


      “How come you’re so interested in the Arlingtons?” Ring asked. He had a deep, raspy voice and a West Coast accent.


      “It’s an interesting case. It’s still unsolved. And nobody’s written a book on it yet. It seemed like maybe it was time someone took another look.”


      “And you think you can succeed where the police and the FBI failed?” Michaela’s smile was mocking. Tonight she wore a perfectly ordinary full-length black-and-blue beach dress. Of course her beach dress probably cost more than most women’s formal dresses.


      “Well, he can hardly do worse,” Marcus muttered, and his sister threw him a surprised look.


      Mrs. Truscott appeared and announced dinner was ready. They filed into the dining room leaving Acker Bilk to play “Sentimental Journey” to an empty room.


      The food was once again very good. Poached salmon—wild caught not farmed, per Muriel—with cucumber and dill sauce, delicata squash with pomegranates, cauliflower with pine nuts, currants, and fresh Italian parsley—


      “Muriel, will you kindly shut up and let us eat,” Michaela intervened.


      Muriel turned a ladylike shade of purple and glared at her sister.


      “Yes indeed,” Jarrett said, fixing his youngest daughter with a kindling eye. “Do inform us as to what constitutes proper table manners, Mike.”


      It was Michaela’s turn to redden.


      Ring gave Jarrett a narrow look but said nothing. Marcus continued to drink his dinner. Getting plastered seemed to be his nightly goal. Griff was surprised Chloe didn’t choose to eat out more often.


      Had they always been this uncomfortable to be around, or had this dynamic evolved through time and tragedy?


      Griff quietly ate his dinner, watched and listened. With the exception of Jarrett, who made regular efforts to draw him into the conversation, the others were happy enough to ignore him. He didn’t think they forgot him though.


      At one point Muriel mentioned Chloe being on a date and Griff said without thinking, “Are Chloe and Pierce...?” He didn’t finish it because as the words were leaving his mouth he realized that to even ask the question was a mistake.


      An astonished silence followed.


      “Chloe and Pierce?” Muriel said as though she thought she hadn’t heard him correctly.


      “No,” Jarrett answered quietly. “They’re not.”


      “Do you have brothers and sisters, Mr. Hadley?” Muriel asked, and the conversation swirled away again like water parting to make a new course around a boulder.


      “No. I was an only child,” Griff said.


      “That’s sad. No family at all?”


      Michaela said impatiently, “I’m sure Mr. Hadley has all the usual extended family.”


      He didn’t. But he wasn’t going to share that with these people. His mother had been estranged from her family—and apparently his father’s family too. Which, given his mother’s temperament, wasn’t that much of a surprise. In fact, as Griff grew older he had begun to wonder if his father had simply taken off, not died at all. He had found no death certificate, no insurance papers, nothing in his mother’s effects.


      She wasn’t an easy woman to live with, that was for sure. It was the kind of thing she might have lied about. She had always been very proud.


      The Arlingtons kept up their dinner conversation, chatting about a new restaurant that had opened in Oyster Bay, about flower shows, about a planned spring wedding for the daughter of one of their neighbors. Maybe it was for his benefit. Maybe when they didn’t have a distrusted member of the fourth estate at their table they talked about something more meaningful than fashion shows for charity.


      They didn’t talk like people who liked each other. Heck, they didn’t talk like people who even knew each other very well. And a lot of that had to be Jarrett. As much as Griff liked the old man, Jarrett was the patriarch. Jarrett was the alpha in this pack, and if dog eat dog was the rule here, well, Jarrett was the guy who made the rules.


      It was kind of sad. Not that Griff’s own family life had been The Brady Bunch. But he liked to think that maybe somewhere outside of television there were families, even if the family was just two people, where trust and respect and liking was the rule not the exception.


      He had hoped for that with Levi, and for a time it had seemed like maybe that might happen. But in the end, it turned out they didn’t like each other much. Which just went to prove that enjoying the same movies and same books and same music didn’t mean as much as you might expect.


      Dessert was a coffee-flavored crème brûlée with a crackly brown sugar crust. It was served with some kind of wine called a sauterne. Griff rarely drank wine, but he had never had anything in that house that wasn’t delicious, so he went ahead and gave it a try. The sweet wine with its hint of vanilla and honey turned out to be a good match for the delicate and creamy dessert. Crazy to think these people ate like this all the time. No wonder they were divorced from reality. Had anyone here ever done without a meal?


      Ring had probably done without a few meals. Maybe Michaela. She had a perpetually hungry look.


      At last dinner was over and the Arlingtons adjourned to the drawing room for more bridge. Even Ring seemed okay with the idea of bridge, so maybe it was a match made in heaven.


      Griff stopped Jarrett in the doorway. “Can I speak to you?”


      Jarrett raised his brows. “Of course, my boy.”


      As they stepped into the hall, Griff said, “I wanted to ask if it would be all right for me to take Gemma’s journal down to the cottage this evening.”


      Jarrett looked relieved. What had he expected to hear? “Of course. Of course.”


      “Otherwise I don’t think I’ll be able to read the whole thing in the amount of time I have.”


      Jarrett repeated, “My boy, it’s a reasonable request. Come with me.”


      Griff accompanied him down the long hall to the library. The walls were lined with gold-framed portraits, family portraits going by the physical resemblance of the subjects to each other.


      Jarrett pointed at a portrait of a fair young woman in a blue gown and a sixties bouffant. “My late wife. She died when Mike was two. I think we would have been a very different family if Nicole had lived.”


      “I’m sorry,” Griff said, having no idea how to respond to that.


      “It’s disconcerting to see us through your eyes.” Jarrett smiled faintly. “I hope you’re not a poker player, my boy.”


      And now Griff really had no idea what to say. He offered, “More like Crazy Eights,” and Jarrett laughed and patted him on the back.


      They walked into the library and Griff was relieved to see the lavender journal still sitting on the long table surrounded by photo albums. He had half expected that it would be gone. But no. There it was. Right where Muriel had left it the day before.


      Jarrett picked up the fat volume and handed it to him. His smile seemed twisted.


      “I promise to be careful with it.”


      “I know you will be.”


      Griff’s gaze fell on the birdcage clock. He remembered that he had been dreaming of the automaton bird the night before. The red-and-blue bird seemed to watch him with a beady and skeptical eye. “That’s some clock.”


      Jarrett followed his gaze and smiled fondly at the motionless bird. “Ah. Yes it is. That’s a 1920 German clock made by Karl Griesbaum. I remember being fascinated by it when I was a boy. Sadly, Chloe knocked it off the table when she was still learning to walk. Now it only sings at five o’clock. The cocktail hour. I’m not sure if that’s significant or not.”


      Griff laughed, put the journal in his pocket, and bade Jarrett good-night.


      * * *


      I feel awful for saying it, but I wish Muriel had not come back.


      Griff sat up, punched the stack of pillows into shape against the headboard, and flopped down again, opening Gemma’s journal to his saved place. He had been reading for about three hours and he was now well into 1993, only a couple of weeks from Brian’s kidnapping.


      He had been through Michaela’s out-of-wedlock pregnancy, Marcus’s ongoing bitterness over losing Gemma to his older brother, and Muriel’s year-long absence to “find herself.”


      Of everything he had read so far, the idea of staid, stuffy Muriel taking off for adventures in parts unknown was the most fascinating. True, twenty years ago Muriel had been a much younger woman, and presumably she had not been quite so entrenched in her garden club and charity work. Even so.


      She’s the worst possible influence on Mike. The more she nags, the more Mike is determined to do the absolute opposite. I really thought we were making progress, but it’s all unraveling.


      Gemma’s journals were a dream come true for a biographer or historian. She was not only frank, she often explained context, almost as though she had anticipated her journal being used one day as a guidebook for a stranger working his way through the intricacies of the Arlington family’s relationships.


      And not just the Arlingtons’ family relationships.


      Poor Pierce. Brian loves him so. Pierce puts up with it with mostly good grace when Brian follows him around like a puppy. Brian is so cute when Pierce deigns to notice him. So is Pierce for that matter. He’s such a serious boy and he’s so embarrassed and self-conscious beneath that barrage of adoration. Brian is always trying to climb into his lap or hug him or drag him off to play. Pierce turns so red even his ears get pink.


      Brian seems so grown up compared to Chloe, but when I see him next to Pierce I realize how little he really is. I hope they all grow up to be wonderful friends...


      * * *


      Griff woke much later to find the pink-and-blue globe lamp still shining brightly in the otherwise dusky room. The phone was ringing.


      The sound was jarring and unfamiliar. Not his cell, he realized groggily. The jangle came from downstairs. It had to be the old wall phone that connected the guest cottage to the main house.


      The brass bells on the phone continued to shrill through the dark cottage.


      He put Gemma’s journal aside, shoved back the blankets, and stumbled downstairs. He didn’t know where the lights were and he stubbed his toe on one of the footstools, and then banged his ankle against a table leg before he got to the phone.


      Griff fumbled the hand piece off its rest. “Hello?”


      At first he thought it was a child crying on the other end. His scalp prickled in horror. Then he realized it was an adult voice mimicking a child’s. That was worse.


      The crying stopped and a sing-song voice came on the line. “You better go home, Mr. Hadley,” the puppet voice said. “You better go home while you still can!”


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Twelve


      Through the bulletproof windows Griff could see great, gleaming spools of razor wire and fencing. Beyond the tall fence was “the yard” flanked by cell blocks and guard towers.


      Johnson was still speaking. He had a soft, pleasant voice, which was surprisingly soothing. Griff had asked him, “What do you think happened to Brian?” and Johnson had been talking ever since. Talking but not saying much.


      “They never found a body, right? The kid’s still alive.”


      “They never found Jimmy Hoffa either,” Griff said. “But I don’t think anyone believes he’s alive.”


      “Shit no, Hoffa’s dead. But nobody had any reason to kill Brian. He’s out there somewhere.”


      If only that was true. If only it was that simple. No one had any reason to kill the Lindbergh baby either. No one had any reason—good reason—to kill any child, but children died all the time. Sometimes by accident, which was what Griff thought it must have been in this case, because Johnson was a gentle giant of a man. His curly hair was gray now. His eyes were soft and dark as molasses.


      Then Griff remembered that the first time Johnson had been incarcerated was for attempted armed robbery.


      “They’d have found him if he was dead,” Johnson repeated. “You never saw so many police as they had looking for that little kid.”


      Because of its grim history, Sing Sing had been renamed Ossining Correctional Facility in 1970, but the name hadn’t stuck. You couldn’t fight a past like that one, and the prison was now known as Sing Sing Correctional Facility. By any name it was a maximum security prison incarcerating roughly two thousand very bad people.


      Griff had never been inside a prison before. Jails, yes, but prison—let alone a legendary maximum security prison, was a different thing. Not that Johnson seemed unduly dangerous or the guards unduly intimidating. It wasn’t like Griff feared a prison break was imminent. No, it was that this interview with Odell Johnson was supposed to provide the core of his book. He had one shot at getting this right, and Johnson was not helping.


      It had not been easy to get permission to interview Johnson. True, it wasn’t as tough as it would have been in 1892 when prisoners were allowed two annual visits from family only. Johnson was willing to be interviewed, but previous attempts by other media personnel had been blocked by the Arlington family who objected to the “exploitation or commercialization” of their tragedy; proof that the Arlingtons were still very influential people. The fact that the Arlingtons—Jarrett Arlington at least—had given the venture his blessing was the only reason Griff had finally been granted access.


      Outside the window he watched a small bird start to land on the coil of barbed wire, have second thoughts, and fly away again.


      “Is it true you had a relationship with Michaela Arlington?” Griff asked, cutting off Johnson’s theory that Brian was waiting for the right moment to let the world know he was still alive.


      Johnson stopped talking. He looked startled and then he laughed. “Man, that chick was crazy.”


      “How crazy?” asked Griff.


      “Wild. Always trying to prove how bad she was.” Johnson shook his head. “That’s all it was for her. Trying to show her daddy how bad she was.”


      “How bad was she?”


      Johnson chuckled. “Not as bad as she wished she was.”


      “You said it wasn’t serious for her. Was it serious for you?”


      “Naw. I was just having some fun.”


      No, it wasn’t going well. In his fantasies, Griff had imagined Johnson being coaxed into breaking his silence and spilling the whole sad story. Clearly that wasn’t going to happen.


      “Did you like working for the Arlingtons?”


      “That was the happiest I ever been,” Johnson said solemnly. “See, I wouldn’t have done anything to wreck that.”


      “When did you get the idea to write the ransom letter?”


      “That morning,” Johnson said. “It was on the radio about how they couldn’t find the boy, but there hadn’t been any demand for ransom, so they were sure it was an accident.” Johnson gave another of those warm chuckles, and this time Griff’s scalp crawled. “So I wrote a letter and I pretended to be the kidnapper.”


      “You didn’t think that was kind of a cruel thing to do?”


      “No. I wasn’t a kidnapper,” Johnson pointed out, as though this was the point.


      But then again maybe it was the point.


      “I was in too big a hurry and I blew it,” Johnson said. “I should have hidden that money somewhere else. But I was afraid if there was a real kidnapper, he’d get in there first. So I rushed it. You have to have a plan. I didn’t have one.”


      “Yeah, that was too bad,” Griff said absently. He was running out of questions.


      His gaze circled the shabby visitors’ room. Were the walls faded green or dirty beige? If it was hard to imagine living like the Arlingtons, it was even harder to imagine living like this. Not a moment of privacy or independence. Nothing of beauty. Nothing to inspire. The ceiling was low, hung with fluorescent strips. The faded, slightly curling posters on the wall warned against a variety of evils—too little too late.


      “I think it was the other one,” Johnson said. “Miss Muriel. I used to drive her and Mr. Arlington. Everybody else had their own cars and drove themselves. Not Miss Muriel. She didn’t drive.”


      Griff stared at him. “You think what was Miss Muriel? You think she was behind Brian’s disappearance?”


      Johnson seemed surprised and then he considered it, blinking his long-lashed brown eyes like a contemplative bull. “Naw. I mean, I think she’s the one who told Mr. Arlington about me and Mike. That’s why they got rid of me. That other was bullshit.”


      “What do you mean? You did have a criminal record.”


      “They knew about that.”


      “They—what? What do you mean? You mean you told Tuppalo about your record when you were interviewed?”


      “That would have been stupid. But they had to know. People like that check your references, check your driving record. I worked for them for over a year. They had to know. It didn’t matter to them because I was good at my job.” He said darkly, “But then—” He stopped.


      “So you think Muriel told her father about your relationship with Michaela, and they fired you and pretended it was because of your record?”


      “Yep. That Miss Muriel? She was a piece of work. Always butting her nose into other people’s business. One of those do-gooders who doesn’t do anybody any good.”


      Griff had no idea if that was true or not. He wasn’t all that taken with Muriel, and after reading Gemma’s journal he was less taken still. “If someone did take Brian, who do you think it was?”


      Johnson said, sounding slightly offended, “How would I know?”


      “What did you think would happen when you made that demand for ransom?” Griff asked curiously. “It must have occurred to you that you’d probably get caught.”


      “No. If I hadn’t been a damn fool and rushed it, I’d have gotten clean away. And even if they did get me for extortion, they couldn’t prove the rest. There wasn’t even a body. It’s not murder if there’s no body. But old man Arlington’s money and powerful friends got me railroaded right into a prison cell.”


      That was a common misconception among criminals: no body equaled no homicide. But corpus delicti referred to the body of evidence required to establish a crime rather than an actual human body. A wealth of circumstantial evidence had been used to convict Johnson of Brian’s murder.


      Griff asked a few more questions and Johnson replied and even elaborated, but the truth was, this interview, the intended cornerstone of Griff’s book, wasn’t eliciting a lot more information than he already possessed.


      He came at last to his final question. “It’s been twenty years. What do you want people to know?”


      It seemed Johnson had been waiting for this. He folded his big, rough hands not quite in prayer, but not so far from it, and said earnestly, “People have to know. I didn’t take Brian. I didn’t hurt that little boy. I’ve been locked up here for twenty years for a crime I didn’t do. Anything I did do wrong, I’ve paid for a dozen times over. I don’t deserve to spend the rest of my life here.”


      * * *


      Traffic was heavy on Griff’s drive back to Long Island, and it took about two hours to reach Muttontown. By then it was about four-thirty, and Griff decided to stop and grab something to eat before returning to Winden House. The idea of another of those painful dinners with the Arlingtons was just more than he could take after a long and not particularly fruitful day.


      Muttontown was a residential village located in the Town of Oyster Bay. One of the most affluent places to live in the country, the average Muttontowner’s income was over three hundred grand, the average Muttontowner’s net worth was just about a million and a half. The village had incorporated in 1931, not so long after F. Scott Fitzgerald had been knocking around the area, cooking up East Egg and West Egg.


      One of these mansions housed the elder Mathers, Thomas and Elizabeth, and their daughter. Pierce too probably lived somewhere around here in one of these splendid houses. A lot of those in the Arlingtons’ social circle lived in these chateaus and colonials surrounded by rolling meadows and lush gardens. Lived with their chefs and nannies and chauffeurs and swimming pools and limos and stables. Wealthy people by any reckoning, but not on the same scale as the Arlingtons.


      Not far away was the Muttontown Preserve, five hundred plus miles of walking trails through woodlands and meadows and the overgrown grounds of ruined Gold Coast estates including Knollwood, which had once belonged to the last king of Albania.


      After Brian’s disappearance, the Muttontown Preserve had been searched several times, and a number of people still believed Brian’s body was hidden somewhere in that wilderness.


      Griff drove on to Syosset and stopped at a steakhouse called The Carriage House.


      The building was indeed a Civil War-era carriage house trendily renovated in pale woods and white leather. Gigantic abstract paintings of white flowers decorated the fashionably unfinished walls. Tall white orchids in shallow stone dishes sat on the tables. Tiny white light bulbs were strung across the open air space.


      It was happy hour and the bar was crowded with young and not so young professional types. It sounded like they had been there awhile.


      Griff was seated at a small table in the back of the room, handed a menu which he promptly scanned for French dip. There was no French dip, but the Prime Rib Melt featuring toasted Havarti, parmesan truffle fries, and au jus sounded reasonably close and happened to be the evening special.


      He ordered the prime rib and a beer called Blind Bat, and sat back to enjoy the spectacle of pretty people enjoying themselves. His own home, his own friends, seemed very far away. As though all that was behind him now. It was a lonely feeling.


      The waitress brought his beer. Blind Bat’s Long Island Oyster Stout turned out to be a very nice Irish dry stout. Griff sipped thoughtfully. The tune from dinner the night before had been running through his mind all day. “Stranger on the Shore.” He thought maybe it would make a good title for the book.


      But he didn’t want to think about the book right now. The interview with Johnson had been a disappointment and he was going to have to regroup. Later. For now he would concentrate on enjoying his meal—he didn’t often splurge on a sit-down dinner at a nice restaurant—and not let himself borrow trouble. It wasn’t as if he didn’t have plenty of worry already banked.


      There was a burst of laughter from the bar, a couple of bodies shifted and Griff caught a glimpse of Pierce in the center of the group of suits and skirts. He was laughing at something a very pretty brunette was saying. He looked relaxed, younger and very handsome.


      Griff looked away, surprised at his own sudden flush of excitement. What the heck was that about? He didn’t like Pierce and Pierce obviously didn’t like him. Pierce was not remotely his type.


      He got his phone out, rang information and got the number for Charles and May Chung in Syosset. He called the number, an answering machine came on, and after a moment’s consideration, he hung up. Considering how cagey all the Arlington staff members were, maybe it would be better not to give Mr. Tuppalo’s daughter advance warning that he wanted to interview her.


      He drank his beer and looked out the side window at the crowded parking lot. He thought he could pick Pierce’s voice out from the rest of the noisy crowd in the bar section.


      What was this sudden fascination with Pierce?


      Maybe it had to do with Gemma’s journal. She had mentioned Pierce several times in connection with Brian, and her descriptions of the serious, slightly awkward boy’s patience with the pest Brian had been, had amused Griff. Softened him toward Pierce.


      Or maybe it had to do with not being with anyone since Levi. Pierce was incredibly good-looking. Too good-looking, really, which didn’t change the fact that Griff found him attractive.


      Another shout of laughter from the bar. Griff glanced over, and this time Pierce happened to look his way. Pierce did a double-take. It was noticeable enough that the girl he was with followed his gaze and spotted Griff. She said something to Pierce. Pierce nodded hello to Griff.


      Griff raised his glass in a return hello.


      The girl spoke again to Pierce, Pierce bent his head to hear her better and said something in reply. Her mouth formed the words Ask him over. Pierce shook his head.


      Griff’s face warmed and he stared out the window again. It wasn’t that he wanted to join Pierce and his friends, let alone meet Pierce’s girlfriend. But once again he felt a long way from home.


      About three seconds later the chair across from him was pulled out and Pierce sat down at the table. Griff’s heart jumped and he had to work to keep his expression from giving anything more away than polite surprise.


      “What are you doing here?” Pierce was frowning, but it seemed more puzzlement than disapproval.


      “I’m on my way back to the house. I thought I’d stop for dinner.”


      “I see.” Pierce seemed to weigh this. “The food is pretty good here.”


      Griff snorted. “So glad you approve.”


      Pierce tilted his head as though considering Griff’s tone. “Anyone ever tell you you’re a little on the prickly side?”


      Griff smiled reluctantly. “I didn’t use to be.”


      Pierce’s honey-brown eyes held his. He only said, “On your way back from where?”


      “Sing Sing.”


      Pierce’s gaze flickered. “How did it go?”


      “I didn’t learn anything I didn’t already know,” Griff admitted.


      “Too bad.”


      “I think it is, yeah.”


      Pierce said, “I’m not being sarcastic. I do think it’s too bad Johnson doesn’t have the decency to give the family closure. Either way he’s never getting out of there.”


      “He still swears he didn’t take Brian.”


      “Of course he does.” Pierce’s smile was more of a grimace. “Did you believe him?”


      Did he? Griff had been asking himself the same question on the drive back from the prison. “I don’t know. It’s hard to tell because if it is a lie, it’s a lie he’s been telling himself so long he actually believes it.”


      “That’s a point.”


      The waitress arrived with Griff’s meal. He ordered another beer and looked at Pierce in inquiry. Pierce shook his head. “I should let you get back to your dinner.”


      But he didn’t rise. Didn’t make a move to leave.


      Griff’s pleasure died as he glanced past Pierce and saw the dark-haired girl watching them. He said, “I don’t want to keep you from your friends.”


      Pierce’s mouth curved in self-mockery. “They’re here every night. We’ll all be here every night for the next twenty years.”


      “Really? It’s just...your girlfriend keeps looking over here like she’s wondering what’s going on.”


      “My—” Pierce turned, startled, and then laughed. He turned back to Griff. “That’s my sister. Diana.”


      “Oh.” Griff wished he didn’t feel quite so delighted at that news.


      “My girlfriend!” Pierce chuckled. He stopped laughing, watching Griff and smiling oddly. “I don’t have a girlfriend.”


      “Oh?” He couldn’t seem to think of anything else. Pierce was still smiling that smile that gave Griff a funny, hopeful feeling without fully understanding why. Pierce’s expression was equally hard to read. Wary and challenging all at the same time.


      “I’m surprised Muriel didn’t fill you in.” Pierce added lightly, “There’s nothing she likes better than a juicy bit of gossip. And it was quite the scandal at one time.”


      “No. Nobody said anything about you.”


      Shouts and laughter from the bar. Neither of them registered it. Pierce said with quiet intensity, “But you know.” His smile was very different now. Challenging but inviting too. “You’ve figured it out by now.”


      Griff stared. He felt his own mouth curving. “I think so, yeah.”


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Thirteen


      “Hi!” A female voice broke the spell.


      Griff raised his eyes. A tall, dark-haired girl, Pierce’s sister Diana, stood over their table. “Hi,” he said.


      She was beautiful. As beautiful as Pierce was handsome. Willowy, sleek black hair, and those same striking amber eyes. A woman who had probably been told from the time she was a child that she should be a model. The Mathers must have taken some impressive family portraits.


      “Griff, this is my sister Diana. Di, this is Griff Hadley,” Pierce said briefly.


      Diana offered her hand and Griff shook with her. She had a firm grip and an open smile. Unlike Pierce, it probably wasn’t all due to Happy Hour. “It’s a pleasure,” she said. “I’ve been wanting to meet you.”


      Griff opened his mouth.


      “Don’t ask her to sit down,” Pierce warned him.


      “Can I sit down?” Diana asked.


      “Sure,” Griff said, and Pierce sighed.


      Diana slipped into the remaining chair. “How is the book coming?”


      Griff threw a quick look at Pierce. Pierce’s mouth quirked.


      “It’s coming. I’m still mostly just doing research. I think I figured out my title though.”


      “What is it?”


      “‘Stranger on the Shore.’ It was Gemma Arlington’s favorite song, and it was supposedly playing the night of the party.”


      “I remember that song,” Diana said. She hummed a few bars and looked inquiringly at Griff.


      “That’s it. I looked it up. It was actually written in the sixties, so it was the wrong time period for the party, but I don’t think that’s relevant.”


      “Probably not.” Pierce gave his sister a pointed look. She—equally pointedly—ignored him. Griff didn’t mind. He liked Diana in that instant way you did with some people. Maybe because she sort of reminded him of the girls he worked with back home. There was something comfortable and familiar about her, even if she was wearing a cashmere dress that probably cost a couple grand.


      “I think it’s a great title,” she said. “So how is the research going? Do you think you’ve managed to uncover any clues the police missed?”


      “Diana,” Pierce said. He was no longer amused, no longer joking.


      The return look she delivered was straightforward and equally unsmiling. She turned to Griff. “I used to babysit Brian.”


      “You didn’t babysit him,” Pierce said. “You were a baby yourself.”


      “I was twelve.” She continued to gaze at Griff. “I did babysit him. I don’t mean I was ever all alone in the house with him, but Gem used to let me watch him sometimes when she was busy.” She sat back and raised her hand to catch the waitress’s attention.


      Pierce met Griff’s gaze, and Pierce shook his head. Did that mean don’t listen to her or well, there goes that? If the latter, that was too bad because while Griff did like Diana and while he was enjoying this meeting, he had been looking forward to seeing what was going to happen next with Pierce. He had been pretty sure something was about to happen.


      Or maybe that was wishful thinking.


      The waitress wound her way to them through the increasingly crowded room. Diana ordered a round of drinks, and then rose, saying, “I’ll be right back!”


      “Sorry about this,” Pierce said as his sister disappeared into the throng.


      Griff laughed. “She’s nice.”


      “She’s okay.” Pierce’s smile was wry.


      Griff hastily ate more of his sandwich. He didn’t want to drink on an empty stomach, and it looked like he might be doing some drinking this evening.


      Pierce said, “You never explained how The Great Gatsby brought you here.”


      He probably wasn’t a bad lawyer. He had a good memory and he was tenacious. Griff said, “Actually a 1963 Karmann Ghia brought me here.”


      “Jarrett was telling me about your car. That’s what you like to do for fun? Rebuild vintage cars?”


      Griff shrugged. “I like rebuilding that particular car. I like doing other things too. I like hiking.”


      “Cars and hiking. That’s it?”


      “Reading. Writing. I work a lot.” All the time, according to Levi. But Levi seemed like a long time ago.


      “Reading. Okay. The Great Gatsby?”


      “You never read it?”


      “Maybe in high school.”


      “High school? I’d have figured you went to a fancy prep school.”


      “I did,” Pierce said. “I went to Lawrenceville. But I can guess what you think of fancy prep schools.” He was smiling, a rueful and surprisingly charming smile.


      Griff considered that smile cautiously. Yes, it did seem like Pierce was flirting with him. At least in another time and place...and with another guy... “What do you like to do?” he asked.


      “I work a lot too. I sail. I play squash. I play the piano.”


      “Do you?”


      “No.” Pierce smiled at him, and Griff thought maybe Pierce did play the piano.


      “Gatsby,” Pierce prodded.


      Griff realized he didn’t want to talk to Pierce about a book that meant as much to him as Gatsby. He was pretty sure Pierce wasn’t going to get it, given that he wasn’t even sure whether he’d read it or not. And if Pierce didn’t get it and made him feel stupid, then whatever was maybe going to happen between them wouldn’t happen.


      Granted, it was hard to picture anything happening. Except every time Griff met Pierce’s old-gold gaze he felt a certain warm awareness in his belly.


      “You know, Thursday night is karaoke,” Diana said to her brother, taking her chair once more.


      “You don’t...” Griff stared from one to the other, and Diana burst into a spluttering laugh.


      “Can you imagine Pierce doing karaoke? Oh my God. I would pay anything to see that.”


      “There ain’t enough money in the world,” Pierce retorted.


      Diana was laughing an evil laugh. “What do you think he’ll pick to sing? He’ll do it for you,” she told Griff. “Ask him.”


      “You’re insane,” Pierce told her, but he was starting to laugh too.


      “What’s your favorite song?” Diana asked Griff.


      “‘Counting Stars,’” he said at random.


      “OneRepublic? I love that song. Pierce, come on!”


      “No more drinks for you,” Pierce said.


      “Coward.”


      The waitress returned at that moment, and Pierce, expression resigned, paid for the round. Diana sipped from her glass, and rose again. “All right. Well, I need to get back to my friends. You two have fun.” She added to Griff, “We’re going to get together for lunch this week. And Pierce is not invited.” She met Pierce’s point-blank look with one of her own. “You’re not invited.”


      Diana sauntered away. She did it well. The crowd seemed to part before her.


      Pierce sipped his Black Velvet. Griff had never known anyone outside of a book order a Black Velvet cocktail. “What is that?” he asked.


      “Champagne and Guinness. Here, try it.” Pierce handed his glass to Griff, and after a hesitation Griff took the tumbler and sipped it cautiously. He could have been swallowing poison for all the attention he paid to the mixture. He was only conscious of sharing Pierce’s glass, of the implications of Pierce sharing his drink with him.


      “Not sure about that,” he said, handing the tumbler back to Pierce.


      “It’s an acquired taste.” Pierce took another mouthful. “Do you have brothers and sisters?”


      “No. It was just me and my mom growing up.”


      “And that was in Janesville? You lived there all your life?”


      “I was born in New Mexico, but we moved to Janesville when I was about six.”


      “It’s nice to have roots, right?” Pierce was smiling, but Griff had the feeling his mind was on something else.


      He finished his meal and pushed the plate away.


      Pierce drummed his fingers in a restless tattoo. Either imagining he was playing “Chopsticks” or trying to make his mind up about something. His eyes slanted Griff’s way.


      Griff smiled.


      Pierce’s eyes seemed to darken. He said abruptly, “Do you want to get out of here?”


      Griff nodded. “I do, yeah.”


      * * *


      Sure enough, Pierce lived in a mansion in Muttontown. Not one of the old, venerable mansions. Pierce’s mansion was new construction. Seven thousand square feet of brick manor house set on two and a half acres of landscaping and woodland. Inside it was all extensive millwork, wide expanses of oak floors, and custom cabinets and fixtures. It smelled like a new house, empty and sharp with the fading scents of paint and timber and stone. There was indeed a grand piano in whatever you called that giant main room. It was too big and too elegant to simply be called a living room. Besides, it didn’t look like Pierce actually lived here. For one thing there was so little furniture and so much house.


      “I don’t entertain at home much,” Pierce said, following Griff’s gaze to the big empty spot in the kitchen where a table and chairs were supposed to sit.


      “Sure.”


      “I’m not sure I’ve ever actually cooked a meal here.”


      “Good thing I didn’t come for the lamb chops then.”


      Pierce laughed and took Griff into his arms. It was easy and practiced, and Griff knew this was going to be safe sex. Not safe sex only in the context of condoms and common sense, but safe sex as in no one’s heart was going to get broken. Because no one was going to fall in love. This was plainly not anything unusual or out of the ordinary for Pierce. And that was okay, because while it was unusual and out of the ordinary for Griff, it couldn’t be anything more than that. He was a stranger in a strange land, and at the end of this week he would be going home to write his book. He would likely never see any of these people again. Certainly there would be no reason to see Pierce again.


      This was just one night. Twenty years from now he would probably not even remember it.


      Then Pierce’s mouth covered his, hot and tasting of Black Velvet, and Griff knew he was not going to forget this night. Not ever.


      Pierce kissed him with sweet expertise, his heart pounding through the fine cotton of his shirt, his cock hard through the tight and tailored trousers, but still controlled, still in charge. Griff felt the exact moment when Pierce stopped thinking and began to get lost in the moment.


      “Jesus God.” Pierce’s quiet, heartfelt groan sent Griff’s own heart rocketing, his cock surging against the restriction of jeans and boxers...it felt like layers and layers between them, keeping them from each other. Pierce’s breathing roughened, his mouth hungry and seeking, lips nibbling, pulling on Griff’s.


      Eyes closed, hands locked on Pierce’s broad shoulders, Griff opened his mouth to Pierce’s tongue. Nobody had ever kissed him like this. In fact, this much aggression usually turned him off. But this...this heat, this insistence that felt as much like longing as force, this seemed to crackle through his bloodstream like champagne bubbles—or maybe just an oxygen bubble heading straight to his heart.


      He laughed shakily and Pierce’s lips parted from his. Pierce’s eyes looked dazed. “What?”


      Griff shook his head.


      “What?” Pierce insisted, his gaze clearing.


      “You’re beautiful,” Griff said. He blushed as the words came out, but it was true. Pierce was way out of his class. And it wasn’t because of the expensive haircut or the fancy clothes. Griff was even getting to like that heavy, perfumy aftershave, especially at this time of day when the fragrance had faded and Pierce smelled more like soap and the exertions of the day.


      Pierce smiled. The wrong smile right then could have killed the moment dead, but the corner of his mouth was wry and the skin around his eyes crinkled as though Griff had said something unexpectedly endearing. “No,” he said. “You’re beautiful.”


      His hands had been smoothing Griff’s shoulders, as though learning the shape of him, but now they slid down Griff’s arms, found his hands. He laced his fingers with Griff’s. “Come on,” he said softly. “Come upstairs.”


      * * *


      Pierce left the bedroom lights on and so the room was as bright as a summer day. Even so, Griff saw nothing but Pierce. There was a bed, of course—they were sprawled on its white and cloudlike billows—but that was the extent of his awareness. So much for his reporter’s eye.


      Pierce’s naked body was strong, almost sinuous, as he pressed Griff into the mattress, sliding up and down teasingly, their cocks rubbing and bumping. He was braced on his arms, smiling down confidently at Griff. His hair fell in a black sweep over his forehead.


      “What do you like?”


      Griff made a face. “Anything, I guess.” He was not good at talking about sex. That was one of the things that had always pissed Levi off. But it embarrassed Griff to talk about coming and, er, going. What was there to say, really? He was experienced enough, but no one would call him sophisticated. He tried to concentrate on pleasing his partner and enjoying himself. Wasn’t that pretty much it?


      “Anything?” Pierce teased.


      Well, no. Not anything actually. It must have showed in a line of worry between Griff’s brows because Pierce’s expression grew quizzical. He swiveled his hips in a grinding motion and Griff gasped and arched up against him.


      “You like that?”


      Griff nodded. He did. He liked the warmth of their naked bodies, the pulse of their cocks diving heavily against each other, the weight and the pressure and the tension. It all felt great, and it was going to feel even better unless Pierce got too fancy, too tricky.


      Pierce’s flat nipples were rosy brown points against the tanned, hard planes of his chest. Griff lifted his head and licked at them. Pierce sucked in a sharp breath.


      Griff closed his lips around one tiny point. He sucked hard and Pierce’s arms trembled. He whispered, “Nice. That’s nice. Do that some more.”


      Griff smiled inwardly and applied himself. He knew a few things about the proper use of tongues and lips—they weren’t only useful for talking.


      Pierce shifted, rocking up, and Griff scooted down, kissing and licking until he found the satiny dip of Pierce’s navel. Pierce quivered, his breath coming in harsh gasps, anticipating. Griff stole a quick look at his face.


      Pierce’s eyes were closed, his lashes dark and curling and trembling against his high cheekbones. His beard was blue-black and heavy at this time of the evening. His mouth looked curiously vulnerable. Griff wanted to kiss it, but maybe that was too personal now.


      Instead he slid an arm around Pierce’s waist, flipping him over. Pierce made a surprised sound, but went with it, falling onto his back, laughing a little. His cock, long and straight, jutted up all flushed and needy. Griff closed his mouth over the swollen head and devoted himself to answering that need.


      He liked the sounds Pierce was making, and the way Pierce’s hips pushed up to meet him. He liked this feeling of power.


      Pierce shuddered, panted, “You’re going to make me come.”


      Griff’s mouth was full, he couldn’t speak, he just nodded agreement.


      Pierce groaned a soft protest, though it was as much a yielding, encouraging sound. There wasn’t any stopping that train, Griff knew from experience. Pierce’s skin and hair smelled a fainter variety of that spicy cologne mingled with the musky scent of sex. He tasted salty but with a promise of sweetness.


      Pierce’s hand found Griff’s head, fingers locking in his hair in half caress, half insistence. Griff tongued and teased, always returning to that deep, delicious drag of hot, wet friction. He took his time, drawing it out, making it last as long as possible for Pierce.


      “Oh God,” Pierce said. “You...” The strangled words stopped and he went rigid, and then he was coming in white spumes like a champagne bottle shaken hard and smashed open. Too much and too hard for Griff to swallow, even if they’d known each other well enough to exchange premium bodily fluids. He laughed and wiped his forehead, enjoying the shocked magnitude of Pierce’s orgasm.


      “Where the hell did you come from?” Pierce said, when he had breath to speak again. He pulled Griff down beside him, rolling over so that Griff was wrapped tightly in his arms. “I can’t believe you did that.”


      “Why wouldn’t I?”


      “Why?” Pierce sounded honestly bewildered. Clearly this was not something he gave easily or often or maybe ever. His loss. He drew back, stared at Griff with dark intensity, his hand slipping down between the moist crevices of their bodies.


      Griff closed his eyes as Pierce’s fingers closed around him. It was an awkward angle, but Pierce’s touch was warm and experienced. His palm was slick from his own release, his grip firm without crushing or bending.


      “I didn’t even think you liked me,” Pierce muttered after a time, as though he’d been thinking it over.


      It hurt more than it should have. Nothing could have made it clearer that liking wasn’t part of this, that Pierce probably didn’t like him, that it was just another physical activity. Like squash. And sexual curiosity. Which really was fine. Not like Griff was looking for love. But he did like Pierce. Even if he hadn’t quite worked out yet why.


      Since he couldn’t answer that without looking like a fool, he kept his eyes closed and faked a smile.


      Pierce’s hand moved briskly, efficiently, pleasurably up and down his cock, and Griff made himself focus on that skillful application of friction and speed. Yep, Pierce knew his stuff. He shoved into Pierce’s grip, cooperating, making it good—better—because it was good. Nothing not to appreciate in excellent technique.


      He pushed further, harder, strained for it. And there it was. His whole body seized, hung motionless between utter emptiness and complete delight, and then he plunged down into shivering, overwhelming sensation. A few seconds of such sweet happiness when everything really seemed okay, like everything could and would work out for the best. He tucked the feeling away inside, dimly aware that Pierce, having used tissue from the box on the nightstand to deal swiftly, efficiently with the mess, was holding him again.


      He opened his eyes and smiled at Pierce.


      Pierce was watching him, his expression odd. “Well, hell,” he said very softly.


      “That was great,” Griff assured him.


      Pierce kissed his brow, rested his forehead against Griff’s. They exchanged quiet breaths. “I feel like I should apologize,” Pierce whispered finally.


      “Huh?” Griff laughed uneasily and moved away. Getting a little distance, a little perspective.


      Was he supposed to grab his clothes and take off now? He wasn’t sure. How did guys like Pierce, guys who had sex with people they didn’t like, handle this part? He was definitely out of his league.


      The worst part was, he didn’t want to go. He knew he should, but he was still watching Pierce, waiting for his cue. And of course the problem was, the minute he really looked at Pierce he was instantly distracted by lust and longing.


      Every inch of Pierce’s body was tanned and taut until you got to the sharp white line of where his silk briefs—silk briefs—fit. He was not waxed. There was a sexy swirl of sable on his chest and a silky black tangle at his groin. Dark hair feathered his muscular arms and long legs, and somehow it seemed all the more masculine on someone so polished, so groomed.


      Pierce was giving away nothing, unfortunately. His expression had fallen back into its usual unrevealing lines. He flopped over onto his front, resting his head on his arms as though they were lying on a beach. The bed was as big as a beach, for sure.


      He didn’t say anything, but Griff was pretty sure Pierce could let him know without saying a word if he wanted him to leave. He studied the long line of Pierce’s naked back, surprised to note that way down in the velvety dip of the sacral region was a small, graceful tattoo. A pair of wings floated over the inked word ZION.


      “Zion?” Griff asked.


      Pierce muttered something into his folded arms.


      “What?”


      “Youthful mistake.”


      “Ah. I remember my first beer too.”


      Pierce turned his head, smiling. “That joke is older than you are.”


      “So you’re Jewish?”


      Pierce opened his mouth. Said only, “Protestant. You?”


      “Agnostic.” Griff reached over and daringly traced the black outline of feathers. “Former park ranger in Utah?”


      “You wouldn’t believe it if I told you.”


      “I’m a reporter. I keep an open mind. It’s part of my job description.”


      Pierce’s smile grew cynical. He glanced at the clock next to the bed. “I’ve got a busy day tomorrow. You mind if we sleep?”


      “No.” Griff closed his eyes. “Night,” he said politely.


      The light snapped out and he felt the dark drop down on them.


      “Good night,” Pierce said.


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Fourteen


      A child was screaming.


      A high, thin, terrified scream shattering the night like a fist through a mirror. And over the terrified wail a man was speaking, his voice raised in an effort to be heard, yet straining to stay calm, to reassure.


      “Griff? Griffin. Can you hear me? Listen to me. You’re all right.”


      Wait. What? He knew that voice. What was happening? He had been sleeping. Deeply asleep...


      “Griff, it’s okay.” And now the voice sounded desperate. “You’re okay. Wake up now. You’re all right. Everything’s all right.”


      Wait. Was that—?


      Griff opened his eyes and the crazy, sliding kaleidoscope of dream and memory snapped back into place. He was in a strange bed in a strange room and a stranger was speaking to him over and over, the disembodied voice sounding shaken in the dark.


      “I’m okay,” Griff rasped. His throat felt raw. He was winded, out of breath as if he’d been swimming miles beneath the ocean. His heart still thundered in his ears with the strain of trying to get to the surface. He was drenched. With sweat.


      “Jesus.” The bedside lamp flicked on. Pierce stood beside the bed, naked and beautiful and bewildered in the muted light. Ink-black eyes, ink-black scrollwork on his chest and groin. He said roughly, “What the hell was that?”


      Griff put his hand up as though to shield his eyes. Mostly he didn’t want Pierce to see whatever his face revealed. Too much, whatever it was. His voice cracked as he said, “I don’t know. I’m sorry.” But of course he knew. Night terrors. He hadn’t had one in years, but they had been a regular part of his childhood. Once upon a time he rarely made it through the night without screaming down the house.


      “We’ll be lucky if the police don’t show up.” Pierce glanced at the phone as though expecting the SWAT team negotiator to ring any second. “You sounded like you were being murdered.”


      Griff put his hand down. “I’m sorry. Really. I didn’t know I was doing it.”


      “Believe me, that did not escape my notice.” He was still watching Griff as warily as if Griff was something dangerous. “What the hell were you dreaming?”


      “I don’t...”


      “You have to remember something!”


      Griff winced, and Pierce made an obvious effort to modulate his voice. “You must remember something. Try to think.”


      How strange. He had never been asked to remember before. In fact, he had been told to forget it, put it away, think of happy things, safe things. He stared up at Pierce. He didn’t know where to begin. How to begin.


      Maybe that showed because after a moment, Pierce sat gingerly on the side of the bed. His black brows formed a single forbidding line, but he was still using that careful voice. “It was a dream. It can’t hurt you. Try to think. Is there some mental picture, some image you recall?”


      Griff closed his eyes. Tried his best to remember. His stomach churned as he zoomed in on...not what had terrified him but how that terror felt...how he had felt...desperate, helpless, lost, powerless. The feelings were what lingered. The images were only a confusing blur. They didn’t make sense. They weren’t clear...


      No. One image stood out. He nearly laughed because it was ridiculous. In the nightmare it hadn’t been funny.


      “What?” Pierce said.


      Griff turned to meet his eyes. “The mechanical bird.”


      “The what?”


      “There’s an old clock in the library at Winden House. It’s a mechanical bird in a cage. It sings at five o’clock.”


      “I remember that clock,” Pierce said slowly.


      “In my dream the bird was saying something to me, but I couldn’t understand it.”


      Pierce seemed to consider this. Finally, he said, “What do you think it was saying?”


      “Huh?”


      “What do you think the bird was trying to say to you?”


      Griff laughed shakily. “‘Cocktails, anyone?’ How the heck should I know what the bird was trying to say?”


      “It’s your dream.”


      Griff gave another uncertain laugh. He scrubbed his face with his hands, feeling the roughness of his beard, the moisture on his eyelashes. The hair at his temples was wet too. Jeez. He shook his head.


      “Take your time,” Pierce said.


      The only thing weirder than the fact that he was sitting in Pierce Mather’s bedroom talking about his nightmares was the fact that Pierce apparently wanted to analyze his nightmares. There was a lawyer’s mind for you.


      “I don’t know.”


      “Were you afraid because of what you thought the bird was trying to say or because you couldn’t understand what the bird was trying to say?”


      “I’m not sure.” He grinned crookedly. “It’s a great question though.”


      Pierce was still frowning.


      Griff made himself ask, “Do you want me to go?” He truly hoped Pierce would say no because he dreaded the idea of being alone. Not to mention he felt more tired now than when he’d first fallen asleep. But he wouldn’t blame Pierce for wanting an undisturbed rest of his night.


      “Do you think it’s going to happen again?” Pierce questioned.


      “I don’t think so. I honestly don’t know. It hasn’t happened in years. Not since I was a kid.”


      “You used to get these dreams when you were a kid?”


      Griff nodded.


      “A lot?”


      “I guess.”


      “Didn’t your mother take you to a doctor or a—a—”


      “Shrink?”


      “Hell yeah, a shrink. I’d think a shrink was in order if it was my kid going through that every night.”


      “She didn’t believe in doctors.”


      Pierce’s brows shot up and then returned to that now familiar unibrow. “No doctors?”


      Griff shrugged. He knew by now how odd his childhood sounded to other people, but growing up it had seemed normal enough. “I didn’t get sick. I mean, I got the usual things. The measles and mumps. I never broke a bone or anything like that.”


      Pierce continued to scrutinize him like it was Mather v. Hadley, with a landmark decision at stake. At last he shook his head. “No. You don’t need to go. It’s almost dawn anyway.” He climbed back between the sheets, stretched out with a sigh. He glanced at Griff and raised the blankets in invitation.


      Griff cautiously edged back over. He was surprised and even a little grateful when Pierce wrapped an arm around him, pulling him closer.


      “Comfortable?” Pierce’s breath was warm.


      Griff nodded, shifted, rested his head in the surprisingly accommodating curve of Pierce’s neck. He sighed.


      “You’re sure you’re twenty-seven?” Pierce sounded faintly amused.


      “Twenty-seven and a half,” Griff replied drowsily.


      “When’s your birthday?”


      “June twenty-six.”


      Pierce said nothing. Or Griff didn’t hear it because he was already asleep.


      * * *


      When he woke again it was to the sound of Pierce’s alarm clock. Nature sounds. The rhythmic sweep of the ocean. Pierce was warmly spooned against his back, and Griff came back to awareness feeling warm and irrationally happy.


      He was still absorbing the surprise of that as he felt Pierce waking, blinking back to alertness. He recognized the exact moment Pierce remembered who he was with, and the withdrawal was immediate. Pierce used a gigantic yawn and stretch to move away and put some distance between them.


      “Morning.” Griff was already rolling out of bed, on his feet. He found his jeans where he’d kicked them off.


      Pierce scrambled out of the nest of sheets and blankets. “Hell. I’m late.”


      “Thanks for letting me stay last night.” Griff didn’t look at Pierce. He had a pretty good idea of how much Pierce did not enjoy waking up to morning afters.


      “Of course. Do you mind if I say goodbye now and jump in the shower?”


      Friendly but brisk, as expected. He didn’t have to worry. Griff didn’t have a lot of experience at this kind of thing, but he had enough.


      “No worries. I’ll let myself out.” Griff fastened his jeans and smiled across at Pierce. “I had a nice time. Screaming fits aside.”


      Pierce relaxed enough to give a small laugh. “Screaming fits aside, me too.” He hesitated and then disappeared into the bathroom, closing the door firmly.


      The sound of the surf continued to ebb and flow, drowning out the sound of the shower.


      Griff grabbed his shirt and flapped into it as he trotted downstairs. His keys and wallet were still in his jeans pocket. He let himself out quietly.


      * * *


      Winden House appeared to be genteelly slumbering beneath a silvery blanket of morning fog when Griff got back to the Arlington estate. He parked in the star courtyard and walked down to the guest cottage. Today there was no Chloe jogging, no Marcus practicing his golf swing, no sign of anyone but Nels Newland using a hedge trimmer in the farthest square of the sunken garden. The angry buzz seemed to bounce off the wall of trees and shrubs.


      Griff walked on, lost in thought. Early in the evening he had considered telling Pierce about the weird phone call he’d received and his suspicion that the bridge had been sawn through, but he hadn’t been able to decide, and then he’d gotten distracted. He wasn’t sure now if that maybe wasn’t for the best.


      From the beginning he had pretty much been working from the angle that Johnson was the kidnapper, perhaps—though probably not—working with an accomplice on the estate. Partly that was because until he’d seen the police files he hadn’t realized there were any viable alternative theories.


      The broad-spectrum police investigation had basically come to a halt once suspicion had zeroed in on Johnson. Individual threads of inquiry—Mr. Tuppalo’s credit problems, for example—had been dropped while law enforcement worked to make the case against Johnson watertight.


      In a way it was understandable. Most of the household staff were trusted long-time employees. And as far as a member of the family being implicated, Griff knew the Arlingtons well enough by now to know how that idea would have gone over. Michaela would have to have been caught with her arms wrapped around the bag of ransom money for her family to even permit the discussion.


      Maybe it was the sabotaging of the bridge or maybe it was simply having had time to process his interview with Johnson, but the more Griff considered everything he had learned so far, the more he was inclined to believe Johnson. If Johnson couldn’t adequately hide the ransom money, how the hell would he so successfully hide a child—or even a child’s body? That was one of the things he kept coming back to. Another was Johnson’s inability to move through the house that evening undetected. People—guests and staff—had been coming and going all night. Whoever had taken Brian had been able to move through the house unseen. Either because he or she was familiar with the interior passageways or because he or she was able to blend in. Or both. Johnson might know there were secret passages in the house, but it was unlikely he’d know where or how to gain access to them. And as far as blending in? No way in hell.


      But the main problem, the clincher for Griff, was that freaky phone call and the sabotaged bridge. Granted, the bridge might not have been sabotaged—it looked that way to him, but he was no expert—however, there could be no mistake about that warning phone call. Someone was making it as plain as possible they didn’t want him to investigate any further.


      And since that person could not be Odell Johnson, it had to be someone with a vested interest in keeping the case closed. Griff couldn’t think of anyone with an interest other than Johnson’s accomplice—or the real kidnapper.


      He stopped walking, leaning against one of the low stone walls and pulling his phone out. He tried calling May Chung again.


      The phone rang a couple of times.


      Somewhere on the other side of the morning mist he could hear the gloomy groaning of a distant foghorn.


      “Hello?” The voice was deep but definitely female.


      “May? Is this May Chung?”


      The voice sharpened with distrust. “Who’s calling please?”


      “This is Griff Hadley. I’m a journalist. Jarrett Arlington has authorized me to write a book about his grandson’s kidnapping. I was hoping I could have a few minutes. Is this a good time to talk?”


      If anything, she sounded more suspicious. “Jarrett Arlington hired you?”


      “Mr. Arlington is hoping that reopening the conversation about Brian’s kidnapping might lead to new information. Do you think you could spare me a few minutes? It won’t take long.”


      “I don’t know.”


      “Just a quick couple of questions. Or if this isn’t convenient—”


      “I’ll have to think about this,” May said.


      “Let me give you my cell number. Just tell me when and where. I’ll be hap—”


      She overrode him. “I’m not sure about this at all. I’m going to have to think. The person you should be talking to is Nels Newland.”


      With that, May hung up.


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Fifteen


      He was still trying to make sense of May Chung’s reaction when his cell phone rang. The number was not one Griff recognized. He was aggravated at the hope that flared inside his heart, and he answered briskly.


      “Griff? This is Diana Mather.”


      “Hi,” he said, surprised.


      “I just had a client cancel on me and I’m free for lunch today. Would you like to get together?”


      Did he have time for this? She was Pierce’s sister, so he was sort of inclined to make time, but he only had a couple of days left on the estate and he still had a lot of work to do.


      “Well...”


      Diana said, “It’s not going to change the course of history, but there’s something I’ve been wanting to get off my chest for twenty years.”


      “All right,” Griff said. “Where did you want to meet?”


      “Do you like sushi?”


      “Er, no.”


      She laughed. “Okay. How about Italian?”


      “Sure.”


      “Okay. I’ll meet you at Angelina’s on Berry Hill Road at twelve-thirty. Will that work?”


      “I’ll see you there.”


      He stopped himself disconnecting in time at her urgent, “Griff?”


      “Yes?”


      “Don’t tell Pierce we’re meeting.”


      Diana disconnected, leaving Griff to stare in astonishment at his phone. After a moment, he added her into his contacts, which seemed a bit of bravado, but after all, he might get lost or get delayed.


      He walked on to the cottage and found that the bridge had already been repaired and repainted. The rich really were different if they could get a response from a contractor within twenty-four hours.


      He went inside, showered, dressed in his last clean pair of jeans and sat down to read Gemma’s journal until it was time to leave to go meet Diana.


      Unsurprisingly, after Brian’s kidnapping the tone of Gemma’s journal had changed. One of the most surprising things to Griff, surprising because the earlier Gemma seemed such a positive, upbeat person, was that Gemma seemed to have believed from the first that she would never see her son again. That terrible certainty and sorrow made the latter part of the journal difficult to read.


      Today would have been Brian’s fifth birthday. I found myself hoping no one would remember. No, that’s not true. I want them to remember, but I don’t want them to tell me all those well-meaning, inspirational, encouraging things. I can’t bear another kind word. Even Matthew doesn’t understand that hope only makes it harder in the end.


      It was almost a relief to put the journal down and leave for his lunch date.


      Angelina’s turned out to be a family-owned restaurant in a mostly residential area. On the exterior it looked like any cozy brick and white clapboard house. The interior consisted of three dining rooms, a fireplace and a very nice bar, all warm and pleasantly furnished in cherry wood and old-fashioned wallpaper. But the real attraction was the fantastic fragrance of basil, oregano, garlic, onion and meats braised in wine wafting through the building.


      Diana was waiting for him in the bar, sipping a glass of red wine. Her hair was pulled into a casual updo that looked stylish on her. She wore a short shift with an ugly purple-and-yellow print, and somehow that looked great too.


      “Hey there! You found it.” Her smile was a less guarded version of Pierce’s white blaze. “Did you want a drink?”


      Griff ordered a Peroni from the bartender. The beer arrived in a pilsner glass. Diana touched her glass to his. “Cheers. I’m glad you came.”


      “Well, it would be hard to resist a hook like that,” Griff told her.


      Diana laughed, sounding nervous, but the waitress arrived at that moment and they were led to their table.


      There followed the rituals of napkins and menus. The waitress reappeared and Diana ordered the field green salad with Portobello mushrooms and parmesan. Griff ordered the chicken Caesar.


      The waitress thanked them, took their menus, and departed. By then Griff was wondering if he’d made a mistake in coming out to lunch.


      “How was last night?” Diana inquired brightly. “Did you enjoy yourself?”


      “Yeah, sure,” Griff said cautiously, hoping this wasn’t about to get very weird.


      “I’m glad. Pierce is...difficult.” She smiled ruefully. “He doesn’t trust very easily.”


      “He’s not in a trusting line of work.”


      “No. True.” She chuckled. “And neither are you.”


      “True.” He’d never really thought about it that way before.


      Her lip curled. “You’ve probably heard the whole story right? I’m sure Muriel was only too happy to fill you in.”


      Griff said cautiously, “The whole story?”


      Diana stared at him and then her cheeks turned pink. Even in the soft lighting he could see she was blushing. “Me and my big mouth. Just forget I said anything.”


      “Okay,” Griff was now totally confused. And embarrassed, although he wasn’t completely sure why.


      Diana took a sip of her wine. She set the glass down with a decisive click. “Forget I said anything but if you want to see Pierce again, you’ll have to initiate it. Take my word for it. He doesn’t.”


      “He doesn’t what?” Griff asked, wondering if he had fallen asleep reading Gemma’s journal and was still sprawled on the sofa in the guest cottage snoring.


      Diana groaned. “I’m making this worse and worse,” she said. “I could tell he was interested, that’s all. From the minute you showed up at Winden House. He was irritated, but in a good way. And it’s been a while. Not since he was irritated, but since he was interested. A really long while. And you’re obviously nice.”


      “I am?”


      “Anyway, you’ll be desperately relieved to hear this is not why I dragged you out in the rain.”


      “It’s not raining.” Griff instinctively glanced at the large picture window. Was it his imagination or was the slate-colored sky starting to sag?


      “It’s going to.” She stopped as their salads were delivered. There was another pause for sprinkling ground pepper and reordering drinks.


      When they were alone again, Diana said, “What I told you on the phone is true. This isn’t something that is going to change anything for anyone, which is why it never came out before.”


      Griff restrained himself to an even, “Go on.”


      Diana sipped her wine, took another bite of salad, clearly working herself up to it. He controlled his impatience the best he could, eating his own salad, not rushing her, not letting himself wonder about whatever this big mystery was with Pierce—and why someone else would have to do all the running.


      Diana said suddenly, “Brian had this little boy crush on Pierce. It was very cute. It really was. He adored Pierce. If Pierce was around, that was it. Nobody else was in the room. He was always trying to drag Pierce off to see something or to play with him.”


      “He was four.”


      “I know. He was a baby. But he was smart and he really was so cute.”


      “Right.” He could tell from the alarming shininess in Diana’s eyes that there was bad news ahead.


      “And Pierce was fourteen. He was like an adult compared to Brian. So of course he wasn’t always patient.”


      “Of course,” Griff said. There was a cold knot in his stomach. He could picture half a dozen horrific scenarios, a careless shove, a push down the stairs... Kids were so easily broken. And so frighteningly unaware of the fact.


      “He wasn’t a monster or anything. Don’t think that. Mostly he was good with Brian. It was sort of sweet. Anyway, that night Pierce and I were in Gemma and Matthew’s bedroom watching TV. The nursery was right next door.”


      “I know.”


      “Pierce said you did.” She sighed and fortified herself with another sip of wine. “Brian must have heard us because he snuck out of bed and came into the room. That was about eleven-thirty or so.”


      “How long was he in there with you?” Griff watched her expression closely.


      “Maybe ten minutes. Not very long. Pierce wasn’t in a patient mood that night. He didn’t want to be there at all. But our parents made him go because I wanted to. I wanted to see the costumes and the decorations. I loved Gemma. I wanted to see her in her dress.” Diana smiled faintly at some long ago memory.


      Griff was mentally calculating. This news narrowed the window of Brian’s kidnapping by over ninety minutes. How could anyone think that this was not relevant information? Surely it would have been easier to track individual people’s movements if the time frame was significantly reduced?


      “Who knows about this?”


      “We told our parents, of course. And Dad told Jarrett. They both agreed it had no bearing on the case.”


      Griff stared at her in disbelief. “So the police didn’t even know?”


      “Johnson had no alibi for the entire night. It changed nothing for him. And Dad and Uncle Jarrett both agreed that they didn’t want Pierce and me subjected to questioning, maybe even put on the witness stand.”


      “Your dad’s a lawyer. He knew you wouldn’t have been put on the witness stand. You’d have made a deposition in a nice private legal office.”


      It was hard to keep his anger banked down. The Mathers and the Arlingtons had taken it upon themselves to keep vital information from law enforcement. Okay. Maybe not vital information, because it was true that Johnson had no alibi for the entire evening. Ultimately, it probably wouldn’t have changed Johnson’s fate. But it might have made it easier to narrow down possible accomplices.


      And besides, it wasn’t up to the Mathers and Arlingtons to decide what information to withhold from the police.


      It was that arrogance, that blindness to all interests but self, that he so detested in people of their class.


      Diana was saying, “Pierce and I agreed we would never tell anyone. Never speak about it again.”


      “Why?” He couldn’t help it. He lost patience. “If nobody thought it was relevant, why was it hushed up all these years?”


      “Partly because the Arlingtons are afraid some bleeding heart liberal organization is going to take up Johnson’s cause, and they’ll grab on to any excuse to let him off the hook.”


      Maybe he deserves to be let off. He managed to keep from saying it aloud. After all, Johnson wasn’t an innocent bystander. He had deliberately taken advantage of the Arlingtons’ fear and desperation in his attempt to extort millions of dollars. Also, by placing himself in the middle of the search for Brian, he had derailed the hunt both for the real kidnapper and for Brian. So no, Johnson had to bear responsibility for his own actions.


      Which still didn’t make the rest of this any better.


      “And partly because Pierce...”


      Griff realized he had missed the rest of what Diana was saying. “Partly because Pierce what?”


      He was shocked to see tears in her eyes. “I think Pierce has always felt he was to blame.”


      “For Brian being taken? Why? I don’t understand.”


      She wiped at her eyes. “Because he wouldn’t let Brian stay with us that night. Brian was begging to watch TV with us, whining like little kids do, and Pierce was grumpy and he made him go back to bed. He walked him into his room and the whole way Brian was dragging his heels and pleading and kissing Pierce’s hand. He was such a little nut!” She gave a watery chuckle and wiped her eyes again. “But then afterwards...” She shook her head.


      “Pierce felt guilty.”


      “He was devastated. He believed if he’d let Brian stay with us, he’d have been safe. I think he still believes it.” She added somberly, “Because it’s probably true.”


      Griff was silent. Maybe it was true. He couldn’t help feeling sorry for Pierce. That was a crushing load of guilt to have to carry around all your life. And for no greater crime than insisting Brian stayed in bed like his mom wanted.


      Diana drew a deep breath. “We could hear him crying from the other room. We were afraid he was going to wake up Chloe. Finally he got quiet and I opened the door to see if he’d fallen asleep or if he’d snuck out again. He used to do that. Even when he was in a crib, he used to climb out. And he had. Fallen asleep, I mean. Mrs. Truscott was in there with him.”


      Griff was still thinking about Pierce so it took a second for Diana’s words to register. “Wait. When did you say this was? What time?”


      “By then it must have been around midnight.”


      “Mrs. Truscott was in the nursery at midnight?”


      “Well, she wasn’t Mrs. Truscott then. She was only Wilma the maid. But yes. She was in there. She probably heard the baby monitor. They’d put it in the kitchen so Mrs. Cameron could hear—”


      “Slow down. You’re saying Mrs. Truscott was in the nursery at midnight.”


      “Right.”


      “Because according to her, she was in the nursery around ten o’clock.” Griff’s cell phone was ringing. He ignored it.


      Diana was untroubled by the discrepancy. “I know. She said Pierce and I were confused about the time. But we weren’t. It’s more likely that she was confused because she was rushing up and down the stairs all evening. We were just hanging out and watching TV.”


      “Are you telling me that this is something else the police never heard?”


      “Of course not. We said we’d heard Brian crying and I said I saw Mrs. Truscott. And she said she had been in the nursery earlier. It didn’t matter because she never left the house. Everyone vouched for her. She was never out of anyone’s sight for more than a couple of minutes.”


      “You’re not serious? Do you know how easy it is to lose track of people during a big event like that one, where everyone is busy and preoccupied with their own stuff?”


      Diana shook her head. “Griff, you’ve met her. Do you think Mrs. Truscott is a kidnapper?”


      Did he?


      No. At least not the kind of kidnapper who snatched a kid for money. But people took children for different reasons. Griff tried to imagine any of those reasons in connection with Wilma Truscott.


      Still no.


      “It doesn’t matter what I think,” he said. “You can’t tell by looking at someone if they’re capable of a crime.”


      “I think that depends.”


      Of course she did. She probably thought anyone not dressed in designer clothes was capable of anything.


      No, that wasn’t fair. That wasn’t what she meant at all. Diana and Pierce seemed like credible witnesses. Even as teens, or preteens in Diana’s case, they sounded like smart and fairly responsible kids. So if they weren’t wrong, then Mrs. Truscott had to be mistaken.


      That was hard to believe too. She did not seem like a woman prone to mistakes.


      But someone was mistaken. And the mistake had happened in the critical juncture of the evening. The time most likely when Brian had been taken.


      His phone was ringing again. Griff pulled it out, glanced in surprise at the number. Dusty Whalen was a good friend who worked as a private investigator in Janesville.


      “Excuse me, I’ve got to take this,” he told Diana.


      She nodded.


      Griff pushed back his chair and went outside. Sure enough it was starting to sprinkle. The air smelled of wet pavement and diesel and Italian food. The nearby 7-Eleven sign glittered in the rain.


      “Hey, what’s up?” he said.


      “Hey,” Dusty said. “Do you know a lawyer by the name of Pierce Mather?”


      “Yeah?” Griff said warily.


      Dusty gave a funny laugh. “Yeah? Well, he just tried to hire me to dig up the dirt on you.”


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Sixteen


      “Is something wrong?” Diana asked when Griff got back to the table.


      “Where’s your brother’s office located?”


      Diana looked hopeful and then uncertain. “Has something happened?”


      “Yes. And I’d like to speak to him face-to-face.” Griff couldn’t smile reassuringly, couldn’t pretend he felt anything but furious. And maybe hurt. But if he was feeling hurt, it just went to show how stupid he was. Last night had been about sex, pure and simple. It wasn’t the start of a beautiful friendship. It wasn’t the start of anything.


      Diana, still watching him, said uneasily, “He might not be there. Thursdays he’s in and out. He does a lot of pro bono work for elderly or shut-in clients. People who can’t get to the office for whatever reasons.”


      “I’m sure he’s a prince. I’ll wait for him.”


      “You don’t think you could tell me?”


      “No. I don’t. I need to talk to him. I’m going to talk to him, so either you—”


      He didn’t have to complete the sentence. She recited the address, finishing with a tentative, “Griff, Pierce can be a bit insensitive, but he really does try to do the right things for the right reasons.”


      “He’s your brother, I get that. But from what I’ve seen of Pierce, he believes the end justifies the means.” Griff punched the last number of the address into his phone’s MapQuest.


      “That isn’t fair,” Diana was saying as Griff found his wallet and pulled out a couple of bills, laying them on the table. “Whatever you think Pierce has done—” She broke off as Griff met her eyes. “Oh, Griff,” she said helplessly.


      * * *


      It took about ten minutes to drive to Pierce’s office. Griff did not remember one second of the drive. He couldn’t seem to get past the fact that Pierce wanted someone to “dig up the dirt on him.” Hiring a PI was bad enough, that was already a betrayal. Hiring someone with an express directive to find “the dirt”? That was what Griff couldn’t get over.


      It would have hurt coming from a complete stranger—that assumption there was dirt to find. Coming from someone he had started to—against his better judgment—like? It was too painful to examine. He focused only on what he would say to Pierce. And he planned to say plenty.


      He assumed that Diana would have called to give her brother a head’s up, but when he barged through the elegant windowed door with its panes of frosted glass, the front office receptionist—a trim older woman in a brown tweed suit—greeted him with a pleasant smile.


      “Is Pierce in?”


      Her smile became guarded. “Did you have an appointment?” she asked in the knowing tone of the person in charge of appointments.


      “I do now.” Griff passed her perfectly organized desk on his way to Pierce’s office.


      She jumped up, protesting like the classic good TV secretary, “Sir! I’m sorry, sir, you can’t go in there!”


      Griff ignored her and pushed open the door. The secretary, who was faster on her feet than she looked, crammed in ahead of him.


      “Mr. Mather, this gentleman forced his way in!”


      Pierce, on the phone—possibly to another PI, this time one not personally acquainted with Griff and more willing to snoop into his private life—looked momentarily taken aback. He regrouped fast, looking from Griff to his secretary and covering the mouthpiece with his hand. “It’s all right, Ms. Gordon.”


      “Are you sure?” Ms. Gordon threw a worried glance at Griff. He gave her a tight smile. The last thing he needed was her calling the cops.


      Pierce nodded. “I’m sure.” As the door closed behind Ms. Gordon, he told Griff, “Take a seat.”


      “I need to talk to you,” Griff said.


      “I noticed.” Pierce’s hand was still clamped over the mouthpiece. “But I’m on the phone with Jarrett at the moment.”


      Griff grabbed the back of the leather wingchair and dragged it out a foot. He sat down. It was irritating and anticlimactic to have to sit there waiting politely for Pierce to finish his conversation. Doubly aggravating that the phone call was to Jarrett.


      “I understand,” Pierce said patiently into the phone, as though there had been no interruption. “But it’s important that we follow—” He stopped. He picked up a fountain pen and drummed it nervously on the desk blotter.


      Who the heck used fountain pens anymore?


      The rain prickled against the bank of windows behind Pierce’s desk, dotting the glass.


      “I realize that,” Pierce said into what was apparently the next pause for breath.


      Griff forgot how mad he was and began to pay closer attention. He realized that Pierce was worried. Worried enough that Griff sitting fuming right in front of him was a secondary consideration.


      “Jarrett. Sir, please don’t—” Pierce broke off again, biting his lip.


      As pissed off as Griff was, he found the lip gnawing sort of disarming. Pierce’s eyes met his, their gazes locked. Griff scowled.


      “But surely there’s no hurry?” Pierce said. His voice was controlled, calm. You’d never guess, listening to him, that he was upset. That might be useful to know for future clashes.


      Silence but for the beat of rain on the window and the agitated tap, tap, tap of Pierce’s pen. As though he was telegraphing for help.


      “Well, there’s not a lot of point in having a legal advisor if you’re not going to listen to me.” Somehow Pierce managed to sound amused even as he closed his eyes as though in prayer.


      Another silence. “All right. I’ll see you in a bit.” He put the receiver in the cradle and stared at it. He turned to face Griff. “There’s been a development.”


      “There sure has.” Griff grabbed the arms of the chair but managed not to launch himself forward. “Did you actually try and hire a PI to poke into my private life?”


      “Yes.” It was crisp and uncompromising.


      Griff’s anger skyrocketed. “How d—”


      “Am I supposed to apologize for looking after the interests of my clients?”


      “How does hiring someone to investigate me, to dig up dirt on me, add up to looking after the interests of your clients?”


      “I didn’t tell him to manufacture the dirt. If it’s there—”


      “If what’s there? What do you think there is to find?”


      “You don’t add up,” Pierce yelled, surging to his feet. The sudden slip of his usual tight control was startling. “You’re hiding something and I want to know what it is.”


      Griff, also on his feet now, yelled back, “What doesn’t add up? I’ve been completely transparent with you.”


      “Give me a fucking break,” Pierce said. “Your middle name is Neptune?”


      “I can’t help my middle name!”


      “You got interested in the Arlingtons because of The Great Gatsby? Your birthday just happens to fall on the same date as Brian’s kidnapping? Do you think we’re all stupid? Do you think I’m stupid?”


      “I do now!”


      Pierce’s glare dimmed. All at once he was ice cold again. “I don’t know what you were up to. I don’t know what you hoped to get out of all this, but it’s water under the bridge now.” He raked a hand through his hair, which promptly fell back over his forehead. “In fact, it’s a goddamned tsunami under the bridge.”


      “What are you talking about?”


      Pierce smiled unpleasantly. “Someone beat you to the punch, Mr. Gatsby.”


      “What punch? What are you talking about?”


      “Brian has returned.”


      “What?”


      “You heard me.” Pierce was still smiling that smile that raised the hair on the back of Griff’s neck. “Brian has been found. Or so a young man by the name of Leland Alvin claims. And this time Jarrett seems determined to believe him.”


      Griff opened his mouth but no words came to him.


      “You were too slow,” Pierce said. “You missed your shot. Whatever that shot was going to be. Reincarnation? Amnesia? Cloning?”


      Pierce was furious, so furious that he was lashing out at any moving target. That much Griff registered. And Griff didn’t blame him. This was a turn of events guaranteed to turn a control freak like Pierce into a gibbering madman.


      “That can’t be,” Griff said. “Brian has to be dead. Nothing else makes sense.”


      “Jarrett says this Alvin character has irrefutable proof.”


      “His DNA? Because that’s the only irrefutable proof I can think of.”


      Pierce stared at him as though Griff was only now coming into focus. He said slowly, “You believe Brian’s dead.”


      “Yes.”


      Pierce’s expression grew skeptical again. “What are you up to?” he asked softly.


      Griff remembered why he’d shown up at Pierce’s office in the first place. He remembered the night before—and the way Pierce had brushed him off that morning. He remembered why he didn’t get involved with guys like Pierce.


      “Don’t worry. You’ll figure it out,” Griff said. He turned and walked out of the office.


      * * *


      Mrs. Truscott was crying.


      She sat in the wooden chair in front of the brick fireplace in the kitchen sobbing quietly into her hands. Molly Keane stood over her, patting her back soothingly. Molly looked up as Griff quietly opened the door. She nodded for Griff to go through, and he did, though the sounds of Mrs. Truscott’s breakdown followed him down the hall.


      Voices drifted from the drawing room. It sounded like everyone in the house was in there and talking at once. It did not sound like any gathering in Winden House he had heard before. The air seemed to buzz with energy and excitement. The very expressions on the portraits in the long hall seemed lighter, relieved. Nicole Arlington beamed at him as he walked past.


      Someone laughed. The voice was young, male, unfamiliar.


      Griff’s heart began to pound in that old mix of anxiety and anticipation. He felt like he was walking through some fantastic dreamscape. Everything was the same but different. None of this could be happening, and yet there was no alternative except to continue with the dream.


      Brian was home. It was a miracle. But Griff was not someone who believed in miracles, so this just felt surreal. Granted, it wasn’t the first time something at Winden House had struck him as surreal.


      Michaela’s dogs began to bark as he reached the entrance of the drawing room. He paused on the threshold, scanning the faces staring back at him. The family was all present and accounted for. Marcus, Muriel, Michaela, Ring. They all wore strange, almost rapt expressions.


      Just as on the first night, Jarrett turned and beamed in welcome. “Come in, my boy. Come in, Griffin. It’s only right that you should be here too.” He clapped a friendly hand on Griff’s shoulder, and Griff could feel excitement and tension humming through the old man like an exposed wire. “Brian, this is the young journalist I was telling you about. Griff, this is my grandson. This is Brian Arlington.”


      Brian was seated on the sofa between Muriel and Michaela. Muriel was actually holding his hand. He raised his head, met Griff’s gaze, and smiled a wide and guileless smile.


      It was not like looking into a mirror, exactly, but all at once Griff understood why everyone but Jarrett had believed Griff was trading on his resemblance to Matthew. Brian too was tall and slender and very blond. He had the striking combination of black brows and the blue, blue eyes that all the Arlingtons possessed. Though he was boyishly handsome, he looked maybe a little older, or at least a little harder, than his twenty-four years warranted. He didn’t look like someone who had had an easy life.


      “This is...amazing,” Griff said. It felt too strange to say Brian’s name. “It’s such an unexpected. Pleasure, I mean. An unexpected pleasure.” He was surprised to find he was genuinely rattled. He offered his hand.


      Brian half rose to shake hands briefly.


      Marcus burst out laughing. “An unexpected. You could say that.” His voice was too loud. All their voices were too loud. But for once nobody seemed to be drinking.


      Brian sank back on the sofa. He scrutinized Griff. “Thanks. No hard feelings?”


      “Why would there be?”


      “There goes your book.” Brian shrugged in commiseration.


      “I didn’t...” Griff turned automatically to Jarrett. They had already got as far as discussing his book? He hadn’t thought about the ramifications of Brian’s return in regard to his work. Hadn’t thought about his position in this at all.


      Jarrett met his gaze, appearing uncharacteristically nonplussed. “Why, I suppose, that is, er, plenty of time to talk it over.” His smile didn’t quite stretch from Brian to Griff. “No need to worry over that just now. This is a celebration.”


      Muriel said, “Yes. We certainly don’t want that book written now!” Her face was flushed, her eyes bright, she looked almost pretty.


      Michaela said, “I don’t see why Brian coming home means there can’t be a book.”


      Ring, standing behind the sofa, touched her shoulder, but she ignored him. “It gives the story a happy ending. Christ knows we could use some of that.” She even smiled at Griff. Like Muriel, this was the first time she had looked relaxed, let alone happy.


      Griff had a flash of Mrs. Truscott sobbing in the kitchen. Those heartbreaking noises. Happiness, yes, and relief. The relief in this house was palpable.


      The Arlingtons all began to talk at once. Everyone but Brian, who continued to smile at Griff in that odd, assessing way.


      Jarrett coughed, cleared his throat. “I’m not sure that’s quite fair to Griff.” He threw Griff another of those uncomfortable, apologetic looks.


      “I agree.” That was Chloe. Griff took a closer look at her face and realized she was about the only person in the room who wasn’t aglow with happiness. “It’s not fair.”


      “I don’t want any book written about me,” Brian said with finality. He smiled at Griff. “Sorry, but that’s the way I feel about it.”


      Griff opened his mouth, but before he could make his case, the dogs, which had been snuffling and sniffing his feet, began to bark hysterically once more, plumy tails and fringed bodies shaking, like agitated throw pillows.


      “I see the party’s already started.” Pierce’s voice sliced cleanly through the racket.


      He must have raced out of his office two minutes after Griff and never once let up on the accelerator. He was smiling, but there was about as much genuine warmth in his smile for Brian as Brian’s smile currently held for Griff.


      “Pierce, my dear boy!” Jarrett’s warmth sounded forced. “I’ve been explaining to Brian...” He didn’t finish exactly what he had been explaining, but Griff wished he had been there to hear it.


      Brian, apparently forewarned, rose all the way to his feet this time and offered his hand. “Pierce Mather. I won’t say you haven’t changed, but I’d recognize you anywhere.”


      “So you’re Brian?” Pierce shook hands. “This is quite a surprise.”


      Chloe drawled, “He gets that a lot.”


      “A pleasant one, I hope,” Brian said.


      Pierce grinned. “That remains to be seen.” Somehow he managed to look supremely civilized and yet unmistakably dangerous. This was the Pierce who was used to getting up in front of judges and juries and making mincemeat of his opponents. He said pleasantly, “Any reason you chose to come straight to the family and not to me?”


      The buzz of conversation cut off as though someone had yanked a cord. Even the dogs shut up.


      “Pierce,” Jarrett said.


      “It’s okay, Ja-Grandfather.” Brian offered another of those big, blank smiles. “Your reputation precedes you, Pierce. I didn’t want to waste time talking to lawyers. No offense. I know who I am and I wanted to see my family.”


      “Any reason it took you twenty years to get around to wanting to see your family?” Pierce was smiling too. Griff had never seen anyone manage to be so courteous and so rude at the same time. It was kind of impressive.


      Muriel gave a gasp. Chloe snorted. No one else seemed to breathe.


      Brian seemed to size Pierce up. He smiled gravely. “Yes, but that’s something I’m not willing to talk about yet. Certainly not with you.”


      “It’s not quite that simple.” Pierce sounded almost kind.


      “Yes, indeed it is,” Jarrett broke in. It was the first time Griff had seen him genuinely angry. “Pierce, I’ve already made my feelings known to you. I know you have our best interests at heart, but I’ve told you we have irrefutable proof that this is Brian.”


      “I can’t wait to see it.” Pierce’s tiger gaze never wavered from Brian. As intimidating as Pierce’s stare was, Brian continued to smile like a man who knew he held all the cards.


      “Pierce Mather!” Muriel jumped up and grabbed a small brown tattered object from the low table to the side of the sofa. “You should be ashamed of yourself.”


      She thrust the object underneath Pierce’s nose. Pierce stared at it. Astonishingly, he seemed to lose color. Griff looked more closely. At first he thought Muriel was holding a brown rag. Then he realized it was a small stuffed bear.


      Tiny Teddy.


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Seventeen


      A small fuzzy body that smelled of misused cotton and baby lotion. One brown-gold glass eye. One black triangle-shaped button in place of the other missing eye. “Like a pirate patch,” his mother’s smiling voice said.


      There was a sound like rushing wind in his ears. Griff couldn’t get his breath. His chest felt too tight, his heart racing so fast it felt ready to explode or burst through his ribs. Cold sweat broke out over his body. He felt sick. Black spots blotted his vision.


      Christ Almighty. Was he going to faint? No. No. No... He reached out blindly for something to hang on to.


      From an echo-y distance he could hear Pierce talking.


      “That’s it? That’s the irrefutable proof? Who’s to say how he came into possession of that toy? Who’s to say that’s even Brian’s?” Pierce had recovered from his shock, but he was off his game. He sounded defensive.


      “You should be ashamed of yourself, Pierce,” Muriel was saying. “You know very well Brian had Tiny Teddy the night he disappeared. How would someone else get hold of Tiny Teddy?”


      “What’s the matter with you?” Chloe’s voice came from nearby. And then, more loudly, “Grandy, there’s something wrong with him.”


      Yeah, there was something wrong. Something very wrong. Something desperately wrong. Griff was holding on with all his might, trying to stay on his feet, and he could hear a loud knocking, a rattling like a basket of bones. A table. His hands were locked onto the edge of one of the side tables, the porcelain figurines jigging in frantic effort to stay upright. Them and him both.


      He opened his eyes to a sea of bewildered, frowning faces. He snapped his eyes shut.


      Breathe. Breathe. He had to breathe...


      Voices rose around him, babbling alarm. What is he doing? What happened? Is he sick? What’s wrong with him?


      “What on earth?” Muriel’s high, shrill voice was in counterpoint to Jarrett’s lower but equally disturbed tones.


      Help came from an unanticipated direction.


      A hard, warm hand locked on his shoulder. Pierce spoke against his ear. “Griff? Griffin? Are you okay?”


      He couldn’t raise his head, but he tried to nod. Made himself focus on Pierce. Pierce’s voice, Pierce’s grip. Funny thing, he was kind of getting to like Pierce’s aftershave...


      “Give him some room,” Pierce ordered. One of his hands was still clamped on Griff’s shoulder, the other cupped Griff’s elbow as he steered him over to the sofa. There was something newly kind in Pierce’s touch, something reassuring in his voice. Griff recognized on an almost unconscious level that Pierce expected to be leaned on, didn’t mind being leaned on. Griff had never leaned on anyone in his life, but in this moment he was leaning on Pierce.


      Pierce shoved aside the low oval table with his elegantly shod foot, helped Griff lower to the brocade cushions. “Put your head down.” His hand tightened again, and Griff obediently bent forward. He knew the drill. He nodded, leaning so far forward his hair almost brushed the carpet.


      “Deep, slow breaths.” Pierce sounded perfectly calm, like this was a normal part of his lawyerly duties. Maybe so. Maybe clients frequently keeled over when they heard they were being sued or learned the contents of loved ones’ wills. Maybe he had a lot of practice at this.


      Everyone was still talking, offering suggestions, advice. He should put his feet up. He should lie down. Should we call 911? Someone get a fan. Get some water. Get some brandy.


      “I knew there was something strange about him.” That was Muriel, and Griff’s mouth curved. Good old Muriel. He closed his eyes. Concentrated on breathing, on calming his heart rate.


      What was the matter with him? But no. He couldn’t afford to explore that thought. Not here. Not now.


      “You’re okay. You’re just short on sleep.” Pierce crouched next to the sofa, one arm around Griff’s shoulders, so close Griff could hear the tick of Pierce’s watch, feel the muscular heat of Pierce’s lean body beneath the tailored clothes. Pierce’s breath tickled Griff’s ear, his tone was low and somehow intimate.


      Maybe the husky voice was deliberate because the recollection of why he was short of sleep, or at least part of why he was short of sleep, did the trick. Griff sat up and wiped his face, ashamed that his hands were still not steady.


      “Sorry.” He intended it for the room in general, but somehow it was to Pierce that he was speaking. “Thanks.”


      Pierce rose, perfectly at ease, and winked at him. The wink was slick and rehearsed, but it didn’t erase Griff’s memory of the hard, comforting grip of Pierce’s arm around him when he’d needed it.


      “My boy, are you sure you’re all right?” Jarrett looked worried.


      The sick panicky feeling had receded before the embarrassment of nearly keeling over in the Arlingtons’ drawing room. “I’m fine. It’s just...low blood sugar.”


      “Someone get him a sandwich.” Jarrett looked around as though expecting peanut butter and jelly to materialize.


      “No. Really. I’m okay.”


      “You’re upset about the book, and I don’t blame you,” Chloe said. She threw Brian a contemptuous look. He shrugged.


      “Chloe,” Ring said.


      “You’re not my father, so butt out.”


      “Chloe,” Michaela said in much sharper tones.


      “And you’re barely my mother,” Chloe snarled. “Gemma was more of a mother to me than you ever were.”


      As diversions went, it was a pretty good one. Michaela looked startled, then wounded, then furious. “What’s the matter with you? You have no right to talk to me that way.”


      Chloe raised her chin pugnaciously. “I have every right.”


      “You brought this on yourself by staying away so long,” Muriel told her sister.


      Michaela turned on her. “You’re going to give me advice on parenting? The last of the old maids?”


      “That’s lovely coming from a former crack whore.”


      So much for the happy family reunion. The Arlingtons seemed to be reverting to type fast. “Will you all kindly shut up?” roared Jarrett as voices rose once again.


      The room was instantly silent. Brian cleared his throat.


      Jarrett, moderating his tone with obvious effort, said, “Griff, if you’re recovered now, would you excuse us? We have some family matters we need to discuss.”


      “Yeah. Of course.” Griff rose. He couldn’t get out of there fast enough. Except that getting kicked out now had to be the worst timing in the world.


      “You’re sure you’re all right?” Jarrett’s smile was strained.


      “Sure. I’m fine.”


      “I’ll go with you,” Chloe said.


      “No, you sure as hell will not,” Michaela said.


      But Chloe ignored her, heading for the double doors.


      Pierce said, “Shall I take off as well? You don’t seem to want my advice.”


      “Don’t be impertinent, young man.” Jarrett fixed Pierce with a bleak eye. To Griff he said, “Don’t worry about the book. We’ll work out something equitable.”


      “Thanks.” Something equitable? Was Jarrett going to try and buy him off? Griff managed a smile. It felt like he was taking his final farewell of the old man. Because if Jarrett thought Griff could be bought off...


      Michaela was still calling after Chloe, who had vanished down the hall. Griff passed Brian on his way to the door. Brian’s mouth curved in a wide, white smile.


      * * *


      There was no sign of Mrs. Truscott or Molly Keane in the kitchen, but Chloe was waiting for him. She stood next to the large table, which was covered with wire racks of cooling cookies. She was licking a cookie which she promptly threw in the cold fireplace hearth.


      “I despise that whole eating for comfort thing,” she said.


      “You’d have to take a bite to qualify for comfort eating.”


      “That’s not going to happen. Haven’t you been listening to Auntie Muriel? Sugar is poison.”


      He was off his stride. The question he should have asked was, Why do you need comfort? But maybe he already knew the answer to that.


      She followed him out and across the mud porch and then through the back door. The rain had stopped, but the air was heavy with moisture, smelling of wet earth. Fat drops fell from the leaves overhead. “So what are you going to do?”


      He shrugged. “What are you going to do?”


      “I’ll tell you what I’m not going to do. I’m not going to sit at that table tonight and pretend while they kill the fatted calf or whatever you call it.”


      Griff stared at her. “Pretend what?”


      Chloe’s lipstick was so pale her lips looked almost invisible as they twisted. “Pretend that I believe that guy is Brian.”


      Griff stopped walking. “You don’t believe he’s Brian?”


      “He was checking me out. He was sitting on that sofa, checking me out!”


      Chloe sounded indignant, but even if she was correct, that wasn’t exactly conclusive proof. First cousins or not, she and Brian hadn’t grown up together, and there was no biological reason they had to respond to each other like family, right? Just because Brian had bad instincts and worse manners didn’t mean he wasn’t family.


      Griff started walking again. “That doesn’t mean anything.”


      “It means something to me.”


      “You don’t want to believe he’s Brian. That’s not the same as knowing he isn’t Brian.”


      “No, I don’t want to believe he’s Brian.”


      “Why?”


      “Because I don’t like him.” She held Griff’s gaze defiantly. “Because they’re all too desperate to believe. Anyone could have walked in—you could have walked in—and claimed to be Brian and they’d have bought it. They want to believe. They’re ready to believe. That’s all this is.”


      “He looks like an Arlington.”


      “They always do.”


      “He has Tiny Teddy.”


      She wheeled away and started down the path that led to the front of the house. She said over her shoulder. “I’m going to go get drunk. You want to come?”


      “No,” Griff said.


      Chloe didn’t answer and Griff continued his way down to the cottage. But once he found himself in the blue-and-silver living room, his energy drained away. He sat on the flimsy sofa and frowningly regarded the tasseled lampshades, the ornate fire screen, the gold-framed painting of the Gibson girls eternally frozen in their game.


      Brian was home. The prodigal had returned. Putting aside his own self-interest, that was fantastic news. The best possible news. Griff was delighted. He had to be delighted. To not be delighted would be strange and wrong.


      Even taking his own self-interest into consideration, Brian’s return made for a better book. Right? Who didn’t love a happy ending?


      And if Brian didn’t want him to write the book, so what? That didn’t mean Griff wouldn’t continue researching the story, writing Brian’s story.


      Why did Brian not want him to write the book?


      Did it matter what Brian wanted?


      Griff rested his head in his hands. Yes. It did. This was Brian’s story. And yet somehow Griff had turned it into his own story. That was the problem. He had gotten too involved, too invested. He was starting to confuse...well, he was starting to forget...starting to confuse his work with his life. He was actually starting to feel possessive. Or possessed. Something frighteningly irrational, that was for sure.


      If Brian really didn’t want this book, Griff didn’t see how he could go against him. The whole point of writing it had been...


      Had been what?


      Griff’s heart sped up the way it had in the library when Muriel, like a magician’s bad-tempered assistant, had suddenly produced Tiny Teddy. He felt cold and sick again. Why? Why? The idea of writing this book had crept up on him so slowly, so steadily he was no longer exactly sure when it had first come to him. In fact, he wasn’t even totally sure when he’d first learned about Brian Arlington’s kidnapping. Or why it had fascinated him so much. Why it had seemed so important that he write the story.


      The back of his eyes prickled. He sniffed, the sound loud in the empty cottage. What was going on with him? Was he going to cry over this?


      Over what?


      If it was that important, nobody could stop him writing the book. The decision was still his.


      The thought calmed him. He held on to it.


      But if he was going to forge ahead, he had to work fast because unless he was much mistaken, he would very soon be denied access to the journal and all other resources. In fact, he might be on his way back to Wisconsin tonight.


      Griff impatiently wiped his eyes and went upstairs to get Gemma’s journal.


      He held the journal for a few moments, opened it and studied the pages of Gemma’s graceful, loopy writing. On impulse he pressed his face to the fanning, faded pages. He could imagine there was still a ghostly trace of fragrance. Almost believe he was breathing in traces of honeysuckle and sunlight. Her perfume. Behind his eyelids he saw the dazzle on the water, could smell suntan lotion and salty sea air, hear the cries of the gulls, the flap of the luffing sales, their voices—the smile in their voices. Always a smile...for each other, yes, and for him. For Brian. Water filled his eyes again, and Griff lowered the book quickly, afraid to stain the fragile pages with his apparently imminent nervous breakdown.


      He shook his head, laughing unsteadily at himself. Too much imagination was right. He carried the journal downstairs.


      This time as he read he specifically focused on Gemma’s perspective on Matthew. It was funny how no one talked about Matthew in relation to the tragedy. He seemed almost forgotten. It was always Gemma and Brian that everyone spoke of in hushed tones. But Matthew had suffered the same loss as Gemma.


      Was it possible there had been some trouble there? If so, Gemma had been unaware of it. She was happy. On paper at least, she seemed about as contented a person as he had ever run across.


      And Matthew, at least through the eyes of his wife, seemed equally happy. Books and boats and their baby. That seemed to be the extent of Matthew’s interests in life. He worked in the corporate offices of Arlington Amalgamated as Jarrett’s second-in-command, but it was a job and not his passion. Yet he too seemed content with his life. How many people were content with their lives? How many people were happy—happy in the moment and not in retrospect?


      At that time Jarrett had still been running the show. Who had taken over after Jarrett? Why, with Matthew gone, had Marcus not been in the running?


      Griff wished he could look through the family photo albums one last time. Now that he knew the cast of players and understood what roles everyone had played, he would better understand what he was looking at. What he was looking for. It was unlikely he’d get another opportunity. In fact, he might even now be barred from the house.


      Another of those unsettling surges of emotion washed over him. He was surprised at how much it bothered him, how much he had come to take his welcome—at least from Jarrett—for granted. It had only been a few days, after all, but he had somehow grown fond of the old profiteer.


      He had started enjoying himself. That was all, and it was natural that he’d been looking forward to these final days of his stay at Winden House. Heck, the food alone was reason to want to linger.


      The truth was, getting out of here as soon as possible was going to be the best thing for him.


      But there was no denying he wasn’t ready, did not want to go. Even if Brian was safely returned to the family fold, there were still so many unanswered questions.


      If Brian was safely returned? Griff lowered the journal and considered this idea uneasily. Had Chloe planted that idea or was he biased because it turned out he didn’t like the adult Brian? He had been viewing himself as an advocate for the victim Brian, but it turned out that Brian didn’t need or want his advocacy.


      Did he not like Brian because Brian’s antagonism had been—felt at least—instantaneous? And why was that? Maybe that was normal for Brian, but Griff generally got along with people okay. According to his chief at the Banner Chronicle, Griff’s “likeability quotient” was one reason he was good at his job. Maybe he wasn’t smooth, but he was genuine. And it showed. Mostly.


      A rap on the glass of the cottage door startled him out of his reflections. He guiltily shoved the journal beneath the sofa cushions and went to answer the door.


      He recognized the tall, lean, dark outline through the oval of stained glass before he opened the door.


      Pierce, his hair spangled with rain, gazed steadily back at him for a second or two. Griff remembered that earlier that afternoon he had been so angry with Pierce he had never wanted to see or speak to him again. That had been painful because he’d started the day feeling closer to Pierce than he’d felt to anyone for a long time. And then there had been those confusing moments in the drawing room when Pierce’s hand on his shoulder had felt like the only thing anchoring him to sanity.


      When he didn’t say anything, Pierce asked, “May I come in?”


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Eighteen


      Griff moved aside. He double-checked the time with the clock on the mantel. It was later than he’d realized. “You didn’t stay for dinner?”


      “I wasn’t invited.” Pierce’s smile was wry. “Anyway, I wanted to make sure you were okay.”


      Griff’s face warmed. “I’m fine. It was just low blood sugar.”


      “It was a panic attack,” Pierce said. “And obviously not your first, since you’re taking it in stride.”


      “Familiar with panic attacks, are you?”


      “I’ve seen a few in my day. The legal system will do that to some people.”


      Griff shrugged. “Actually, it was an anxiety attack. I used to get them as a kid. I haven’t had one in years.” Not since he came to Winden House. Yet another sign that getting out of here as soon as possible was a great idea.


      “Night terrors and anxiety attacks,” Pierce observed. “You must have had an interesting childhood. And no doctors.”


      “Do you have a point?”


      “I’m sure there is a point, even if I haven’t figured it out yet.” Pierce surveyed the room, taking in Griff’s closed laptop on the dining room table. “Are you abandoning the book?”


      “Well, thanks for dropping by,” Griff said, opening the door again. “Let’s do this again soon.” That was bravado, trying to prove something to himself, because the sad fact was he didn’t want Pierce to leave. Even after discovering what an asshole Pierce was, he didn’t want him to go.


      Pierce pushed the door shut with unusual force. “All right. I know you’re still angry with me. I’m not always a nice guy. But we’re on the same side now.”


      Griff sputtered a laugh. “How do you figure that?”


      Pierce’s eyes were dark with emotion. “Do you think that’s Brian Arlington sitting up there at the dinner table right now?”


      Griff hesitated. “I don’t know.”


      “I do. No way in hell is that Brian.”


      “Yeah, but you always think that, Pierce.”


      Pierce snorted. “And I’m always right. And I’m right this time too.”


      “Based on what?” Griff wasn’t sure if his impatience was for Pierce or himself for privately agreeing with Pierce. “He looks like an Arlington. He’s got those eyebrows and those blue eyes. He’s got Tiny Teddy.”


      “You look like an Arlington. Dark eyebrows with blond hair are not that rare.”


      “Is he willing to take a DNA paternity test?”


      Pierce’s face changed. “He said he’ll think about it. Jarrett says no.”


      “What? Why?”


      Pierce shook his head. It was the first time Griff had ever seen him look so...dispirited. “Because Jarrett wants to believe,” Pierce said wearily. “He’s convinced his time is running out, and he wants to live long enough to see Brian come home. Even if he has to accept an imposter.”


      “Jarrett never said that.”


      “No, but that’s what it amounts to. He’s been disappointed so many times, he’s not willing to risk it again. He swears this is Brian. That he can feel it’s Brian.”


      That shook Griff. “Maybe it is Brian.”


      Pierce shook his head. “It’s not. I would know if he was Brian.”


      Griff considered this. Considered Diana’s poignant revelations over their lunch together. If anything, he’d expect Pierce to leap at the chance of accepting Brian was safely returned. Wouldn’t that be a huge burden of guilt lifted from his shoulders?


      He asked slowly, “How would you know? How would your feelings, your instinct be any more reliable than Brian’s family?”


      The line of Pierce’s jaw was stubborn. You could break a fleet of warships against that jawline. “I think I would feel something for him. I think I would feel some sense of recognition.”


      Griff shook his head. “Come on, Pierce. More than his own flesh and blood? That’s illogical. Besides, Brian was four years old. What is it you think you would remember or recognize? And how do you explain Tiny Teddy?”


      “I don’t know.”


      “If he’s willing to take a DNA test—”


      “Being willing to think about it is not the same thing as taking the test.”


      True. Brian could indefinitely stall that test, especially if the only one pushing for it was Pierce, and that seemed to be the case from what he’d observed in the drawing room. Okay, Chloe would probably think a paternity test was a great idea. She wasn’t too thrilled with recent developments. But Chloe was so hostile to Michaela that her resistance to Brian might stem solely from Michaela’s acceptance.


      Griff said, “The others believe it’s Brian too.”


      “I know.” Pierce gnawed on his lip. “That’s what really puzzles me. Jarrett, I understand. Finding Brian has been a lifelong crusade. But the others...they’ve always believed Brian was dead. Hell, Gemma believed Brian was dead. They’ve always rejected the other imposters out of hand.”


      “She said she knew she’d never see him again. That’s not necessarily the same thing.”


      Pierce looked at him in puzzlement. Griff said, “I’ve read Gemma’s journal. In fact, I’ve practically memorized the months following Brian’s kidnapping. She never actually used the word dead.”


      If anything Pierce looked more perplexed, and Griff said awkwardly, “Not that that really means anything. In fact, now I’m not sure what my point was.”


      Pierce turned to the arched window and stared out at the bluing twilight. “Do you think that’s Brian up at the house?” He turned from the window and stared at Griff.


      “It doesn’t matter what I believe.”


      “Do you?”


      Griff sighed. “No.”


      Pierce smiled. It was not one of his more pleasant smiles. “Good. I want you to help me prove he’s a fake.”


      He was serious. “One of us is crazy,” Griff said. “He bears a striking resemblance to you.”


      “You’re an investigative journalist, right? This is what you do?”


      The image of Pierce shouting at him in his office that afternoon returned to Griff. He said shortly, “Is it?”


      “Isn’t it?”


      “In case you didn’t notice, I’m about to be chucked out of here on my ear.”


      “I noticed,” Pierce said. “Brian can’t get you out of here fast enough, which is something else I find suspicious.”


      “Not so long ago you couldn’t get me out of here fast enough. Why the sudden change?”


      Pierce shrugged. “I have changed. Isn’t that good enough?”


      “Not really. No.”


      “All right. I’ll be honest. You didn’t add up. You still don’t add up. But I accept that your intentions are sincere. And I’ve got bigger problems than you right now.”


      “Jeez. Thanks!”


      Pierce’s expression altered, seemed almost to soften. “You had a panic attack over a teddy bear,” he said. “If you think that doesn’t set off a few alarm bells, think again. But you—”


      “It wasn’t over Tiny Teddy,” Griff interrupted. “It was an anxiety attack over them pulling the plug on my project. That’s all. I’ve worked hard on this.”


      “Exactly,” Pierce said smoothly. “Why should all the time and hard work you’ve put in be wasted? You’ve devoted how much time to this story already? You probably know more about Brian and his case than anyone. There is no one better positioned to check out this Leland Alvin’s background.”


      Griff regarded Pierce grimly. “Why?” he asked finally. “Why do you care so much? If it makes Jarrett happy, if it makes them all happy to believe this guy is Brian, then what does it matter? You can’t really believe some outdated bullshit about aristocratic bloodlines and rules of inheritance?”


      “Bullshit?” Pierce raised his brows. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard you swear before. You really are the budding young Marxist, aren’t you?”


      “Answer me.”


      Pierce looked away. Griff thought he wasn’t going to reply, but then he said, quietly, “There are things I would undo if I could. But I can’t. One thing, the only thing, I can do for Brian is to make sure no one...takes his place.”


      It touched Griff more than he expected. He said, “Pierce, wherever Brian is, it doesn’t matter to him. He doesn’t care.”


      “It matters to me.” Pierce’s voice was gruff. He drew a deep breath. “So. Are you in or out?”


      Good question. Which was it? If he sided with Pierce in this matter, he would lose any chance of Jarrett supporting him over Stranger on the Shore. But that ship had probably sailed anyway, given Brian’s—Leland’s—opposition to the book.


      Regardless of the outcome, this investigation would make a great story. This could provide the focal point he had been looking for but failed to find when he’d interviewed Johnson. But that wasn’t really the main thing anymore.


      The main thing was, while in theory it shouldn’t matter if the Arlingtons were happy believing Leland was Brian, in practice it bothered Griff very much that—if Leland was a fake—he was taking advantage of Jarrett’s longing for his lost grandchild. He was fond of Jarrett and he didn’t want him used by someone that criminal, that callous, that cold-blooded.


      Pierce was still watching him with that narrow-eyed intensity.


      Griff said, “Where do we start?”


      * * *


      “How do you think he got hold of Tiny Teddy?” Griff asked.


      He and Pierce had settled in the kitchen of the guest cottage. Griff had found fixings for chicken and mushroom hash in the well-stocked fridge, throwing together a quick meal while they talked over their plan of attack. Now they were eating and making notes.


      Pierce took a bite, chewed, swallowed, said, “First of all, there’s nothing to say that bear was Tiny Teddy.”


      “I’m sure it was.” Pierce gave him an odd look. These days he was getting that look a lot from Pierce. Griff qualified, “Going by the photos I’ve seen.”


      “Someone else could have gone by the same photos and made a toy bear to resemble Tiny Teddy. It wouldn’t be that difficult.”


      “I don’t ever recall seeing a public photo of Brian’s teddy bear, so you’re talking about someone on the inside helping Leland.”


      Pierce’s expression was serious, unsmiling. “Yes. I think so. Don’t you?”


      It was a relief to hear Pierce say it aloud. Until then Griff had wondered if he wasn’t letting his imagination once again overrule his common sense.


      “I want to show you something.” Griff left the table and went upstairs. He dug in the back of the closet and pulled out the broken board he had hidden there. He carried the board downstairs.


      “I found this in the lower pond the night after the center of the bridge gave way.”


      Pierce examined the sawn edge of the board while Griff filled him in on his theory the bridge had been sabotaged. He told him about the strange phone call he’d received that same night.


      “You didn’t think you should maybe mention this to someone?” Pierce’s black brows formed that straight and forbidding line.


      “Like who?”


      “Like me.”


      “You?” Griff laughed. “No. I didn’t.”


      “The hell.” Pierce looked offended.


      “There’s no way to call through to this cottage except from the main house, which means someone from the main house was trying to scare me off. No way were you going to side with me against anyone from the main house, especially since you wanted me gone too.”


      “Wait a minute.” Pierce put down the board. “You think I would be a knowing party to threats and harassment? Never mind an act of vandalism that could have resulted in serious injury or death?”


      “Now you’re exaggerating.”


      “The hell I am. You could have broken your neck or your back falling through that bridge. I’m not saying that was the intent, but it sure wasn’t anyone’s concern either.” He seemed genuinely disturbed.


      “Okay, well, I didn’t know you then,” Griff said. “I didn’t think you were down here actually sawing through planks, but it did go through my mind that maybe you conveniently showed up in time to make sure I didn’t drown.”


      Pierce’s jaw dropped. “You think I’m capable of that, but you’re high and mightily pissed off because I dared to do some checking up on you?”


      “I’m still pissed off, so I wouldn’t bring that up if I were you.”


      Pierce shook his head, still disbelieving. After a moment he picked up his fork and impaled another bite of mushroom and potato. “Letting that go for the moment, here’s as much of the story as Alvin has deigned to share so far. He believes, but isn’t completely sure because his memory has gaps and it was a long time ago, that he climbed out of bed and wandered away the night of the party.”


      “Does he remember—” Griff stopped.


      “Does he remember what?”


      He shook his head. He had nearly asked if Alvin remembered Pierce forcing him to go back to his room, but he wasn’t sure if he had been told that in confidence. Either way it was liable to be a sensitive topic.


      Pierce went on. “He says he was struck by a car, and had no idea who he really was until a couple of years ago.”


      “Amnesia? Come on. He couldn’t come up with anything better than that?”


      Pierce lifted one shoulder disparagingly. “Amnesia. Repressed memory.”


      “False memory?”


      “Vivid imagination?”


      Griff made a disbelieving sound. “There’s no way it could have happened like that. Not given the manhunt that was underway. No Jonnie Doe in the tristate area could have been hospitalized around that time without it sending up flags.”


      “Agreed. But his story is vague enough that it’s hard to disprove. He thinks the hospital he was taken to was Sister of Mercy, which has been closed for eighteen years after being gutted by fire. He grew up in foster care, but he’s not ready to talk about it. He’s hinted at horrific abuse.”


      “What if it’s true?” Griff said uneasily.


      “It’s not true. I don’t buy it for one minute. It’s a carefully calculated cover story. The facts either can’t be corroborated or he’s devised compelling reasons why no one would dare to push for corroboration.” Pierce pushed his empty plate aside. “That was tasty, by the way. You’re a good cook.”


      “I wouldn’t go that far. I know my way around a frying pan.”


      “Have you been on your own a long time?”


      Griff said coolly, “Stick to unmasking one imposter at a time, Pierce.”


      He was surprised at the disconcerted look Pierce threw him. In fact, just for an instant, Pierce looked hurt. Or maybe that was what Griff wanted to see. Griff said, “Where’s he been living up till now?”


      Pierce smiled. “I did manage to get the address out of Jarrett. Alvin claims he’s an artist of some kind working in upstate New York.”


      “If he got his memory back a couple of years ago, why didn’t he come forward?”


      “I asked the same thing. You should appreciate this. He wasn’t sure he was comfortable with the whole filthy rich lifestyle. He’s an artist, you understand.”


      That gave Griff pause. “Like Gemma.”


      “You’re being too generous. But he claims to be a free spirit. He needs his space. He needs the right vibrations. He wasn’t sure there was any point introducing himself to his long lost family because if they aren’t the right kind of people, he doesn’t plan on hanging around.”


      Griff mulled this over. “Meaning if they’re the kind of people who dare to question his story, he won’t stay? If that isn’t emotional blackmail, I don’t know what is.”


      Pierce’s gaze was approving. “That’s my take too. He’s not subtle. In fact, he laid it on with a trowel. For instance, seeing that his family gave up so easily on finding him, he just wasn’t sure he really belonged here anyway.”


      “Did he actually say that?”


      “He did. He used to cry himself to sleep every night in his little bed at the orphanage wondering why his real parents didn’t come for him.”


      Griff swallowed. Pierce’s tone was scathing, but Griff had a sudden awful memory of doing the same thing. Well, not exactly the same thing. But he remembered being haunted by the feeling he didn’t belong, that his real mother and father were out there somewhere. He vividly recalled his mother slapping him—one of the few times she’d struck him—for saying she wasn’t his real mother.


      Apparently it was a perfectly ordinary thing for kids to say when they were unhappy or angry, but his mother had been devastated. She had quirks like that. She was so independent, so self-reliant, but then some totally offbeat thing could knock her flat, literally send her rocking herself in a corner.


      “You listening?” Pierce asked.


      “Yes.”


      “He’s got Jarrett’s psychological composite down cold. The funny thing is even five years ago Jarrett would have insisted on confirmation, corroboration. Hell, even three years ago he’d have demanded proof.”


      “Maybe he senses Brian is telling the truth.”


      “He’s not telling the truth. On top of all that, he was shrewd enough to contact Jarrett directly rather than go through me.”


      “You can’t blame him for that. If I’d been able to figure out a way to reach Jarrett without going through you, I’d have done the same thing.”


      This seemed to sting Pierce. He laid his pen down. “If you’ll notice, I did pass your information on to Jarrett. If I was the complete bastard you seem to think I am, I wouldn’t have done that.”


      “True. I guess. You didn’t think there was a chance in a million Jarrett would consider talking to me.”


      Pierce’s grin was reluctant. “True.”


      “So that’s only partial credit.” Griff pushed his plate away and finished typing in his notes. “Okay. I’m going to get out of here early tomorrow before anyone can officially ask me to leave. I’ll drive up to...” He checked his notes “Ilion. Wherever that is.”


      “It’s a village in Herkimer County. In the Mohawk Valley. I’ve driven through it a couple of times. It’s fairly rural and not affluent.”


      “Does ‘not affluent’ mean poor?”


      “In this case, yes.”


      “Okay, I’ll use tomorrow to see what I can find out about Alvin.”


      “If we have a better idea of who we’re dealing with, we can figure out our next move.”


      Our? But Pierce was right. At least for now they were allies.


      Allies and...? Not friends. Friends did not hire private eyes to investigate each other, but there was no question he still found Pierce sexy. Sexy and interesting. Very. Also alien. But maybe that was part of what made Pierce so interesting. There was nobody like Pierce in Janesville.


      “All right then.” Pierce slid a business card across the table. “This is all my contact info. If you can’t get through on my cell, try one of these other numbers.”


      Griff glanced at the card. Phone numbers, email, even snail mail. Lots of ways to get hold of Pierce if he needed to. Practically an invitation, in fact.


      He looked up. Pierce was watching him. Griff remembered what Diana had said about having to make the next move. Because Pierce had trust issues. And according to Levi, Griff had intimacy issues. But that was all moot anyway because in a few days he’d be back home and in all likelihood he’d never see or hear from Pierce again.


      Pierce smiled. It was that assured, consciously charming smile of his. He still held Griff’s gaze, still looked at him as though waiting for Griff to say something. Pierce was being about as subtle as an elbow in the ribs, although he seemed touchingly oblivious of the fact. Maybe he didn’t technically make the second moves, but it looked to Griff like Pierce didn’t hesitate to orchestrate a repeat performance if he was interested.


      And, to be honest, Griff was tempted to take that prompt. But Pierce had been kind of a jerk in bed and he had been kind of a jerk out of bed, so further exposure to Pierce was probably a bad idea. Things were complicated enough. Plus Pierce probably viewed their previous night together as slumming.


      “Thanks,” Griff said. “I will.”


      Pierce looked disappointed. At least Griff thought so, but the next instant Pierce was on his feet, slipping on his beautifully tailored suit jacket. He picked up his trench coat—also beautifully tailored—and headed for the door of the cottage.


      “Watch your back tomorrow,” he said. “Let’s make sure to stay in communication.”


      On the front stoop he hesitated again. It was starting to rain once more. He smiled at Griff, still charming but with a lot less certainty this time.


      Screw it. It wasn’t like he didn’t want Pierce. Griff almost reached out. But maybe he was misreading this entirely, and it would be embarrassing—not to mention painful—to be wrong.


      “Good night then,” said Pierce.


      Too late. Too late now. Griff said, “Good night.”


      Pierce turned and walked briskly across the bridge. Rain pattered on the grass and flowers. The solid thump of his footsteps melted away into the shadows.


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Nineteen


      Griff slowly closed the door.


      As he returned to the kitchen table and his laptop he was digesting Pierce’s advice to “watch his back.” Fraud and Criminal Impersonation were nonviolent crimes, but there was a lot of money at stake. A fortune. By timing his return when he had, “Brian” was set to inherit at the very least a quarter of the entire Arlington estate. Pierce had a point. They needed to proceed with caution.


      There was a hard knock on the cottage entrance.


      Griff’s heart jumped. He sprang to answer the door.


      To his disappointment Michaela, wearing jeans and a rain-darkened hoodie, stood on the stoop. “Can I come in?”


      “Uh, sure.” Griff stepped back, gesturing for her to enter, and Michaela stepped through the door.


      “I take it my daughter is not here?”


      “Huh? No.”


      “I didn’t think so. I just passed Pierce on his way up to the house.”


      That must have given Pierce an awkward moment. Griff said, “He dropped by for dinner.”


      Michaela’s dark brows shot up. “Really? I have to say, I didn’t see that coming.” She moved past him, surveying the cottage living room. “This is so strange. I haven’t been here in years.” She gave a brittle laugh. “Chloe was conceived on that sofa.”


      Griff glanced automatically and uneasily at the sofa. He remembered Gemma’s journal was still concealed beneath the faded silk cushions. Along with another guilty secret or two.


      Michaela circled the room, lifting up various objects. Was she making sure he hadn’t stuck any cloisonné vases in his suitcase before she delivered the bad news that he was being kicked out?


      She murmured, “So you’re...? You and Pierce are...?”


      Where did people get the idea they had the right to ask that question? How was it ever anyone else’s business? Or at least anyone who wasn’t hoping to sleep with you themselves.


      “It was just dinner. It was kind of a weird day for both of us.”


      At that she turned, fists jammed in her leather jacket. She studied Griff. “But an exciting day, right?”


      “Yes. Definitely.”


      “It did seem to knock you off your feet for a minute.” Michaela’s gaze was curious.


      “Low blood sugar,” Griff said. “But yeah, certainly not something I saw coming.”


      “None of us did. He just showed up this morning. Right before lunch. No warning. Nothing. Just boom. I’m here. I was afraid Daddy was going to have a stroke.”


      “Johnson always swore he didn’t take Brian.”


      “Odell.” She seemed to be looking inward. “Yes. He always swore he was innocent. I didn’t believe him. No one did.” Her expression tightened. “Pierce should be concentrating on getting Odell out of prison, not trying to prove Brian is a fake.”


      “You believe him then? Brian?”


      She looked startled. “Of course I believe him. Who would make up a lame story like that? Of course it’s true. Of course he’s Brian. You only have to look at him to see it. He looks exactly like Marcus did at his age. Like Matthew. Like all the Arlingtons. He could have sat for any of the portraits in the main hall.”


      “And then there’s Tiny Teddy.”


      “Yes,” she said eagerly. “Where the hell would he have gotten that bear? It’s the same bear. I knew it the minute I picked it up. I’m the one who found the black button for Gemma. And it isn’t just Tiny Teddy. He remembers all kinds of things. Things only Brian could know.”


      What kind of things could only a four-year-old know? “You mean like who everyone was? Where the nursery is located? That kind of thing?”


      “No. I know what you’re thinking. If he did his homework, he’d know what we all look like. He’d know the floor plan of the house. But he was talking about things no one outside of this family would remember. He recognized Mrs. Truscott. He remembered the name of his dog, for God’s sake.”


      “Brian had a dog?”


      “Yes. Well, Matthew had a dog. Brian naturally thought it was his dog.”


      “Corky,” Griff said slowly.


      “Yes. Corky. Brian remembered Corky. He remembered the bird clock in the library. He remembered Muriel’s Toshikane bracelet with the little ceramic faces of Japanese gods. Those aren’t things anyone else would know about. Most of them are things even an adult wouldn’t remember. I didn’t remember that bracelet of Muriel’s until Brian mentioned it.”


      “So you don’t have any doubts? None of you have any doubts?”


      “No. No.” The earnest tone was not what he expected from her, but she seemed sincere. “This is the first good news this family has had in twenty years. Don’t get sucked into Pierce’s cynicism. You have a happy ending for your book. Be glad. You’ll sell a million copies.”


      “Am I still writing the book? Brian sounded pretty adamant.”


      Michaela gave him a level look. “Oh, you’re writing the book. I don’t have any doubt about that. I don’t think Brian will be a contributor, but I don’t think that’s going to stop you.”


      Griff acknowledged that with a faint smile. “Maybe not.”


      “That’s what I thought. Look, I have to tell you something.” She took another restless turn around the room. “I’m not particularly proud of this.” Her lip curled. “But then I’ve done a lot of things I’m not particularly proud of.”


      “What?”


      It took her a few seconds to work herself up to it. “When Brian disappeared, I was a different person. I was, let’s say, unreliable. Irresponsible. Hell, I was a goddamned mess. Half the time I was stoned. The rest of the time I was thinking about how I could get stoned.”


      He nodded.


      “I hurt people.”


      “I know you had a relationship with Odell Johnson.”


      Michaela looked startled. “You have been doing some digging. I did. That’s true. It was...stupid. For a lot of reasons. But I didn’t have any inhibitions. No boundaries back then. So I couldn’t be sure. I could never be sure.”


      “Sure of what?” Then he realized what. “You thought you might have had something to do with Brian’s disappearance?”


      Astonishingly, tears glittered in her eyes. Astonishing because she did not look like someone who cried. Ever. Certainly not easily. Michaela wiped her arm across her face. “I don’t know. Yes. I wasn’t sure. I could never be sure. I didn’t want to believe it, but Odell wouldn’t have killed Brian. He was a lot of things, but not that. He wasn’t a good man, but he wasn’t a bad man.”


      “But you thought you were that bad?”


      “Like I said, half the time I didn’t know what I was doing. The other half, I didn’t care. I’ve been living with the fear that I might have...I don’t know...for two decades. So when you came snooping, I panicked. Until you, Daddy always refused to cooperate with anyone poking into our past, but he believed you were somehow going to get to the bottom of Brian’s disappearance. And...I lost it.”


      “Meaning what exactly?”


      She took a deep breath and then expelled it. “I told Ring what I was afraid of. All of it. Everything. And he promised to take care of it.”


      “Take care of it? Or take care of me?”


      At that Michaela looked exasperated. “Oh please. Whatever bullshit Chloe told you is just that. Bullshit. Ring was only trying to scare you off. Period. He weakened the bridge. He thought you’d put your foot through a board. He didn’t intend for the center section to give way.”


      Griff gaped at her. “He deliberately sabotaged the bridge?” It was one thing to theorize and another to be confronted with the fact.


      “Yes.” Her expression grew sheepish. “And there’s more. He’s the one who’s been phoning you during the night. Except you didn’t answer last night.”


      “I wasn’t here.” He was still trying to comprehend what she was telling him. Could they have honestly believed he would be scared away by such heavy-handed tactics? On what TV channel did they live?


      “That’s it. That’s all.” Michaela seemed relaxed now. Relieved. Her conscience unburdened of all sins. “I wanted to tell you so you didn’t have to worry whether someone was stalking you. It was me. I was afraid you’d find out that I had done something to Brian.” She smiled, looking years younger. “But Brian’s home now and everything is good again.”


      * * *


      After Michaela left, it took Griff a while to settle down enough to be able to work. He felt keyed up, restless, and as ever, anxious.


      He tried calling May Chung’s, but reached the answering machine again, and hung up without leaving a message. The person you should be talking to is Nels Newland. What had she meant?


      The Nassau police had discovered that Newland played the ponies—and that he was not particularly lucky. Bad debts? A gambling addiction? Even if both were true, that was still a long way from masterminding a kidnapping. Nels Newland did not seem to Griff like a man who would turn to crime to fund his gambling habit. Not that you could go by personality types. Especially not twenty years later. Age had a way of blurring, softening the jagged edges of character.


      Which didn’t change the fact that it was one thing to investigate someone on paper and another to meet the person, talk to the person. Sometimes the chain of evidence, whether direct or indirect, led in the wrong direction. And sometimes it didn’t matter what portrait the evidence painted. Griff had never met anyone who didn’t believe they were a good judge of character. And he’d observed all too many trials where the verdict had ultimately been decided by the jury’s feelings about such things as whether the defendant smiled too much or not enough. He had seen juries be wrong time and time again in such assessments.


      You could instruct, you could even train people to ignore their biases, but that didn’t erase the existence of those biases. Everyone had their prejudices, their “natural inclinations.” They persisted like the faded stain of mineral deposits, even after education and experience raised the waterline.


      Even if Odell Johnson had not sent that ransom note, he’d have been the first and foremost suspect in any investigation. That wasn’t just bias, it was also common sense. Had Johnson been exonerated, the police would have turned their attention to the rest of the staff, to Newland.


      But Johnson, with his attempt at extortion, had guaranteed that the police had looked no further. Through the years, Jarrett Arlington had hired private detectives—there was even a rumor he had hired a medium—but no one had come up with a better suspect than Johnson. And despite many diligent searches, Brian’s body had never been found.


      Griff rubbed his forehead. It felt like he was going in circles.


      If Pierce was correct, and a member of the family was behind Brian’s reappearance, didn’t it follow that person was behind the real Brian’s disappearance? If that was the case, then that really only left two viable suspects. Marcus and Muriel.


      Griff believed Michaela’s relief and happiness were genuine. She had lived with the fear that she was responsible for Brian’s disappearance, and now that guilt, that fear, had been lifted. For that relief and happiness to be genuine, Michaela could not have anything to do with Leland Alvin showing up. She needed to believe he was the real thing.


      But what about her psycho husband? What about Ring Shelton, the ex-con, ex-biker restaurateur? If he’d been willing to make creepy anonymous phone calls and sabotage a bridge in the hope of scaring Griff off Michaela’s trail, who was to say he wasn’t devoted enough to produce a fake Brian? The one foolproof means of ending any and all investigation was to have Brian show up at long last and claim it had all been a mistake.


      Ring could have hired an actor. A quarter of the Arlington pie was a pretty nice commission. A lot of people would jump at the opportunity. And with an accomplice on the inside, the possibility of pulling off the charade was much higher. Only a family member could possibly know that this time Jarrett wouldn’t demand a DNA test. That Jarrett was either feeling his mortality or was unhappy enough with his remaining children to take a chance on a complete outsider.


      Yes, the more that Griff considered this theory, the better it looked.


      He signed back onto his laptop and began to search the web for information on Ring Shelton.


      He quickly discovered that there was no real intelligence on Ring previous to his marriage to Michaela. In fact, almost all information on him was post factum Michaela. You had to expect some revisionist history there.


      Knowing how and where to search, Griff was able to locate the original story of the bar fight where Ring had killed another biker. It was bare-bones reporting. A brawl had erupted between rival biker gangs at a remote canyon lodge in Southern California. Ring had originally been convicted of manslaughter. He had appealed and eventually he’d got a second trial and the charges reduced to self-defense. All told, he had done slightly less than three years in prison.


      Since that time he seemed to have stayed out of trouble. About the most serious criticism anyone had leveled at him in recent times was the San Francisco Chronicle dropping his restaurants from their Top 100 list.


      Ring liked his flashy cars, flashy clothes and flashy backstory, but reading between the lines, his wild man days were behind him. When interviewed, he invariably discussed food, cooking and his wife’s art. His language was peppered with biker slang like “big slab,” “caning it,” “skid lid” and “hammer down,” but he admitted in one article that he didn’t even own a “sled” anymore.


      There was no indication whatsoever that he and Michaela had known each other before they met at her show at the McLoughlin Gallery on Geary Street. Ring claimed it had been love at first sight. Michaela? Michaela did not give interviews. No surprise there.


      It looked to Griff as though Michaela had supplied the original funding for Ring’s first restaurant, but things had taken off from there.


      Going by appearances, Ring seemed like a reformed man and a devoted husband. Devoted enough to ease his wife’s troubled conscience by coming up with a fake Brian? It wasn’t impossible, but it did seem unlikely. Even to an imagination as vivid as Griff’s.


      He stretched, glanced at the time at the bottom of his laptop screen, surprised to find it was after midnight. He signed off, closed the lid and went upstairs to bed.


      He woke much later to moonlight and the odd feeling someone was in the cottage. He sat up, listening.


      The clock beside the bed ticktocked in peaceful rhythm. Outside, the rain shushed against the window. The climbing roses nestled against the glass.


      No squeaking floorboards. Not even the settling of joints and beams. Nothing. There was not another sound in the house. Not another sound in all the world. And yet he had been sure someone had been talking to him. That he had heard music playing nearby.


      He could still hear the echo of “Stranger on the Shore.”


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Twenty


      Judging by the turrets and witch’s hat roofs, the London Tower apartment building had started life as a fashionable turn of the century—last century—mansion. But those days were well in the past. The brown front lawn, the windows in need of a wash, and the handmade Rooms for Rent sign all spoke of hard times.


      Griff followed a tattooed guy with a red ponytail and a twenty-four pack of Heineken in through the front door and down the dingy hall to the manager’s apartment. They passed another man, sandy-haired and wearing an Antiques Roadshow sweatshirt, repairing a bicycle tire.


      “Dirk,” said the guy with the bicycle pump.


      Dirk grunted hello and kept walking.


      Griff stopped at the manager’s apartment and rang the buzzer.


      After a time the door opened on an elderly man dressed in jeans and moccasins. He wore his gray hair in two thick braids. Strands of red-and-green beads hung around his neck.


      Now there was a story. Another time, he’d have liked to hear what the old guy had to say for himself.


      Before Griff was halfway through his introduction, the manager informed him that Leland Alvin was no longer a resident of that establishment.


      “So he did live here?” Griff was surprised to find that Alvin had given his real, even if outdated address.


      “Yes.”


      “When did he move?”


      “A couple of months ago. Maybe eight weeks.”


      “Do you have a forwarding on him?”


      “I do not.” The door began to close.


      “No forwarding? None? Isn’t that kind of strange?” Griff asked quickly.


      “Not when you’re running from creditors, it’s not.” The door relentlessly inched onward.


      “Is there anything you can tell me about him? Anything at all?”


      A black and baleful eye peered out at him from the remaining crack of entry. “He paid his rent on time. He lost his deposit when he painted that mural in the dining room.”


      Griff’s heart jumped. “A mural? Could I see the mural?”


      “It’s painted over now. I have new tenants in there.” The door swung shut and sank into its frame with finality.


      Griff sighed in exasperation. He resisted the temptation to ring the buzzer again. What he didn’t want to do was bring undue attention to his inquiries.


      So. Next move? He’d have to knock on some doors. And if that didn’t work, he’d let his fingers do the walking. Phoning Information was still a surprisingly effective way to find someone, especially if you had a first and last name or the name of a spouse. Though chances were Alvin had a cell phone and didn’t bother with a landline. That was okay because nobody stayed off the grid completely, which was why God—or maybe Al Gore—had created the internet.


      The tenant repairing the tire of his bike looked up as Griff passed.


      “I knew Lee,” he volunteered.


      Griff lowered his phone and stopped walking. “Yeah?”


      “Yeah. Why are you looking for him?”


      “He may have come into some money.”


      The man laughed and set down the pump. “For real? Isn’t that the oldest story in the book?”


      “This time it’s true. I’m working on behalf of the estate’s lawyer.” Griff dug around his pockets and offered Pierce’s card.


      The man glanced at the card, but didn’t take it. He offered his hand. “Chad Kelvin. To be honest, I didn’t know Lee as well as Dirk did. Him and Dirk were pretty tight.”


      He nodded down the hall to where the tattooed guy Griff had followed into the building was now piling trash bags that sounded mostly full of aluminum cans. “Isn’t that right, Dirk?” Chad called.


      Dirk directed an impassive look Griff’s way. “Can’t help you, dude.” He planted the final black trash bag atop the mound and retreated back into his apartment. The door closed.


      Chad snorted. “Sorry about that. He’s not exactly Mr. Sociable.”


      “I guess I’d be suspicious too if someone came around asking questions about my friends,” Griff said. “What can you tell me about Lee?”


      “He’s an artist. I know that much. He did different things. He was doing T-shirt designs for that shop on Main Street for a while. I forget what it’s called. Then he started getting more portraits. I think that’s what he really liked, but he said it was hard to earn a living at it. Which is too bad because he was pretty good.”


      “Was he?”


      “I’m not saying I’m any expert. Anyhow, he seemed okay. Had a habit of borrowing things and not returning them. You had to keep an eye on him.” Chad was smiling, so apparently it wasn’t too big a problem. “Like Mr. Hill said, he’s been gone about two months. A little more.”


      “Do you have any idea where he went? This is the last address I have for him.”


      “I do, yeah. As a matter of fact, I helped him move.”


      Griff’s spirits lifted. “Would you have that address handy?”


      “Sure. Hang on.”


      Chad was back in less than a minute with an address scribbled on a piece of yellow legal paper.


      Griff glanced at the paper, folded it, and shoved it in his back pocket. “Was Lee a popular guy? Did he have a lot of friends? A girlfriend?”


      Chad looked thoughtful. “He has a girlfriend. Tall, dark-haired. Her name starts with a C. It was something kind of unusual. I want to say Chlorine. That can’t be right.”


      “Chloe?” Griff suggested.


      “Maybe.”


      “And friends?”


      “Not really. Not that I noticed. Like I said, he and Dirk were tight. He worked a lot.”


      “Did he show his work anywhere?”


      “You mean like a gallery? I don’t think so. I think I’d remember that.”


      “What about clients?”


      “Yeah. He had clients come by. People sitting for portraits. That kind of thing.”


      “Would you have a name or...?”


      “No. All I can tell you is he painted a lot of middle-aged ladies.” Chad winked at him. “The cougar club, if you know what I mean.”


      “How did that pay?”


      “Not that well, but the perks are good I hear.”


      Griff grinned. “Okay, well thank you. You’ve been a big help.”


      Chad waved this away. “Nah. Glad to. Lee was a guy due for a break.”


      * * *


      Alvin was renting a cottage behind a white 1920s bungalow on Fourth Avenue. Fourth Avenue was a quiet, shady street in a quiet, shady neighborhood. “Not affluent” summed it up, but most of the homes looked reasonably well cared for.


      An elderly woman using a walker answered Griff’s knock. She confirmed that Alvin was still living there, though she hadn’t seen him for a few days.


      “Such a sweet boy. So talented.” Unlike the cryptic Mr. Hill at London Tower, Mrs. Honeycutt was more than happy to chat. “He’ll be so sorry he missed you.”


      “Does he get a lot of visitors?” Griff asked.


      Mrs. Honeycutt’s snowy brow wrinkled. “Not so many, no. Not visitors. He paints portraits, you know. So he has customers. Well, I suppose you wouldn’t call them customers. More like sitters.”


      After Chad’s cougar club comment, Griff wondered if customers might not be the word. “I understand he has a girlfriend? Chloe? Maybe she would know where he is?”


      “Not Chloe,” Mrs. Honeycutt said. “Clotilde. Clotilde Lussier.”


      Not Chloe was actually a relief. Griff was willing to follow the trail wherever it led, but he was kind of hoping it wouldn’t lead back to the Arlingtons’ front door. He smiled. “You’ve got a good memory.”


      Mrs. Honeycutt shrugged deprecatingly. “Clotilde is French Canadian. A nice girl. My husband was French Canadian.”


      “Would you have an address or a phone number for Ms. Lussier?”


      She thought it over. “Yes. I believe I do. When Leland filled out his rental application he listed her as his next of kin in case of emergency.” Her expression grew pensive. “I don’t think they’re together anymore.”


      “That’s a shame.”


      Yes, it was, and Mrs. Honeycutt gave him an earful about it. Young people today just didn’t understand how much work it took to make a relationship last. They wanted it to be like the movies. But love wasn’t all fireworks and champagne. It was compromise and respect and affection.


      At last she recollected her daughter was arriving to take her to lunch and then shopping, and she disappeared inside to get the address. When she returned, she handed a pink index card over to Griff. Griff thanked her and jogged back to his car.


      Behind the wheel, he checked his phone and saw that Pierce had left a message.


      Griff listened to Pierce’s terse, “There’s been a development. Jarrett wants to move ahead with having Alvin legally recognized as Brian. And he wants to reinstate the old will whereupon Brian inherits everything. Call me when you can.”


      “Not losing any time,” Griff muttered, clicking off. He started to phone Pierce back, but then decided he might as well wait until he’d spoken to Clotilde. He turned the key in the ignition and headed over to Lussier’s residence.


      He found a parking place along the crowded street and unfolded from the Karmann Ghia. He walked up the cement path and then up the wooden staircase to the front door of the blue-and-white two-story.


      A short, plump, very pretty blonde in a white sweater and black leggings answered the door.


      “Clotilde Lussier?” Griff asked.


      She laughed. “No. I’m Gail. Clo’s roommate.”


      Griff launched into his story about Leland Alvin inheriting property, and Gail stopped him. “That’s cool. But I’m late for work. Come inside.” She opened the door and yelled, “Clo! Clo, there’s someone here for you.”


      A muffled answer filtered through the floorboards. Gail smiled at Griff. “You can wait in the living room. She’ll be right down.”


      Gail disappeared and Griff wandered through to the living room, taking note of the steel-framed Vogue posters on the walls and the shabby chic décor. A cage with a very fat brown-and-white hamster sat on the breakfast bar. The room smelled strongly of some kind of vanilla spice air freshener. Which was certainly better than smelling of hamster.


      “Bye, Clo!” yelled Gail from the hallway.


      The muffled voice called back.


      The front door slammed. The hamster began to walk—not run—on the wheel. Every now and then it stretched its pink paw through the spokes as though it feared it was going to fall through.


      Griff checked out the collection of framed photos on the walls and shelves. There were lots of smiling faces and funny hats and formal clothes. None of them were worn by Leland Alvin. Mostly the photos were of Clo and Gail together. Besties.


      Footsteps clattered down the stairs, across the hall, and a tall, thin brown-haired girl entered the room. The hamster began to run, the wheel squeaking loudly.


      Griff rose and Clotilde stopped dead. “Oh. Who are you?” She had a faint, very attractive French accent. Her eyes were outlined cat-style in black.


      Once again Griff began his story about Leland Alvin coming into some unexpected money.


      “Leland?” Clotilde said doubtfully. “I think you must have the wrong man.” She dropped onto the beige oversized ottoman, curling her legs under her, apparently ready to hear the whole story.


      Studying her wide, intelligent eyes and attentive expression, Griff began to rethink his game plan. “How long were you and Leland together? Didn’t he ever mention his history? It’s pretty dramatic.”


      Her brows drew together. “It’s sad, yes, but not that unusual. Not these days.”


      “Not that unusual?”


      “It happens to a lot of teenagers, right? All those unwanted pregnancies?” She shrugged. “It would have worked fine with the right family. But I’ve heard that happens. A woman believes she can’t get pregnant, they adopt, and voilà! She’s pregnant.”


      It was the first time Griff had ever heard anyone say voilà that it sounded natural. He said carefully, watching her expression, “But all those foster homes...”


      “Foster homes?” She smiled. “Now, I know you have the wrong man.” She shook her head. “That’s Leland. No luck at all.”


      It was not hard getting the story out of her. Through a legally arranged adoption Leland had been given away by his birthmother to a childless couple. When Leland turned thirteen, his adopted mother miraculously managed to get pregnant and deliver a healthy baby girl who became the apple of her parents’ eye. Leland, rightfully or wrongfully, felt pushed out and, when he turned seventeen, left home. He’d been on his own ever since.


      It was a sad story, made more poignant by its very lack of drama, and if Leland hadn’t been lying his way into an inheritance that wasn’t rightfully his, Griff would have been all on his side. But if Clotilde’s version of events was true there was no amnesia, no car accident, no abuse, and certainly no ties to the Arlingtons, which made Leland a liar and a cheat. Griff couldn’t see why Leland would lie to Clotilde.


      “Did he ever mention a family by the name of the Arlingtons?”


      “I don’t think so.”


      “Did he ever talk about trying to get in touch with his birthmother?”


      “No. Absolutely not. He said she already rejected him once.”


      “Why did you break up?” Griff asked.


      She sighed. “I liked Leland a lot. At one time I thought maybe I loved him. But he’s the kind of person that everything goes wrong for—and it’s always someone else’s fault. It got tiring after a while. He was always angry, always blaming the world. And then he started blaming me.”


      “I’ve known people like that.”


      “We all do.”


      “Thank you,” Griff said, rising. “You’ve been really helpful.”


      Clotilde rose too. “I wish it was true that Leland was inheriting a fortune. But somehow it would go wrong, it would not be enough.” She shrugged. “And that would be someone else’s fault too.”


      Griff said goodbye and went out to his car. He was starting the engine when there was a tap on the window. He looked up. Clotilde was dangling a key. He rolled down the window.


      “I meant to send this back to him, but I was afraid it might open a dialog. You see what I mean? Maybe you can give it to him when you see him.”


      “Uh, I don’t think—”


      But she was already gone, trotting back up the cement walk, then running up the stairs.


      Griff stared at the key.


      Bad idea. Very bad idea. But it was also one heck of an opportunity. And it wasn’t a chance he would get again.


      He put the Karmann Ghia in gear and returned to the tidy white house on Fourth Avenue.


      Mrs. Honeycutt did not answer the doorbell, which hopefully meant she had left for her afternoon with her daughter.


      Griff looked up and down the quiet street, then he went around the side of the house and walked up the short driveway to the white cottage in the back.


      From the outside the cottage looked hardly bigger than a large potting shed. The blue-and-purple hydrangeas growing along the side nearly engulfed it.


      Griff knocked on the door.


      He’d have been thrown for a loop had anyone answered, but it was still a relief that nothing but a resounding silence followed his polite tap, tap, tap.


      He drew a breath, inserted the key Clotilde had given him into the old-fashioned lock. The scent of turpentine oil and paints wafted out as he opened the door. He stepped inside, closing the door hastily after him.


      It took his vision a moment to adjust to the reddish gloom. The first thing he saw were stacks of canvases. Blank canvases and painted canvases. The painted canvases were mostly of women. And most of the women were nude. Griff moved past an easel, taking care not to knock anything over in the cluttered space.


      There were three rooms. A closet-sized kitchen, a closet-sized bath, and a main room with a large wall mirror indicating a pull-down bed. He fanned quickly through a stack of painted canvasses. Some of them were only half-finished. He didn’t recognize any of the subjects, but Chad Kelvin had been right. Alvin was talented. The work seemed professional quality to Griff.


      There was a small built-in desk beneath a window shaded by the screen of hydrangeas. Griff reached for his phone and pressed Pierce’s number. To his surprise, Pierce answered immediately.


      “If I were to get access to Alvin’s living quarters, what would you want me to look for?”


      “If you were to get access? What does that mean?”


      “I don’t think you want to know.”


      “What does that mean?”


      “That you should stop asking me what that means, Counselor.” The silence on the other end was deafening. Phone still to his ear, Griff opened the top drawer, glancing through its few contents. “I don’t think I’m going to find anything definitive, but...”


      “Anything with a social security number. Anything that helps us build a history, a track record on this guy. Anything that connects him to any member of the Arlington family or a member of the Arlington household.”


      “I may already have a pretty good start on building that CV. Okay. I’ll be in touch.” Griff disconnected. He began to search the desk in earnest.


      No pay stubs, no credit card bills—no bills of any kind. There were a couple of receipts for painting supplies, paid in cash. No letters, no postcards, no photos.


      Who was this guy?


      Even Griff, who did most of his banking and business online and had been taught from an early age to safely dispose of all nonessential documents, had more paper and pocket litter.


      He moved on to the kitchen, opened drawers, checked cupboards. He looked in the bathroom, checked the bathroom cupboard...there just didn’t seem to be anything useful. Talk about leaving a light footprint. Alvin was the original invisible man.


      Griff checked his phone. He’d been in the cottage for nearly thirty minutes. Way too much time already. He took a final glance around the room, making sure he had left nothing to reveal his intrusion.


      He opened the door, stepped outside into the bright sunlight, and put his key in the lock. He saw movement out of the corner of his eye. He started to turn, the sun seemed to nova and the world turned white.


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Twenty-One


      Someone was knocking on the roof of his brain. Thump. Thump. Thump.


      Griff’s nose twitched. What the...shit? That smell. What was it? Cow? Manure? Moldy hay? All of the above?


      He tried to pry one eye open. There was a single shaft of light beaming straight into his face. He winced, put a hand up, and bits of dirt drifted down. Was he lying on the floor?


      The floor of where?


      This was one heck of a hangover and he couldn’t remember the party...


      Thump. Thump. Thump. His heart beat with painful loudness in his ears. He hadn’t had a headache like this since...


      Ever.


      He pried his other eye open. Overhead was a hay loft. Motes of dust and pollen floated in the golden rays of the dying sunlight pouring through the giant hole in the roof.


      He was in a barn. A barn no longer in use. By anyone but him.


      What. The. Heck.


      Slowly, very cautiously, he sat up, fighting the instant surge of nausea. Not good. Not good at all. He felt his head, trying to pinpoint the exact...ouch.


      Yeah. There it was right on his hairline. No blood. That was the good news. But a knot the size of a...knot. A not-supposed-to-be-there-sized lump. He laughed shakily, wove his way to his feet, leaned against a weathered post. He felt around for his phone.


      No phone.


      Crap.


      Blearily, he tried to focus on the hay-strewn floor. No phone. He felt over his jeans pockets. No wallet. Nothing. Nothing but Pierce’s business card. Okay. So. Next idea?


      He stumbled his way to the wide double doors and pushed, half expecting them to be locked. But no, with a gargantuan screech of rusting hinges and rotting wood, the doors swung open. In fact, one of them sagged down, nearly taking the wall with it.


      Griff stepped through the opening and found himself in the middle of green and rolling nowhere.


      No sign of his car. No sign of any car. No sign of anyone. In the far distance, he saw cows grazing.


      He began to walk.


      In the plus column, it wasn’t raining.


      At last he came to a silver mail box at the end of a dirt road. He followed the dirt road to a faded yellow house with several broken-down trucks and tractors in the yard. Flapping and clucking, chickens escorted him to the front porch where an elderly dog lifted its head and bayed at him and then thumped its tail.


      A red-haired woman in a flowered apron came to the door. She stayed on the other side of the locked screen. Griff asked to use the phone and she declined. He felt in his pocket and pulled out Pierce’s now slightly crumpled business card.


      “Then could you please call this guy for me? Tell him where I am and that I need a ride back to...where I left my car?”


      After a moment’s scrutiny, she unlocked the screen, took the card, and disappeared inside the house. She was back a short time later. She unlocked the screen again and opened it wide. “He wants to talk to you.”


      Griff rose from the steps where he had been petting the aged hound dog, and followed her into the house to the kitchen. He picked up the phone. “Hey, it’s me.”


      “What happened?” Pierce sounded brisk and reassuringly normal.


      Griff glanced at the woman in the apron. “I’m not exactly sure. I’ll try to explain when I see you. I don’t have my wallet or cell, so can you send a taxi or—”


      “I’m already on my way,” Pierce interrupted. “But it’s going to take a while.”


      It took four hours. The woman, Mrs. Butler, eventually invited Griff back inside the house. He washed up in the little downstairs bathroom, and she served him coffee and cookies while she did laundry. She was not the chatty type, and he wondered about her. She seemed to be doing a lot of laundry for one person, but no one showed up during the long afternoon or the early evening.


      “Do you know who owns that old barn over the hill?” Griff inquired, as Mrs. Butler carried another laundry basket through the kitchen. “It looks abandoned.”


      “It is abandoned. That’s the old Jensen place. The bank foreclosed on them about five years ago. They’ve never been able to sell the property.”


      In other words, anyone in the area—or from the area—might know about the barn. Would know it was a handy place to stash someone or something. Griff was grateful that whoever had attacked him had not tied him up—or hit him harder. It was a warning. Not a friendly warning, but not as unfriendly as burying him in the meadow.


      It was after eight when Pierce finally arrived, and Griff had never been happier to see anyone.


      Pierce looked as unruffled as ever, as though driving halfway across the state to pick up his co-conspirator was business as usual. He wore jeans, a white T-shirt and a leather jacket, so maybe he didn’t work on Fridays. It was the first time Griff had seen him in casual clothes, and he liked the look of this more approachable, human-seeming Pierce.


      “Whoa,” Pierce said, getting his first glimpse of Griff. “Didn’t you see the tank coming?”


      “No, I sure didn’t.” Griff took his leave of the unflappable Mrs. Butler and followed Pierce out to his car, a silver Porsche Boxster. The beauty of the car almost, though not entirely, distracted him from all his aches and pains, both physical and mental.


      “So what the hell happened to you?” Pierce asked as the Porsche purred into life like a well-fed cat waking from a pleasant nap. “Don’t tell me you got into a brawl. That would surprise me.”


      “I was checking into Alvin’s last-known address. Someone came up from behind and clocked me.”


      Pierce threw him a quick, disbelieving look. “You were knocked out?”


      Griff cautiously felt the front of his head. “A little.”


      “You were a little knocked out? What does that mean?”


      “It means I have a very hard head.”


      “That I don’t doubt. Did you see who hit you?”


      “No. I have a pretty good idea though.”


      Pierce looked away from the road again. “Who?”


      “When I was checking out Alvin’s LKA, I crossed paths with a pal of his. I think there’s a chance he called Alvin after I left and Alvin told him to follow me.”


      Pierce’s attention seemed to be on the dusty road. He said finally, “When you say ‘checking into’...?”


      “Don’t ask. You don’t want to know.”


      The Porsche’s headlights swept along the dirt road, picking out the occasional rock or shrub.


      Pierce said without inflection, “You do realize we both have to be very careful? You can’t break the law. No matter how promising the lead, no matter how tempting the opportunity.”


      “I know.”


      “I have a professional responsibility to report a crime.”


      “I know.”


      “Please don’t put me in the position where I have to—”


      “Pierce.”


      Pierce fell silent. After a moment, he reached for the stick, and the Porsche thrummed its pleasure as the throttle opened wide and they merged onto the main highway. The starry night slid by in a blur.


      Griff said wearily, “Anyway, it was a waste of time. That part of it. But I spoke to Alvin’s ex-girlfriend, and she had an interesting story to tell.”


      “You found his ex-girlfriend? In one afternoon?”


      “I did, yeah.”


      “I have to say, I’m impressed.”


      “Thanks, but that was mostly luck.” Griff filled Pierce in on everything Clotilde had shared about Alvin’s past. “So if it is a scam, it’s not one he’s been planning for a long time.”


      “If?”


      “I don’t know,” Griff said wearily. “Everything I learned today confirms for me that he’s not Brian. But at the same time, you have to admit there are some odd consistencies to his story.”


      “Like what?”


      “He was in foster care.”


      “Lots of kids are in foster care, unfortunately.”


      “True.” The unfortunately reminded Griff of something Diana had said, something he’d almost missed in the drama of the moment. “Diana said you do a lot of pro bono work for the elderly?”


      “I don’t know if I do a lot of it. I do pro bono work, yes.” Pierce’s tone was wry. “Is that a shock? Will you be equally stunned to learn I also work with at-risk teens?”


      “Doing what?”


      “I’m on the advisory board of the Youth Court program and I’m active in the Mentoring Partnership of Long Island.”


      When Griff didn’t answer at once, Pierce said, “Just because I’m not always a nice guy doesn’t mean I’m never a nice guy.”


      * * *


      They found Griff’s car on Fourth Avenue right where he had left it. His keys were in the ignition and his cell phone and wallet were on the seat.


      “That was thoughtful,” Pierce remarked, when Griff returned to the Porsche to report his find.


      “And a good way to make sure there’s no incentive for the police to follow up.”


      “It would be hard for you to report this anyway.” Pierce added, “I assume.”


      Griff grimaced. “No comment.”


      “Are you sure you can drive?”


      “I’m fine. Just tired.”


      “I’ll follow you, so if you decide you don’t have the energy to make it all the way back to Long Island, just signal and pull over.”


      Griff nodded. Pierce kept surprising him. Just when he had been sure Pierce was a completely ruthless bastard, Pierce had suddenly become human. Even likable.


      “I think you should come back to my place tonight. Just in case you do have a concussion. We can talk over our next move.” Pierce’s words were practical, but his tone was just a little too casual. Griff tried and failed to read his face in the light cast by the street lamp.


      “If you think it’s a good idea,” he said, trying to sound equally offhand.


      “Yeah, I do.”


      “Okay. See you there.”


      It was a long drive, though, and it felt even longer given Griff’s pounding headache. By the time they reached Pierce’s, he was bone tired and wanting nothing as much as he wanted to lie down and close his eyes.


      Pierce took a good look at him and seemed to recognize that fact. He tossed his keys on a small table in the long empty entrance hall and clamped one hand on Griff’s shoulder, steering him toward the staircase. “Come on. We’ll figure out our strategy in the morning.”


      Griff preceded Pierce upstairs. They reached the bedroom, Pierce snapped on the light. Griff took a good look at the room and laughed.


      The first night he’d been too preoccupied to notice the room. Now that he had a good look at it, it was enormous, with all the warmth and ambiance of a football field. Positioned against one wall was a king-sized bed and, across from the bed, seeming about a mile away, a fireplace. There was a large flat screen TV over the fireplace. At the far end of the room was a chest of drawers. That was it. Minimal furniture and no art.


      “What?” Pierce asked.


      “Do you play handball in here?” Griff moved past him, walking down the long, gleaming stretch of oak flooring.


      Pierce looked around the room. “How much furniture do you need in a bedroom?”


      “How much acreage do you need for a bedroom?” He’d seen men’s shops that weren’t as large as Pierce’s walk-in closet. He peered inside. “How many suits do you own?”


      “Fourteen.”


      “Fourteen suits?” Griff stared. “You don’t think that’s extreme?”


      Pierce seemed to consider. “Not for my line of work, no. If I spent my days running around breaking into people’s houses, then I might not need so many suits. But my job is to try and make sure the people who break into other people’s property don’t go to jail. So I wear suits.”


      Griff sat on the foot of the bed. “You’re not a criminal lawyer.”


      “I’m not. That’s true.”


      The last burst of adrenaline that had kept Griff up and moving trickled away. He closed his eyes, wondering what Pierce would do if he just fell back on the mattress and began to snore.


      The mattress sank as Pierce sat down next to him. “Here. Let me see.”


      Griff opened his eyes in surprise as Pierce put his hands on either side of Griff’s head, tilting his face up. His touch was warm and uncharacteristically gentle. “Well, your eyes are okay. Pupils normal. Are you feeling nauseous?”


      “No.”


      “Dizzy? Weak?”


      “I haven’t eaten since breakfast. So yes.”


      Pierce made an amused sound, his breath light against Griff’s face. “Are you experiencing confusion or irritability?”


      “Aren’t you?”


      Pierce laughed. “I think you’re okay. You should really get a doctor to look you over. But I guess that’s not going to happen. You want me to fix you something to eat?”


      “I thought you couldn’t cook?”


      “I didn’t say I couldn’t cook. I said I don’t. Would you like scrambled eggs? I think I’ve got eggs. And maybe bread for toast.”


      Griff’s stomach growled loudly in response.


      Pierce chuckled. “I’ll take that as a yes.”


      “No, it’s okay. I’ll be asleep in five minutes anyway.” Griff said it apologetically because, as tired as he was, he was pretty sure Pierce had not invited him back for a council of war, let alone scrambled eggs.


      Pierce studied him, and then smiled faintly. “Go on. I’ll wake you up.”


      He rose from the bed, went downstairs, and Griff undressed and crashed down into the cool sheets.


      He did fall asleep almost instantly, but woke when Pierce returned carrying a wooden tray with scrambled eggs, toast and orange juice.


      “Just like Mom made,” Pierce said.


      Griff smiled faintly and picked up his fork. To his surprise, Pierce undressed down to his black silk briefs, got his laptop out, and settled next to him on the bed to work.


      Maybe he’d got it wrong. Maybe Pierce really did just want to talk strategy. Maybe the moment for something else had passed and they had moved on to an uneasy friendship. That would be the best thing because there really wasn’t any future in the other—he wasn’t even sure what the possibilities for other would be with Pierce—anything else was just going to be confusing and maybe hurtful. He was pretty sure Pierce could hurt him a lot without ever trying.


      But the funny thing was he didn’t feel relieved. He felt disappointed and let down, as though the hurting had already begun.


      “You’ve been on your own a long time, haven’t you?” Pierce was clicking away on his keyboard, not looking at Griff.


      All my life. Griff didn’t say that aloud. He shrugged, finished his scrambled eggs.


      Pierce said, “I know you didn’t have it easy.” He sounded abstracted, as though he was talking to his laptop. Maybe he was talking to someone on Skype.


      “It was okay.” Did he sound defensive? Maybe. But it was surely a strange comment. An astonishing comment. “A lot of kids have it worse. I was never one of your at-risk teens.”


      Pierce stopped typing and smiled at him. His eyes were warm, and it was a natural, easy moment. Griff felt the impact of that smile in his chest, in a way that Pierce’s more polished efforts never affected him. It felt as though he and Pierce had spent many evenings lying in bed talking together. It felt comfortable and right in a way it had never felt with Levi, even though Griff had a million things in common with Levi and none, at least that he knew of, with Pierce.


      Griff put the dishes on the floor beside the bed. He flopped back, hands linked behind his head, and studied Pierce’s profile. A huge yawn swept over him, though he made a belated effort to smother it.


      To try and conceal the fact he was falling asleep, he said, “Your sister says you have trust issues.”


      Pierce, tapping away again, said, “I’m a lawyer. Of course I have trust issues. When did you talk to my sister?”


      “She invited me to lunch yesterday.” Yesterday? It seemed like a week ago. The night before last he had been in this very bed with Pierce. That seemed a long time ago too. “My ex says I have intimacy issues. I wonder if that’s the same thing.”


      “No.” Pierce turned off his laptop and set it aside. He turned on his side facing Griff, propping his head on his hand. “‘Intimacy issues’ is code for ‘I haven’t met the right person.’”


      “And what is ‘trust issues’ code for?”


      Pierce held his gaze. “I’m afraid to believe I’ve met the right person.”


      Griff nodded thoughtfully before another yawn caught him off guard.


      Pierce smiled, shaking his head. He reached back and snapped off the light.


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Twenty-Two


      He woke to a sense of warm and utter well-being.


      Having been fathoms deep in sleep, he needed a groggy second or two to separate pleasant dreams for a still more delightful reality and realize exactly why he felt so good. The room was filled with gentle sunlight and a hot, cherishing mouth moved on him, sucking, sucking strongly, while at the same time fingertips were rubbing deliciously over his anus.


      Griff gasped, his cock already flushed and swollen, tingling with anticipation, too far down the road to come back now even if he’d been so inclined. From beneath his lashes he could see Pierce’s face, almost solemn in its attention to him, Pierce’s beautiful, hard mouth wrapped around the thickness of his cock.


      A frantic, fraught sound escaped Griff as Pierce changed the angle, changed pressure, let him feel the glide of teeth, instantly replaced by the sweet rough side of his tongue. He bit down on his lip to stop any other helpless embarrassing noises; in a moment he would be mewling, it just felt so unbelievably good.


      Better than anything he could have imagined, maybe because it was Pierce, Pierce doing this for him.


      Griff’s hands knotted in the sheets, he dug his heels into the mattress, rocked his hips up, wanting, needing more, he was so close now, so close that the idea of Pierce stopping was frightening...


      There was something silky and slick on Pierce’s fingers, and he pressed inside Griff, touching him with intimate and devastating authority. It was overwhelming, that duality of pleasure, the blaze of sensation sliding up and down his cock while at the same instant a gentle, steady friction was applied to his prostate. Something had to give or his entire frame was going to fly apart, nuts, springs, wires, bolts flying across the room.


      A strangled sound ripped out of him and he managed to give fair warning. “Oh God. God, I’m going to come.”


      But instead of backing off, Pierce’s fingers twisted, sending red sparks dancing behind Griff’s eyes. Pierce’s tongue dipped and traced the frantic pulsing vein beneath Griff’s heavy cock, and his mouth closed a final time over the throbbing head.


      Flashpoint. Griff began to come in spurts of blood-hot salt. And Pierce swallowed it down, making Griff come harder still, sobbing with the joyful relief of it.


      * * *


      “Am I redeemed a little?” There was a faint smile in Pierce’s voice.


      He was still holding Griff, had been holding him for some time, now that Griff was awake, alert enough to take notice. He was embarrassed because he had cried. Wept on Pierce’s manly chest like some Victorian maiden experiencing her first orgasm. It wasn’t like that. It wasn’t that he hadn’t enjoyed sex before. He always enjoyed sex. As a matter of fact, sex had been the one thing that had always been very good between him and Levi right up until the very end.


      It was hard to say why this had meant so much. It went beyond the physical pleasure, though there was no question Pierce’s talents in that arena were considerable. In fact, Griff was sort of afraid to explore his intense reaction. He was so emotional these days. It was weird.


      So instead of answering, he said, “Do you remember Matthew’s dog Corky?”


      Pierce raised his head, inspected his face, gave a funny laugh and said, “Sure. He was a yellow lab. Not too smart but a nice disposition.”


      “And he used to sleep in the nursery?”


      “He was an inside dog. I don’t know where he slept.”


      “Was he inside the house that night? Was he upstairs with you and Diana? Was he in the nursery?”


      Pierce considered. “Maybe. I don’t remember. Is this like that Sherlock Holmes story? The one about the dog that didn’t bark in the night?”


      “I think so, yes. Nobody has mentioned the dog barking. Michaela’s dogs yap every time a stranger walks into the room. But there’s no mention of Corky barking that night. There was a baby monitor in the nursery, so people would have heard.”


      “The dog didn’t bark. I would have remembered that.”


      “Right. And it seems to me like most dogs would bark if a stranger walked into a room at night. Dogs have a protective instinct, don’t they?”


      “Usually. Ours always did.” Pierce was silent. “But like I said, Corky wasn’t exactly guard dog material. And he might have been sleeping in the room with Diana and me. But I see where you’re going with this. You think whoever took Brian was known to the dog?”


      “Yes. Unless Brian did get up and walk out on his own two feet.”


      “I don’t think that helps us much. The dog knew every person on the estate.” Pierce smoothed back Griff’s cowlick. “You’ve got quite a bruise there. I’m surprised you don’t have a black eye or two.” His kiss on Griff’s bump was gentle.


      The tenderness was unforeseen and maybe alarming. Griff had no idea how to respond. He was probably misreading it anyway. He smiled absently, stroked Pierce’s thigh. He said thoughtfully, after a time, “You don’t seem like a guy who would have a tattoo.”


      “I’m not. That was me trying too hard to prove something.”


      “To who?”


      “Maybe to myself.”


      Griff thought this over. “You never thought of getting the tattoo removed? That can be done, right?”


      “I believe in learning from past mistakes, not trying to erase them.”


      Griff tilted his face to meet Pierce’s rueful eyes. He smiled. “Me too.” He reached up to pull Pierce down for a kiss.


      * * *


      Despite the fact that it was Saturday and Pierce did not have to go into the office, he had some kind of formal Bar Association luncheon to attend. Griff, freshly showered and sitting cross-legged on the foot of the bed in his jeans, watched him fasten his snowy shirt sleeve with a gold cufflink.


      “Something funny?” Pierce looked up, catching him mid-grin.


      “I don’t think I know anyone who wears cufflinks.”


      Pierce sighed. “Are you going to make fun of my clothes again?”


      “No.” Griff couldn’t help asking, “Do you wear tie clips?”


      “Sometimes.” Pierce picked up Griff’s T-shirt and tossed it in his face. “Happy?”


      Griff laughed and pulled the soft cotton down. “Hey, has Muriel had her portrait painted lately?”


      “Not that I’m aware of. But I’m not sure I would know.”


      “The guy who steered me to where Alvin is living now said that Alvin painted a lot of middle-aged women. He called it the cougar club.”


      Pierce’s eyebrows hit his hairline. “You’re suggesting Muriel is having an affair with Alvin?”


      “What do you think?”


      “I’ve known Muriel all my life. I’m not exaggerating when I say I’ve never seen her show any interest in a member of the opposite sex. Or the same sex, for that matter.”


      Griff thought it over. “Okay. So maybe there isn’t any sexual or romantic relationship. Maybe she met him some other way and recognized a unique opportunity and a relatively small window of time to realize it.”


      “Two problems. DNA. No one could have anticipated that Jarrett, let alone the others, would waive the idea of paternity testing. I’d have bet money it would never happen. Second, the ongoing question of Tiny Teddy. Where the hell did he get that bear?”


      “He either really is Brian or whoever took Brian gave him that Teddy Bear.”


      Pierce stared at him. “You’re saying you think Brian was taken by a member of the family?”


      “Well, yes. I thought we were in agreement on that. Isn’t that what you were saying the other night?”


      “Hell no. I don’t believe one of the Arlingtons took Brian. I’ve known every member of that family my entire life.”


      Griff opened his mouth, but he didn’t want to argue with Pierce. Not now. He changed his words. “Okay, not necessarily the family. There are still a couple of people on staff who were employed when Brian disappeared.”


      Pierce threw him a deprecating look, not bothering to reply.


      “I tried to interview May Chung and she said I should talk to Nels Newland.”


      “Talk to him about what?”


      “I don’t know. But she seems to think there’s something relevant to the investigation.”


      “I don’t buy it.”


      Griff expelled an exasperated breath. “Then what? Because I don’t see how Odell Johnson could be part of this.”


      “It follows that we’re looking for someone else. Someone who has not ever been on the radar.”


      “But then we’re back to this unknown kidnapper somehow coming into contact with Leland Alvin and using him to impersonate Brian. It’s too farfetched. It doesn’t make sense.”


      Pierce looped his tie around his neck and knotted a half-Windsor without bothering to look in the mirror. Tip of the tie to top of his belt buckle, it was the perfect length. “That much we agree on.”


      “Maybe the problem is we’re trying to connect two unconnected things.”


      “I’m not following.”


      Griff shook his head. “I’m not exactly sure. Not yet.” He picked up his T-shirt and dragged it over his head. He crawled across the mattress to the side of the bed, hunting for his socks. He grabbed one sock and pulled it on.


      Pierce was still watching him. “If you’ve got a theory—”


      “You’ve heard as much of a theory as I’ve got. I think we have to take each of these elements and examine them individually. Not try to connect them at all.” Griff located his other sock and pulled it on. He bounced off the bed and started looking for his chucks.


      “Brian’s kidnapping is not related to Leland Alvin showing up?”


      “Well, obviously it’s connected in that Brian had to disappear for Leland to have an opening. But that couldn’t have been planned at the time of Brian’s disappearance.”


      “I agree it’s unlikely.” Pierce glanced at his watch. “I’m late. You’re going back to Winden House now, I assume?”


      Griff nodded, shoving his foot into his tennis shoe. He looked up as Pierce crossed the gleaming floor to him.


      “Just remember the walls have ears.” Pierce’s hand locked behind Griff’s head and he drew him in for a quick and thorough kiss.


      * * *


      Come to think of it, he didn’t need to worry about the Arlingtons asking him to leave. As Griff pulled into the front courtyard of Winden House, he remembered that he was supposed to be departing the next day anyway. His vacation week was over. Tomorrow he would be on his way back to Janesville.


      He turned off the Karmann Ghia and sat for a few moments listening to the engine ticking over, studying the white and impervious façade of the mansion.


      Slowly an idea began to formulate. He pulled out his cell and phoned Pierce, but Pierce did not pick up and the call went to message.


      Griff said, “Here’s a thought. Maybe Alvin isn’t afraid to consider DNA testing because he’s Marcus’s son. Maybe they’re acting together. Maybe they think the results would be close enough. Maybe the results would be close enough given that neither Matthew nor Gemma is around for comparison.”


      Griff was no expert on DNA, but he knew it all came down to genetic markers and probability values. If the father was deceased or his DNA was not available, the DNA of a parent or sibling could be used to establish a high probability of paternity. So if the sibling actually was the father, the genetic markers would be present. The danger would be too many genetic markers might be present, but that was a comparatively small risk in a case like this where the family wanted to be convinced.


      He disconnected and saw that in the meantime Jarrett had phoned him. He listened to the message.


      “Griff, my boy, I was wondering if you could make time to come by the house this afternoon. I’d like to speak to you when you have a moment.” Jarrett’s tone was cordial and courteous, but it was a command nonetheless.


      He’d known that was coming. “May as well get it over with,” Griff muttered.


      He got out of the car and walked past the two stone griffins, up the wide and shallow steps, past the fountain, its dry marble bowl filled with scattered lilac petals.


      Today he went to the front door, knocked and waited for Mrs. Truscott to let him in.


      “Mr. Arlington asked to see me.”


      Mrs. Truscott nodded. She looked tired, older. For once there were no acerbic comments, no disapproving looks. She almost seemed to avoid his gaze.


      There was no sign of anyone as they crossed the parquet floor and walked up the marble staircase. Granted, there was usually neither sight nor sound of anyone, but the house felt oddly empty.


      “Where is everyone?” Griff asked.


      He fully expected to be ignored, but she answered, “Mr. Marcus is golfing with friends. Mr. and Mrs. Shelton are lunching out today. Miss Muriel is showing Mr....Brian around the grounds.” She added almost in afterthought, “Miss Chloe didn’t come last night.”


      Golf, lunch, or otherwise MIA. In other words, life as usual.


      Eyeing Mrs. Truscott’s rigid back, Griff impulsively asked, “Were you aware that, according to the police, Mrs. Cameron faked her references to get the job here?”


      She turned. “That was thirty years before, when she first came over from Scotland!” Her expression was a mix of disbelief and disgust. “No one with half a brain could believe Aggie Cameron had any part in taking Brian!”


      Griff found he was inclined to agree with her. “It seems unlikely, doesn’t it?” He wanted to ask her about Nels Newland but they had reached Jarrett’s study.


      As on that first afternoon, Jarrett stood at the arched windows gazing down on the star-shaped courtyard. He turned at Griff’s entrance and smiled. His smile seemed genuine, if less easy to read.


      “Griff. Come in, my boy.” His expression changed as he took in Griff’s bruised face. “What happened to you?”


      “Oh, I, uh, fell,” Griff said.


      “Good Lord. Off what? A skyscraper? You must have knocked yourself cold.”


      “I guess so, yeah.” Griff’s glance fell on the seating tableau where he had lunched with Jarrett and Pierce his second day on the estate. An unopened box for a 35mm Nikon digital camera sat on the low table. His heart sank.


      Following his gaze, Jarrett said, “It’s for you. To replace the one you lost on the bridge. If you prefer a different make or model, please say so.”


      “No,” Griff said. “I don’t. And I can’t. Really. That’s far too expensive a gift.”


      Jarrett’s smile faded. “It’s not a gift. It’s to replace the camera you lost.”


      “Yeah, but mine was old. And it wasn’t a great camera to start with.”


      “No, but I insist,” Jarrett said. “You lost your camera through my negligence. Old or not, it’s my responsibility to replace it.”


      Presumably Michaela hadn’t come clean about her role in the accident on the bridge. Griff said, “Honestly, it’s not necessary.”


      “Of course it is,” Jarrett said with a shade of impatience. “I don’t want to hear any argument. Now sit down, my boy. We need to have a talk.”


      This was the Jarrett Arlington who had successfully run the Arlington empire for six decades. Griff took a chair and waited.


      Jarrett sat down across from him. “I won’t beat around the bush, Griffin. Brian is adamant that he doesn’t want this book written.”


      Griff started to speak, but Jarrett went on. “And, realistically, given the circumstances of Brian’s disappearance, there really isn’t a story.”


      “Respectfully, I don’t think many people would agree with that, sir. I mean, for one thing there’s the story of how Odell Johnson sat in prison for twenty years for a crime he didn’t commit.”


      Jarrett stopped smiling altogether. “Pierce is working with the authorities on behalf of Johnson. But let’s remember that Johnson is not blameless in this. We all have to assume responsibility for our actions.”


      Griff was disconcerted to realize how much he didn’t want to argue with Jarrett. First Pierce and now Jarrett. Since when had he lost his appetite for a fight? He said, “Or our non-action. Which seems to me to include Brian. Doesn’t it bother you that he deliberately let you believe for years that he was dead?”


      Jarrett’s blue eyes studied him. “I’m afraid Brian is correct. You’re not inclined to write a sympathetic account of his story.”


      “I haven’t heard his story.”


      “I know this is disappointing for you. I know you’ve put a great deal of time and energy into this project. You’re a conscientious lad and a responsible journalist, and I know you felt you could do some real good with this book. But if you write it now, you will not do good. You may do great harm.”


      Griff sighed. “Mr. Arlington—”


      Jarrett leaned forward, his expression intent. “Brian is not like you. He’s not tough or resilient. He’s a survivor, yes, but for him survival comes at too high a price. He isn’t ready—can’t—face the past yet. And that’s what this book would force him to do. At least that’s how it appears to him now.”


      Griff stared out the window and shook his head.


      “I’m sorry, Griffin. I truly am. I almost wish—” Jarrett broke off and said instead, “I liked you from the minute you walked into this room. That’s the truth. Tell me what you think this book would have earned you—best-case scenario—and I will pay you not to write it. Name your price.”


      Name his price? For an instant Griff let himself consider. Best-case scenario? Twenty grand? A hundred grand? He didn’t even know what the best-case scenario was.


      He said with an effort, “That’s very generous. Beyond generous. I appreciate that you’re trying to be fair about this. But it isn’t just about the money.”


      “Of course. It was to be your big break. I do understand. But my grandson doesn’t want this book written. And that’s all that matters to me. If you insist on writing Brian’s story, I will do what I can to stop it being published. I don’t want to threaten you. I would very much prefer that we handle this privately between ourselves. I would prefer that you come out of this financially ahead. I would like us to stay friends. I mean that sincerely.”


      “But?”


      Jarrett looked genuinely regretful. “But I will stop you from publishing that book. I will do it by fair and legal means, but I will do it. I will do whatever it takes to protect my grandson.” His gaze was ice blue and unwavering. “If you go to war with me, you will come out of this with nothing.”


      Griff stood. “Okay. Well, then we both know where we stand.”


      Jarrett rose too. “Put aside your disappointment and anger for a moment. If you’re sensible, practical, you could come out of this with enough to live on for a year or two while you choose another project. Or write a novel. All young writers want to write novels, don’t they? Don’t let pride determine your future. Take the advice of an old man, don’t let ego get in the way of a smart decision.”


      Griff was silent. He felt that he was in the right, but was he being foolish? Prideful? If he tried to face down the Arlingtons, he could come out of this with nothing. Maybe worse than nothing. Maybe he would be persona non grata to all of publishing if the Arlingtons pushed hard enough.


      Watching him, Jarrett said, “In fact, don’t decide anything now. Take the day. Take the night. Sleep on it. Then give us your answer before you leave tomorrow. Let’s work it out as friends. We were friends just a little while ago, weren’t we?”


      Griff opened his mouth, but it was very difficult to say what he felt in the face of that persuasive charm. Somewhere along the line he had let himself start liking Jarrett.


      Jarrett picked up the camera box. “Either way, this is yours.”


      “I can’t—”


      “No. Listen to me, Griffin. This is not a bribe. These are two separate matters. The camera is yours.”


      The box was in his hands and he was being shown out of the study, Jarrett’s hand resting on his shoulder with every appearance of affection. “Come to think of it, we’re having a small party tonight to welcome Brian home. Just family and a few close friends. Why don’t you join us?”


      “I don’t know about that.” Actually, he did know about that. He thought it was a horrible idea. For a lot of reasons.


      “I think it’s an excellent idea. Pierce will be there.”


      Griff threw Jarrett a quick look, but Jarrett was smiling mischievously, seemingly unaware that the situation had changed between Griff and Pierce.


      “Come,” Jarrett coaxed. “Talk with Brian. Hear his side of the situation. If nothing else, it will give you a chance to say goodbye to everyone.”


      Goodbye. Of everything Jarrett had said so far, that single word was the one that really hurt.


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Twenty-Three


      Brian—Leland Alvin, rather—was seated on the marble bench in the tunnel of trees. He rose as Griff walked toward him, offering a sunny smile.


      “New camera?”


      “Is there something you want to say to me?” Griff was still too angry to fake friendliness.


      “A lot of things. Let’s walk down to the cottage together. I want to make sure my mother’s journal doesn’t leave the estate with you.”


      Griff gave him a look of disbelief. But that last had to be Muriel talking. She had always been possessive about Gemma’s journal. She could relax, though, because whatever she feared was in there wasn’t, as far as Griff could tell. “Suit yourself.”


      He expected Alvin to launch into accusations about Griff snooping into his past, but they walked a few steps in silence before Alvin said, “Are you going to write the book?”


      “Why does the idea of this book make you so nervous?”


      Alvin met his eyes and once again Griff had that eerie sense of looking into a distorted mirror. Alvin said, “I’m a private person. Is that so hard to understand? I don’t want my private life dragged out into the open for people to ooh and ah over.”


      “That’s going to happen anyway. Every newspaper in the country is going to be covering this story. Reporters with a lot more experience and resources than me are going to be asking questions. You’re news, whether you like it or not.”


      Alvin didn’t like it. That was clear from his expression. “Jarrett will have something to say about that.”


      “I’m sure he will, but even Jarrett doesn’t tell the New York Times what to print.”


      Alvin brooded over this for a minute or two before shrugging it off. “I’ll put my money on the old man. So? Are you still writing the book?”


      “I’m taking twenty-four hours to weigh my options.”


      “If you don’t take that deal, you’re stupid. Jarrett will pay whatever you like.” Alvin added, “Within reason. Don’t get greedy.”


      “I’m not greedy. And it’s not just about money.”


      “Then I don’t know what it is about.”


      Griff stopped walking and faced him. “Really? Because I thought that was the gist of your story. You didn’t let anyone know you were alive because you were uncomfortable with the idea of inheriting all this.” He waved impatiently at the surrounding parkland.


      “I’m talking about you. If you’re publishing a book, you want to make money. Right?”


      Griff started walking again. Alvin caught up and kept pace with him.


      “So don’t be stupid. A bird in the hand is worth two in the bush. Right? The Arlingtons are powerful people. You don’t want to make enemies.”


      “Like I said, I’ll think about it.”


      “You’re a bad loser, Hadley.” Alvin was smiling. Confident once more.


      Griff said, “You’re not Brian. And we both know it.”


      It probably wasn’t the smartest thing to say. Griff couldn’t help it. He was beginning to hate Alvin with a passion that surprised even him.


      Maybe that showed because Alvin’s eyes narrowed. He said, “You don’t care if I’m Brian or not. That’s the truth. You wanted this for yourself.”


      “You’re crazy!”


      Alvin shook his head. “I knew the second I laid eyes on you what you were really after.”


      “You’re out of your mind.” Griff spoke with contempt, but he was aware of a niggle of doubt. He had acknowledged to himself that he was too invested, identifying too strongly with this story. So much so that a couple of times it had even gone through his mind—


      No.


      His heart jumped and he felt that instant wave of cold, sick dread. It was like being confronted with a heavy and forbidding iron door, something absolutely immovable—understanding that somehow you had to get through that door—while at the same time knowing with certainty that something even more terrible waited on the other side. He had been stuck outside that door since arriving at the Arlington estate, and he was starting to feel more and more desperate.


      Alvin was still talking, and Griff forced himself to pay attention. “But here’s the truth. I am Brian. Nothing can change that.” He looked at Griff, waiting for him to respond.


      Griff didn’t answer. Couldn’t really.


      They walked the rest of the way in silence. When they reached the cottage, Griff expected Alvin to barge in, but he waited on the doorstep until Griff got the journal and handed it over. It was not easy. He had come to feel close to Gemma, to feel protective of her, and handing over her most painful, private thoughts to someone like Alvin felt like a betrayal.


      Alvin took the journal without a glance. “There’s an expiration date on that deal Jarrett made you. Don’t fuck around, Hadley, or you’ll end up with nothing. Anyway—” he pointed to his own forehead, “—looks to me like your investigation already hit a wall.” He grinned.


      “Is that what Dirk told you? Nah. Rough party,” Griff said. “Speaking of which, I’ll see you tonight.”


      He shut the door in Alvin’s startled face.


      * * *


      He packed before he dressed for the party.


      It was his last night and he was hoping he would spend it with Pierce. They hadn’t discussed it. Pierce might not even realize Griff was leaving the next day. Either way Griff would be on the road at the crack of dawn. He still had no idea what answer he would give Jarrett.


      In fact, all afternoon he struggled with an uncharacteristic but almost overwhelming sense of depression. Twice it got so bad he almost phoned Pierce. He honestly couldn’t think of anyone else to call, which worried him all the more.


      He felt caught and confused, and the worst part was he wasn’t sure why. The smart thing, the sensible thing, would be to accept Jarrett’s offer. He had put in enough of his own time and financial resources on this project that it was reasonable to try and recoup his costs. Jarrett wanted to ease his conscience—maybe it was even more than that, maybe he had come to feel some affection for Griff—and why not let Jarrett do that?


      Why not just this once make life easy for himself?


      Instantly he could hear his mother’s voice warning about being beholden, about selling his soul, about the dangers of accepting anything from anyone, especially rich people, but lately the echo of her dire words sounded more like a rant than wisdom. Why was it only now he was recognizing how much fear had lain behind her anger?


      Fear of what?


      It was a good thing he was leaving this place. He hadn’t been himself since he’d arrived. Before he had come to Winden House everything had been safe and certain. Now he was confused and worried. So confused he wasn’t even completely sure what he was confused about. Jarrett Arlington was willing to give him a hundred thousand dollars and never bat an eye—and Griff felt like his heart was breaking.


      That was about as confused as it got.


      And that was before it struck him that he would probably never see Pierce again after tonight. That realization was so painful that he instantly put it aside. There would be plenty of time on the fifteen-hour drive back to Wisconsin to figure out how he had managed to get so attached to someone he spent half the time arguing with.


      He spotted his battered copy of The Great Gatsby at the bottom of his suitcase. He hadn’t even had time to take it out yet. Tears stung his eyes.


      That was so ridiculous, he laughed, hastily wiping at his wet lashes. Was he having some kind of breakdown? Because he really had not been at all himself this past week.


      Stranger on the Shore was dead. But Jarrett was right, there were other stories out there. It was one book out of all the books Griff would one day write. Feeling like it was the end of the world because he couldn’t write this particular story didn’t even make sense. When had this story taken over his life? He wasn’t even sure. Somehow it seemed as if for years he had been trying to get...here. But he’d only learned about Brian Arlington’s kidnapping a few months ago.


      He sat down on the edge of the bed, pressing his fingers to his temples. His head was thumping again, though not as bad as when he’d first woken in that barn in the middle of nowhere. Maybe he was having a brain bleed. Maybe he should have gone to see a doctor after all.


      Once again he found himself wanting to call Pierce. And tell him what? I think I’m losing my mind?


      He lowered his hands, rose from the bed, and went into the bathroom to shower and change for Brian’s Welcome Home party.


      * * *


      It was dark when he started through the tunnel of rhododendrons. A little way up the path, his cell phone rang.


      Pierce, sounding like he was speaking in an under voice, said, “Jarrett told me you were coming to this thing tonight.”


      “I am. I’m walking up now.”


      “That’s a relief.” There was a pause. “I’ll see you in a few.” Pierce disconnected.


      Griff walked slowly on. Leaves stirred, whispering, though there was no breeze. The arbor seemed uncannily alive. Pale petals drifted down like snow, and wings beat the air as birds swooped from one bower to the next. At the base of the trees, frogs’ voices croaked in cheerful disharmony, the changing timbres like the huffing and puffing of different-sized bellows. High overhead the golden moon peeped shyly through the interlace of leaves and branches, now and then its filmy rays catching one of the lurking bronze or marble figures, and a stag or a woman would seem to materialize in the gloom, softly gleaming, almost luminous, before fading once more into the shadows.


      Griff continued walking, thinking that it must have been much like this the night Brian had been taken. Of course it was spring now, and much chillier than it would have been in June. But it must have felt like this that evening, with the Chinese lanterns and the black and white figures moving against the trees, a magical and mysterious night. A night when anything could happen.


      Anything good or anything evil. Magic being an unpredictable commodity.


      He thought he caught the distant notes of “Stranger on the Shore,” and realized that they must be playing music up at the house.


      A scrape of sound at the end of the tunnel caught Griff’s attention. He looked up, his eyes straining the dark. A long shadow figure was coming swiftly toward him.


      The hair rose on the back of his neck. He glanced around for a tree limb or one of the spiked solar lights he could use to defend himself, and then felt like an idiot when Pierce called, “I thought I’d walk down and meet you.”


      What had he been thinking? That Brian was going to hire Dirk to kill him?


      “I thought you were a ghost,” he called back. His alarm seemed funny now.


      Four seconds later they were in each other’s arms.


      Lovely to kiss in the wavering moonlight. Pierce’s mouth was hot and he’d had a drink. Griff was getting to like the taste of Black Velvet on Pierce’s tongue, and he liked the feel of Pierce’s hard arms around him. He kissed Pierce back with equal hunger, running his hand through the sleek softness of Pierce’s hair. It seemed like he could never quite get enough of Pierce.


      “I’ve been thinking about you all day,” Pierce said, when their lips reluctantly parted.


      “Same.” It felt right standing here in the circle of Pierce’s arms. Too right to move away, really, and Griff wondered what Pierce would say if he suggested they go back to the cottage.


      “I was afraid you weren’t going to show up,” Pierce said. “Jarrett told me he tried to buy you off. Obviously he didn’t phrase it like that.”


      “It’s funny hearing you phrase it like that.”


      “I know how you think now.”


      Griff laughed briefly. “Yeah, but I may take him up on it.”


      He could feel Pierce trying to read his face in the hazy light. He rested his forehead on the solid ridge of Pierce’s shoulder and said, “I don’t know what to do.”


      Pierce stroked his back, his hand a warm weight through Griff’s blazer. “That doesn’t sound like you.”


      Griff shook his head. “Everything was so clear at first. Not anymore. I had a talk with Alvin today. He swears he is Brian.”


      “Did you believe him?”


      “No. But I’m not sure what I’m doing anymore. Or why I’m doing it.”


      Pierce didn’t say anything, just continued to stroke Griff’s back in that almost absent, soothing way.


      Griff raised his head. “Can I come back to your place tonight? It’s my last night.”


      “Of course.” Pierce’s expression altered. He said in a different tone, “Your last night?”


      “Yeah. Either way it’s my last night. I’ve got to leave tomorrow to be back at work on Tuesday.”


      Pierce was so still he didn’t seem to be breathing. Then he said, “True.” He drew back from Griff, though his hands still rested on Griff’s shoulders. “Then let’s go up to the house. You can give Jarrett your answer and then we can get out of there. I don’t want to waste tonight welcoming Leland Alvin into the family.”


      They didn’t talk on the trip back to the house. Pierce seemed lost in thought and Griff had plenty on his mind already. They held hands in a loose, casual clasp as they walked.


      Leaving the tunnel of trees, Griff studied the moonlit checkerboard of the sunken garden. In the green-blue distance two of the statues looked like they were playing volleyball with a glowing gazing ball.


      Pierce said, “We can cut through the library.”


      Griff smiled, nodding. Of course Pierce would not deign to enter and exit through the kitchen. He followed Pierce along the unlit side of the house. Pierce opened a pair of French doors that led into a small reading room. Griff had a quick impression of petit point chairs and a low bookshelf topped with a forest of silver-framed photos of the Arlington children. A crystal vase with freshly cut roses sat on the drop-down leaf of an old-fashioned secretary.


      “This was Nicole’s sitting room.”


      Freshly cut roses in a room no longer in use seemed to Griff to perfectly exemplify everything good and bad about the Arlingtons.


      Pierce led the way through the moonlit room to a side door. He opened the door and a yellow rectangle of light from the library fell across the carpet.


      Griff followed Pierce through the doorway, which turned out to belong to the small door beside the fireplace that Griff had noticed the first day he worked in the library.


      The library blazed with light. It smelled of furniture polish and old books and fresh flowers. Yet it smelled wrong. Off.


      Pierce stopped short. Griff nearly walked into him.


      Pierce didn’t move. Didn’t speak.


      “What is it?” Griff glanced at him and then followed the line of Pierce’s silent stare.


      At first all he saw was the broken clock. The smashed cage, the crushed blue and red feathers. His gaze traveled.


      Brian—Leland Alvin—lay sprawled in front of the fireplace. He was lying facedown, but it was unmistakably him. The back of his blond head was matted and dark with gore. A few inches away from the hand he had raised in protection was a blood-smeared poker.


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Twenty-Four


      Pierce sucked in a sharp breath and started forward.


      “He’s not alive, Pierce,” Griff said. How was it that Pierce didn’t instantly realize that?


      “He might be.”


      “No.” Griff caught Pierce’s arm, stopping him, drawing him back a step. “No, he isn’t. Don’t touch him.”


      Pierce looked at him in disbelief, his eyes black in his white face. Griff realized that although Pierce was older and more experienced in almost every conceivable way, this was not one of the conceivable ways. Griff was the expert here. Griff had all too much experience with the dead, starting with coming home from college one afternoon to find his mother had overdosed on sleeping tablets.


      Griff shook his head. “No. We don’t want to contaminate the crime scene more than we’ve already done.”


      Pierce’s Adam’s apple jumped. Without another word, he got his phone out and dialed the Muttontown Police Department. He began to speak in a thick voice, and it was clear to Griff that Pierce had not called 911. Maybe his own perspective had changed over the last week, because that seemed like good thinking on Pierce’s part.


      A woman screamed. The sound seemed to ricochet off the marble fireplace and tall windows.


      Muriel stood in the doorway. She pointed at Alvin’s body, and as she continued to scream, her plump hand bounced like a child pretending to shoot with her finger. The red-rimmed O of her mouth seemed to swallow the rest of her face. Dreadful sounds poured out.


      Pierce hastily finished speaking into his phone. “Muriel.” He went to her, widely skirting the scarlet spill of Alvin’s blood, and tried to walk her out of the room.


      She wouldn’t be budged. She gripped Pierce’s arm with her free hand and continued to scream. Griff was surprised the windows didn’t shatter.


      Pierce threw him a harried look. “We’re going to have the entire party down here,” he said.


      That snapped Griff back to life. He nodded, giving the corpse a wide berth, squeezing past Pierce and Muriel, and sprinting down the long marble hall to the drawing room.


      Laughter and talk greeted him before he reached the door, the volume of voices explaining why no one seemed to be responding to Muriel’s shrieks. No music. Why had he expected music?


      The room was packed. Jarrett’s idea of a small party for family and close friends being a little different from Griff’s.


      Griff scanned the crowded room, searching for a familiar face. He spotted Marcus in the alcove bar—and couldn’t blame him for that—and Diana and Chloe, heads together by the fireplace with another older woman who looked strikingly like Diana.


      No, no, no, and...no. Jarrett was the only person really capable of dealing with a disaster of this magnitude, but Griff didn’t want to be the one to break this terrible news to him.


      Mike. That’s who he needed. Say what you liked about Michaela’s wild past, she seemed pretty unflappable, and unflappable was what he needed.


      “Hey, where’s Pierce?” Diana suddenly appeared at his shoulder, Chloe in tow. “He said he was going to meet you.”


      “He’s, uh, in the library—” Where the hell was Mike? He said to Chloe, “Where’s your mother?”


      Chloe said, “Who?”


      “Michaela.”


      “She’s being funny,” Diana informed him. “What we want to know is where is the guest of honor? I think he has stage fright. We’re taking bets on whether he’ll show.”


      “I...”


      “It’s like the Emperor’s New Clothes.” Chloe nearly spilled her drink as another guest jostled her arm. She glared at the woman. “I feel like I’m the only person in this house who can see how butt naked this guy is.”


      “Excuse me.” Griff was relieved to spot Michaela and Ring deep in conversation with a woman he vaguely recognized as a celebrity chef. He left Diana and Chloe, edging his way through the crowd to Michaela’s side.


      “Can I see you for a second?”


      Michaela looked surprised, but excused herself to her companions and followed Griff out into the hall.


      “There’s been an accident. Can you—”


      “What do you mean?” Michaela interrupted. “What accident? Who’s had an accident?”


      “Could you just make sure Jarrett—”


      Michaela’s head shot up. She froze, listening intently. “That’s Muriel. That’s my sister. Where’s Muriel? What’s happened to Muriel?” She was away and running, her heels tapping down the marble hall.


      A meaty fist closed around Griff’s bicep. “What is it? What’s going on?” Ring confronted Griff. “What’s wrong with Mike?”


      “There’s been an accident. Wait. Someone has to talk to Jarrett—” But again he was talking to empty air as Ring shot after his wife, calling her name.


      Griff went back into the drawing room and was met by Diana and Chloe, who now looked frightened.


      “What the hell’s happening?” Chloe asked. “Something’s going on.”


      Diana said, “Where’s Pierce?”


      “Pierce is fine,” Griff said. “It’s not—” This time he was faster. He grabbed Diana’s arm and Chloe’s hand before they too darted away. “No. Listen to me. I need your help, Chloe. I’ve got some bad news. Can you get your uncle out here?”


      “What news?” Her eyes widened. “Has something happened to Brian?”


      He couldn’t help noticing how hopeful she sounded. “Yes. Can you get Marcus? The police are on their way. They’re going to be here any minute and I want your uncle to talk to Jarrett before they get here.”


      Chloe looked around the room. “There he is.” She moved away.


      “Brian’s dead, isn’t he?” Diana asked. She looked pale but calm.


      “Yes.”


      “What happened?”


      “I don’t know. It looks like it might be homicide,” Griff said.


      “Murder? Oh no!”


      Griff finally spotted Jarrett laughing and talking with two older couples. The sounds of alarm and anguish from down the hall were mounting as Michaela reached the library. He watched Chloe reach Marcus and speak to him, saw Marcus’s smile turn bewildered and then wary.


      “Hurry,” he whispered.


      Jarrett spied Griff hovering indecisively in the doorway. He came toward him, smiling. The happiness on the old man’s face seemed to shrink Griff’s heart in his chest.


      “Griffin, my boy, you decided to join us. Excellent!”


      Griff tried to think of something he could say, something that would prepare Jarrett.


      Jarrett’s expression changed almost at once. “Is something wrong?”


      Oh God. No. No, he did not want this task. Did not want this awful responsibility. It should be Michaela or Marcus. At the very least it should be Pierce. It should be someone who knew Jarrett, was close to Jarrett.


      He licked his lips and said, “I think Marcus is going to—”


      The wail of approaching sirens drowned him out, drowned out everyone, and the guests began to look at each other in surprise and then unease. It sounded as though the police had parked on the front lawn. Maybe they had.


      “What is it?” Jarrett demanded. “What’s happened?”


      To Griff’s relief, Marcus appeared at Jarrett’s side. “Father,” he intervened. He sounded out of breath. His face was ghastly.


      Jarrett looked from Marcus to Griff then, ignoring Marcus, grabbed Griff’s arm with startling strength. “What’s happened? Tell me.”


      “It’s bad news,” Griff said desperately. He covered Jarrett’s bony hand with his own, gripping him tight. “I’m sorry. It’s the worst news. Brian’s dead.”


      Across the room Mrs. Truscott dropped a large silver tray of canapés. Her face was bloodless, her eyes black and hollow as she stared at them.


      Jarrett gave a wounded sound. He reached for, but missed, the arm of a wingback chair and pitched forward.


      Chloe squealed in alarm.


      “Father!” shouted Marcus, dropping to his knees beside Jarrett’s prone figure.


      Griff stared at the ring of stricken faces. “Call 911!” he yelled.


      * * *


      The ambulance had come and gone.


      As had the coroner’s wagon.


      The police were presumably still prowling the stately halls of Winden House. After being thoroughly questioned, Pierce and Griff, along with the other guests, had finally been allowed to leave.


      Pierce had been on the phone since they’d left the estate. Ordinarily Griff would have been too. He had an exclusive on one of the biggest crime stories in the country and he was just lying here watching Pierce, cell in hand and clad only in pale blue silk pajama bottoms, stalk up and down the football field of his bedroom. But Griff had been through a police investigation before. It was different being on the inside. Even when everyone agreed you had nothing to do with it, told you not to blame yourself.


      “Let me know if there’s anything I can do,” Pierce said crisply. He disconnected and set his phone on the bedside table. “Jarrett suffered a mild heart attack,” he told Griff. “They think he’s got a good chance of pulling through.”


      Griff nodded. He wasn’t convinced of that. Jarrett had been living for Brian’s return, and now that dream had been taken from him.


      Pierce climbed into bed beside Griff. “I guess this is proof you were right,” he said wearily. “Whoever got Brian out of the way the first time wasn’t about to sit still for his triumphant return from the grave.”


      “I don’t know, Pierce. I’m still not convinced that Brian’s kidnapping is linked to Alvin’s murder.” In fact, Griff was almost sure the two crimes weren’t connected. Slowly, blindly, he had been feeling his way to this revelation from the moment he had arrived at Winden House. But how the hell could he begin to explain to Pierce? Pierce was going to think he was crazy. Or that he was another conman like Leland Alvin. He might even think Griff had a motive for murder.


      Because this time it was murder. Of that, there was no doubt. On that score everyone was agreed. They would have to wait for the Medical Examiner’s official report, but preliminary findings indicated that between five and seven o’clock that evening, a person or persons unknown had repeatedly and fatally struck the man believed to be Brian Arlington over the head with a fireplace poker.


      Pierce frowned. “I don’t know how you can stick to that theory in the face of everything that happened tonight.”


      Griff sidestepped. “Because they were all so happy and relieved at Brian’s return. With the exception of Chloe, and Chloe couldn’t have had anything to do with Brian’s disappearance. She was a baby.”


      “Are you saying you think Chloe killed Alvin?”


      “What I’m saying is, Chloe was the only one who didn’t believe Alvin was Brian. The others did believe it, and they were happy. Heck, they were joyful. I don’t believe anybody was faking that joy.”


      “So you do think Chloe killed him.”


      “She doesn’t have a motive. She didn’t believe he was Brian.”


      Pierce gave a disbelieving laugh. “That’s no alibi. Jarrett was changing his will in Alvin’s favor. So fake or not, Alvin was going to inherit everything. Which I think may have considerably reduced the universal joy at Brian’s return.” Pierce took his watch off and set it on the nightstand. “Maybe this is going to sound brutal, but Jarrett brought some of this on himself by changing the terms of the will so many times. For the last decade Muriel, Mike and Marcus all believed they were splitting the estate three ways. Not to mention all the other behests and bequests in that will. Then suddenly it’s all going back to Brian. I told Jarrett I thought he was making a mistake.”


      “That’s the problem with that kind of money.”


      Pierce looked at him. “I call bullshit,” he said. “We both know there are people out there who will cut your throat for lunch money. There is no specific dollar amount that turns people into killers.”


      “You don’t think everyone has a price?”


      “Do you have a price? What’s your price?”


      “My price isn’t money.”


      Pierce studied him for a moment. He smiled faintly. “I believe you.” He said lightly, “Do you want to know what my price is?”


      “Yes.”


      Pierce’s eyes darkened. He reached for Griff and Griff was happy to respond. He wrapped his arms around Pierce’s broad back and opened his mouth to Pierce’s tongue. Pierce kissed him deeply, sweetly, and Griff’s heart seemed to melt in his chest. Already this felt so familiar, so natural, so right.


      He could taste the words as Pierce whispered, “Would you want to...? Would you let me?”


      Griff swallowed so hard his throat hurt as though he had gulped down river rock, and the sound that came out was an inarticulate moan. Yes. Of course yes.


      Pierce covered his mouth, pushing Griff’s pliant weight into the mattress. Griff arched up, Pierce slammed back and for a minute they were awkwardly out of sync, Griff zigging, Pierce zagging, the knock and poke of knees and hip bones and ribs where there should have been hot flesh and hard muscle.


      Pierce made a sound somewhere between a laugh and a gasp, pulling back, and Griff moaned again, only this time in frustration.


      “I’m right here,” Pierce said breathlessly. Which sounded promising but was not exactly accurate since he was moving away, groping for the bedstand drawer, rifling through its contents.


      “Pierce.”


      “Coming...”


      “Well, you’re the only one who is.” Griff’s hand moved to his cock, stroking comfortingly.


      Pierce laughed and flung himself down. “Don’t start without me.” He tore open the condom packet and Griff watched, fascinated, as Pierce pulled the flesh-colored hood over his thick, rigid cock. It gave him a fluttery feeling in his belly knowing in seconds Pierce was going to be inside him, was going to fuck him.


      Pierce’s lashes lifted. He met Griff’s eyes and he smiled with such unguarded affection that Griff’s heart ached. Pierce unscrewed the cap from the tube he held, and Griff got a whiff of something than reminded him of vacations, a faint woodsy scent with a hint of orange and sandalwood.


      “That’s nice,” he said huskily.


      Pierce nodded. “Lift your knees.”


      Griff obeyed, bringing his knees up, stretching out his arms, waiting, eyes closed. He felt the coolness of the lubricant first and then the first delicate brush of Pierce’s fingertip pushing into his anus. His heart hammered against his ribs. Just this, the feel of Pierce’s finger entering his body, was almost unbearably exciting. His own cock was painfully hard, bobbing against his belly. Pierce touched him with bone-melting expertise, knowing the exact place that made Griff catch his breath and bear down.


      Pierce said, “Do you like this?”


      Griff nodded frantically.


      Pierce said, his voice soft, the words startlingly frank, “I like watching your face when I do this to you. I like the way your throat moves and I like those little quivers your eyelashes make when I do this.” He pressed the spongy nub of Griff’s prostate and Griff gave another of those ragged gasps.


      “Pierce...”


      “And that. I like that too. The way you say my name. And I like watching my finger moving inside and out of you. Your skin is so pale. Except for that little pink circle. There. I like the weight of your balls resting against my hand.”


      Levi had done a lot of talking during sex, but Griff realized now that Levi had never really said anything. Maybe that was why he had never been able to come up with the answers Levi wanted. He had never completely understood the question. Now Griff’s entire body felt flushed and alive with a mix of physical response and pleasurable confusion as Pierce spoke to him, touched him with silky-slick fingers. It was almost dizzying to have this much attention focused on him. Appreciative attention, that was the difference. Who knew appreciation could be an aphrodisiac?


      “You’re going to make me come,” he warned, opening his eyes.


      “You want to come like this?” Pierce asked. “Or when I’m fucking you?”


      Griff almost lost it, but managed somehow to hang on, to plead thickly, “Fuck me, Pierce. Please fuck me.” More, right there, than he had ever managed with Levi.


      The room smelled sharp with sex and spicy orange. Pierce’s face was grave and beautiful as he smiled down at Griff.


      They shifted position on the mattress, Pierce lifting and parting Griff’s legs so that he was reclining with his exposed and vulnerable ass in Pierce’s naked lap. It was embarrassing and erotic and exciting all at the same time. He shivered as he felt the blunt head of Pierce’s cock rub over his asshole, nudge resistant muscle. Griff bit his lip and pushed down on the familiar scrape and burn—and at the same instant, Pierce groaned and shoved forward, sheathing himself.


      There was a moment of overwhelming fullness, of having to accept, coalesce, or be rent in half. Griff forced open his eyes. Pierce stared back at him. There was no closing himself off from it. They were joined in the here and now. They were together in this moment. And this moment felt like forever.


      Griff’s mouth curved, and Pierce smiled faintly in reply, no longer talking. He began to move, hips rocking in strong, deliberately timed thrusts, and every stroke seemed to brush across Griff’s prostate, sending hot little jolts of electricity shooting from the base of his spine to the back of his skull.


      No hiding like this. No concealing what he was feeling, everything showed on his face. But everything showed on Pierce’s face too.


      Griff wriggled, locked his legs around Pierce’s lean waist, and Pierce lost his rhythm for an instant, and then found it, thrusting harder, deeper, pounding to an urgent finish in short strokes. The slap of Griff’s buttocks against Pierce’s muscular thighs, the pinch and press of his balls against the moist heat of Pierce’s groin, Pierce’s soft grunts were doing it for Griff. He threw his head back and yelled, hands knotting in the bedclothes, coming in jets of creamy white, spattering Pierce’s chest and shoulders.


      Pierce gave a breathless, ragged laugh, and a moment later he was coming too.


      * * *


      Some time later Pierce raised himself off Griff and flopped back on the stack of pillows, pulling Griff over so that his head rested on Pierce’s chest. Griff could hear the steady, reassuring beat of Pierce’s heart. Pierce’s fingertips absently traced the bones and damp hollows of Griff’s spine. “Muriel’s under sedation until further notice.”


      “I’m not surprised.” His last sight of Muriel that evening had been of her staring into space, her mouth opening and closing like a stranded fish.


      “I have to say, I didn’t see that one coming. I’ve never known Muriel to care much about anyone other than herself.”


      Griff said slowly, “This is different though. Alvin was her son.”


      “What?” Pierce sat up, staring at him. “That’s a new theory.”


      “I’m pretty sure of it. I don’t have any proof.”


      “Of that I’m sure.”


      “Everyone in the family insisted that Alvin was an Arlington, that they could feel it, that the family resemblance was too great to be coincidence. So if you start with the assumption that the family is correct and Alvin was an Arlington, you have to consider how he came into being.”


      Pierce snorted. “Came into being? You mean who fathered the bastard?”


      “Or mothered him. That’s where we overlooked the obvious.”


      “It’s still not obvious to me.”


      “Alvin has—had—five potential lines of parentage. Jarrett, Marcus, Matthew, Mike and Muriel. I’m going by Gemma’s journal because she provides a pretty good chronicle of what was happening in the family around the time that Brian would have to have been conceived.”


      Pierce shook his head. “This isn’t even circumstantial.”


      “Everyone seems to agree that Matthew adored Gemma, and that they stayed devoted to each other even after Brian disappeared. So I don’t think Matthew is viable. According to Gemma, Marcus was still in love with her. She and everyone else kept hoping he would move on, but he didn’t, so I think Marcus is probably a no go. Not for sure. But he’s not my first choice.”


      “First choice.” Pierce groaned. “This is pure supposition. Conjecture.”


      “It doesn’t mean I’m not right. Mike was getting pregnant, pregnant, and recovering from her pregnancy during the crucial time period. Plus, she wouldn’t have bothered to hide another baby. Why should she? I think she’d have even enjoyed sticking it to her family with another illegitimate pregnancy.”


      “Now there I agree.”


      “I considered Jarrett—”


      Pierce made a choked sound.


      “But Jarrett is too meticulous, too much of a control freak not to be aware of any possible illegitimate offspring he might have had.”


      “You think Jarrett would...” Pierce was too flabbergasted to continue.


      “So that leaves Muriel. According to Gemma, Muriel left home to ‘find herself’ for about a year right around the time period we’re looking at. This is a woman who doesn’t drive.”


      “Not driving doesn’t mean anything.” But Pierce sounded thoughtful. “She was gone for quite a while, that’s true. In fact, it was more like eighteen months.”


      “No one seems to have known where she was or what she was doing during that time.”


      “You think she was dealing with an unwanted pregnancy?”


      “I do, yeah. I think she had the baby and adopted it out and then flew home to the nest. And I think that’s one reason Alvin didn’t reject the idea of a paternity test outright. I think he knew the results would be confusing in a way that might work for him. I also think that’s why Muriel was so thrilled and so happy about ‘Brian’s’ return, because from what I’ve seen of her so far, that’s not the reaction I’d have expected.”


      Pierce made a noncommittal noise.


      “And finally, I think that’s how Alvin came to have Tiny Teddy. I don’t think Tiny Teddy disappeared with Brian that night. I think the toy remained at Winden Hall. I think somewhere along the line Muriel came across it and hung on to it. Either because she didn’t want to upset Gemma or because in the back of her mind she thought it might come in useful at some point.”


      “You think she planned this from the beginning?”


      “No. But I think maybe the idea took root along the way. Maybe she looked Alvin up for other reasons or maybe she ran into him by coincidence, but I think she did come up with the idea to pass him off as Brian and thereby get her son back and inherit the entire estate—which she always believed she was entitled to as the eldest child. And I think Alvin would have been more than happy to go along with it.”


      “That’s a lot of hunch and some guesswork but not much else.”


      “But possible, right?”


      “It’s not impossible.” Pierce considered. “Then where is Brian?”


      Griff closed his eyes. “Where he’s always been. That’s what I mean about Brian’s kidnapping not being connected to Alvin’s appearance—or murder.”


      “But whoever killed Alvin—”


      “No.” Griff opened his eyes. “Whoever killed Alvin is not necessarily the same person who took Brian. In fact, I’m sure it’s not the same person. I think what you said is true, unfortunately. Somebody was counting on their share of the estate.”


      “Not Muriel obviously.”


      “Not Muriel. She had every reason to want Alvin alive and inheriting.”


      Pierce was watching him closely. He said slowly, “You seem to think you know who took Brian.”


      Griff looked away. “I’m not sure. I don’t have any proof and you’d think I was nuts if I told you.”


      “You think you can get proof?”


      There was something in Pierce’s voice. Griff threw him an uncertain look. “If it’s there, now that I know what I’m looking for. I’m not positive though. And if I can’t prove it, it’s better to stay quiet.”


      “I’m not sure I agree. Other people are involved here. Including Odell Johnson.”


      Griff looked up. “What happens now to Johnson?”


      Pierce shook his head. “It’s complicated. If Alvin is the imposter we both believe he is, then his story of wandering away that night is bogus, and there goes Johnson’s alibi. The conviction stands and its back to square one.”


      “I don’t know.”


      “What don’t you know?”


      Pierce was studying him again. Griff said, “We should sleep, don’t you think?”


      Pierce started to answer, stopped, cocked an eyebrow. “Well, we could,” he said. “Or maybe we could do something else to pass the time.”


      Griff laughed and reached for him.


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Twenty-Five


      “You’re okay, Griff. You’re safe here.” Pierce’s voice cut through the sadness, the aching for what was gone forever. “You’re dreaming. Open your eyes.”


      Griff opened his eyes.


      Pierce leaned over him, outlined in the pool of lamplight. His face was shadowed, but his touch was kind and familiar.


      “Sorry,” Griff jerked out. “Did I wake you? Sorry.”


      “I wasn’t sleeping.” Pierce held up a book with his other hand.


      “What time is it?”


      “About three. I couldn’t sleep. What did you dream?”


      Griff looked inward at the dream, and his throat closed. He pressed his face against Pierce, feeling the wiry softness of hair, the warmth of Pierce’s skin, breathing in unison with the slow, even rise and fall of Pierce’s chest. Pierce’s cologne was comforting to him now, as was the even thump of Pierce’s heart beneath his ear. He shook his head a little, his throat too tight to speak.


      When Pierce rested his face against Griff’s hair, Griff felt his eyes fill with stupid, hot emotion.


      “You can tell me.” He could feel the vibration of Pierce’s deep voice against his face. “Wouldn’t it be easier?”


      Maybe it would be easier. Maybe not. What would be worse. Being right or being wrong? The only thing he knew for sure was once the words were spoken, there was no going back. And he wasn’t ready for that. Wasn’t ready to have his line of retreat cut.


      He drew back, wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. He shook his head. The cover of Pierce’s book registered. “You’re reading Gatsby?”


      Pierce nodded


      “What do you think of it so far?”


      He could feel Pierce considering his words. “The writing is beautiful. It reads like a fairytale to me.”


      Griff weighed that. It was a shrewd observation. There was a fairytale quality to Gatsby. A fairytale that did not end well for the prince. He liked that Pierce didn’t pretend he liked the book more than he did, but that he could appreciate what was there to appreciate.


      Pierce said, “Tell me what it is you like about it so much.”


      Griff grimaced. “You’re just trying to distract me.”


      “I thought you were trying to distract me.” Pierce brushed his knuckles against the bristle on Griff’s jaw.


      “There are better ways.”


      “I know. Talk to me.”


      Griff joked, “Talk? Careful. That sounds like we’re getting serious.”


      Pierce continued to watch him with that steady gaze. Beneath dark and curling lashes his eyes were the color of warm and sweet things—honey and amber and firelight and apricot brandy.


      Griff gave in. “It’s not a romance. Everyone always thinks it’s a romance.”


      “So what is it? Why does it matter to you so much?”


      “It’s beautiful. The writing. It makes your heart hurt.” Griff quoted, “‘In his blue gardens men and girls came and went like moths among the whisperings and the champagne and the stars.’”


      “Nice. But there are lots of beautifully written books out there.”


      “It’s about a lot of things. It’s about dreams and what to value and when to let go. It’s about becoming whatever you want to be and about what it means to be true to yourself.” And it was about the degenerate rich, the falsity of the American dream, reckless excess, class warfare, and much else that suddenly seemed less absolute, even less important lying face-to-face with Pierce who worked with at-risk kids, drove out to do pro bono work for his elderly shut-ins, and wore a winged tattoo stamped over his tailbone.


      Instead, Griff said, “And it’s like life in that it doesn’t ultimately reveal what you should believe or who was right and who was wrong. It gives you a lot to think about, to wonder about, to compare to what you know.”


      “I like you,” Pierce said.


      Griff laughed, not sure if Pierce was making fun of him or not. But Pierce looked perfectly serious. “I like you too,” Griff said.


      “A lot. Whatever happens, I’m on your side. I mean that.”


      Griff’s smile faded. “That sounds ominous. What’s going to happen?”


      “I’m not sure. That’ll be up to you, I think.”


      Griff didn’t have an answer, and Pierce, still sober, still serious, sat up and turned off the lamp.


      * * *


      The sun was shining brightly the next morning. Pierce made coffee from freshly ground beans, and there were blueberry toaster waffles with maple syrup.


      “This is a real breakfast,” Griff said, and Pierce looked both amused and self-conscious.


      “I think it takes sausage to be a real breakfast. Bacon at the minimum.”


      “But we had sausage,” Griff said innocently.


      Pierce inhaled coffee and began to cough. Griff laughed at him.


      The doorbell rang a few minutes later. Pierce went to answer it and Diana strolled into the kitchen.


      “Well, well. Things are moving nicely,” she observed at the sight of Griff perched at the breakfast island.


      Griff hid behind his coffee cup. Pierce said, “Well, they were. Thanks.”


      Diana laughed and helped herself to coffee as well. “So here’s the latest. Muriel has accused Chloe of killing Brian.”


      “Where the hell did that come from?” Pierce asked.


      Diana took the stool next to Griff. “Dad.”


      “No, I mean where did Muriel come up with the idea that Chloe killed Brian?”


      “I guess Chloe had a huge fight with Brian not long before the party. I don’t know the details. But at some point, it must have been this morning, Mike threatened to kill Muriel if she accused Chloe again. And Muriel believes she meant it.”


      Pierce exhaled a long weary breath and Diana winked at Griff. “At this rate they’ll all be in jail before the day is out. Except Jarrett.” Diana’s mouth turned down. “Poor Jarrett.”


      “How’s he doing this morning?” Griff was afraid to ask. He braced for the answer.


      “So far, so good. That’s what Dad says anyway. He was on the phone to the hospital first thing.”


      Pierce, standing on the other side of the island, took a final bite of waffle and drained his coffee cup. He put his dishes in the dishwasher. “What are you up to today?”


      “I’m on my way to the office,” Diana said.


      “Not you,” Pierce said. He looked at Griff. “You. What are you up to? You do know you can’t leave for Wisconsin yet, right?”


      “Oh!” Diana said. “Jarrett wants to see you. That’s what he told Dad this morning.”


      “Me?” Griff looked at Pierce.


      Diana said, “Yes, you. He was very definite about it. He wants to see you as soon as possible.”


      “I guess that’s one of the things I’m doing,” Griff said.


      “Okay. Watch yourself,” Pierce said. “And don’t go around telling people you think you know who snatched Brian. Keep your mouth shut. I’m serious.”


      Diana stared from Pierce to Griff. “You know who kidnapped Brian?”


      “No comment,” Pierce said. “And I mean that. From either of you. To anyone outside this room.”


      Diana’s mouth dropped. Pierce kissed the top of her head and then leaned over her and kissed Griff. “Hmm. Maple syrup. Nice.”


      He was gone. They heard the front door slam a moment later.


      Diana turned to Griff. “You’re not really planning to leave?” She seemed genuinely troubled.


      “I live in Wisconsin.”


      “But what about Pierce?”


      He hoped she couldn’t read his expression. “Holiday romance.”


      “It’s not a holiday romance, it’s a long-distance romance. Those can work.”


      He forced himself to say, “Yeah, I don’t think so. We don’t really have a lot in common, you know.”


      “It doesn’t take a lot of things, it takes key things. Quality not quantity.”


      “You’re an expert?”


      “I’m an informed observer. My parents have been blissfully happy for over fifty years. He’s a damned Dem and she’s a Republican. They argue almost constantly, they have virtually nothing in common, and they can’t bear to be away from each other for more than a day.”


      Griff smiled. “That’s nice.”


      “It is. You do care about Pierce, right? You look at him like you’re crazy about him.”


      Griff shifted uncomfortably on the wooden stool.


      “Sorry,” Diana said. “Am I out of line? Don’t answer that. Now. Do you really know who took Brian?”


      “I don’t have any proof, and without it, I’m going to sound delusional. In fact, half the time I think I am delusional. Apparently it runs in the family.”


      Diana chatted at him a while longer while he finished his breakfast. “I’ve got to go,” she said at last. “I’m meeting a buyer at eleven.”


      “See you.” Griff rose, put his dishes and her coffee cup in the dishwasher.


      “I hope so.” She continued to stand there, eyeing him speculatively.


      “Something wrong?” Griff asked.


      “Has Pierce told you about Roberto?”


      “Who?” Griff’s stomach did a dive. He should have realized somebody like Pierce would have a complicated social life.


      “Roberto was Pierce’s boyfriend in college. I thought he might have mentioned him to you.” She was still giving him that critical look.


      “No.”


      “Nobody mentioned Roberto?”


      “No.”


      Her eyes squinched shut in what appeared to be a full body wince. “God. Pierce is right. I really am a blabbermouth.” She opened her eyes. “Well, too late now. Anyway, I think you should know. I think it would help. Pierce wasn’t out in college. I mean, you’ve met him. He’s not exactly...” She gestured helplessly.


      “Flamboyant?”


      “Right. He’s conservative by nature. Well, he’s a lawyer. That pretty much sums it up. Anyway, he did fall in love with a boy in college. Roberto Castiglioni. And Roberto was out and he was...well, he was a Rastafarian. Which right there—”


      “Wait a sec,” Griff interrupted. “Pierce used to be with a Rastafarian named Roberto?”


      “Yes. He had blond dreadlocks. Bertie, not Pierce.”


      “Bertie? That was his nickname?”


      Diana nodded. “He was gorgeous. Truly. Blond, blue eyes...he always had this gold stubble on his jaw. Like you this morning. Anyway, Roberto wanted Pierce to come out too. And Pierce wouldn’t, and eventually they split up over it.”


      “That’s understandable,” Griff said. He meant the splitting up over Pierce not being out, but actually the only part that wasn’t understandable was how Pierce had wound up dating a blond Rastafarian named Roberto. Bertie.


      He was fascinated and uncomfortable. No way should he be having this conversation with Pierce’s sister.


      “Yes. It is. Absolutely. Not taking sides. But Roberto held a grudge. He was really angry. Bitterly angry. And eventually he told Pierce that if he didn’t pay him ten thousand dollars, Roberto would out Pierce to our parents. Pierce refused and that’s exactly what Roberto did. He drove out here and threw a monumental scene at a big dinner party in front of our parents and a houseful of their closest friends.”


      Griff tried and failed to imagine the rules of etiquette for that particular social occasion. What fork did you use for skewering your ex-boyfriend?


      “And that’s the story of how my brother came out to our parents and most of the people we grew up with. Pierce has never gotten involved, really involved, with anyone since. That’s what I mean by he has trust issues.”


      “I guess that would do it.”


      “But in just a few days he’s managed to get more involved with you than anyone in the last ten years.”


      “I...”


      “I think you’re really good for him.”


      Griff recovered enough to say, “I think you’re going to be late meeting your client.”


      “I think you’re right.” She made a face and grabbed her purse. “Don’t tell Pierce I told you any of that. He’ll slay me.”


      “Uh, I’m not sure keeping things from Pierce is the right way to help him work through his trust issues.”


      Diana laughed. “See. I knew you were the right man for him!”


      * * *


      Overnight Jarrett Arlington had grown old. Old and frail.


      Griff, uncomfortably aware of Michaela listening to every word from her chair in her father’s private hospital room, stood beside the old man’s bed watching him struggle for breath.


      “I want you to find out who did this.” Jarrett’s voice was hardly more than a whisper. It wasn’t the heart attack that was going to kill him, it was grief. Would knowing the truth be better or worse? All the life was bleeding out of him. He was gray-faced and the hand feebly gripping Griff’s wrist was ice cold.


      “Mr. Arlington, I’m not a detective.” Griff was being as gentle as he could, but that was the truth. He wasn’t equipped to solve a murder. He covered crime stories, he didn’t solve crimes. The fact that he held the solution to the mystery that had haunted the Arlingtons for two decades was partly luck and partly his own grotesque involvement. “I want to help, but we’ve got to let the police handle this.”


      Jarrett’s fingers tightened and Griff shut up. Jarrett’s colorless lips moved. “I want the truth. I don’t care how painful. I have to know.”


      “I know. I’ll help any way I can.” But Griff couldn’t help seeing that even part of the truth was liable to be too much of a shock.


      Beneath half-closed eyes, Jarrett was watching him. There was a fierce spark in his drugged gaze. “You were willing to find out what happened at the beginning. There’s a reason you’re here at the end.”


      Griff nodded mechanically.


      Jarrett coughed and wet his lips. “It’s full circle. You wanted the story. It’s yours.”


      “I didn’t want...” He stopped again at the fierce press of Jarrett’s clammy fingers.


      “It’s yours. It’s your story. Find out for me what really happened.”


      Griff compromised, “I’ll do whatever I can.”


      “Good. You’re a good boy.” Jarrett closed his eyes. “You remind me...”


      He was sleeping again. Griff carefully freed himself and went out into the hall. He felt shaken. That had been much harder than he expected.


      The door to the private room opened and Michaela followed him into the antiseptic-smelling hall. She looked nearly as ill as her father. Her eyes were red-rimmed and there were lines carved into her face.


      She said, keeping her voice low, “If you really want to be of use, tell Pierce to make sure the police don’t arrest Chloe. He’s not answering my calls.”


      “Are they really looking at Chloe as a suspect?”


      “Thanks to my sister, yes. Last night I thought they would arrest Marcus, but after Muriel told them Chloe threatened Brian, they seem to be focusing on Chloe.”


      “Where is she now?”


      “She’s being questioned by Nassau P.D. Ring is with her. I can’t leave Daddy. Muriel is...” She didn’t finish the thought.


      Griff watched her expression. “What do you think happened last night?”


      Despite her exhaustion, anger blazed in Michaela’s eyes. “How should I know?”


      “If the only thing the police have on Chloe is an argument before the party, that’s not much.”


      “Of course that’s all they have! There isn’t anything else. She didn’t do it.”


      Griff suggested, “Maybe the police were on the right track with Marcus?”


      “Are you crazy? Marcus? What would the motive be?”


      “Money?”


      “Money?” She sounded like it was a foreign concept, something abstruse and absurd.


      “Brian was killed for some reason,” Griff said. “There had to be some motive. Some reason.”


      She stared at him as though she had only realized who she was speaking to. “I’ll tell you the reason,” she said. “This family is cursed.”


      She turned and went back inside Jarrett’s room. The door closed silently behind her.


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Twenty-Six


      Griff had to wait for the elevator. When the door finally slid open, Marcus stood before him. The harsh light was not kind. His face was puffy and he looked drawn with weariness. His expression, as he recognized Griff, was not pleased.


      “What are you doing here?”


      “Your father asked to see me.” Griff waited for Marcus to exit the elevator, but Marcus made no move to step out.


      “Why would he? About what?”


      “I’m supposed to leave today. He just wanted a final word.”


      “Leave?”


      Griff nodded. “Were you getting out?” he suggested.


      “I’ll ride down with you.”


      Griff stepped into the elevator and the doors closed. Griff pressed the ground floor button. He remembered that he had not yet interviewed Marcus. He had fully intended to. He had intended to speak to all the Arlingtons. But the week had flown past and somehow there was always someone more important, more in the forefront of his investigation to interview.


      “Did the police give you permission to leave?” Marcus asked.


      Griff said, “I’ll check back with Detective Patrick before I go, but there would be no grounds for keeping me here. I made my statement last night, and I can always answer follow-up questions by phone.”


      Marcus’s hollow gaze seemed fixed on Griff’s face. “Do you think you have enough information to write your book?”


      “I don’t know if there will be a book now. Your father asked me not to write it.”


      “Because of Brian. That doesn’t matter now. Brian’s out of your way.”


      Unease crawled down Griff’s spine. “Maybe the book isn’t as important as I thought it was.”


      Marcus asked strangely, “What is important?”


      Griff didn’t know how to answer. He wished he hadn’t got into this elevator. It was too easy to forget about Marcus, to dismiss him. The fact was, he knew Marcus the least well of any of the Arlingtons. And what he did know was not reassuring. Marcus was an alcoholic. Marcus had been in love with his brother’s wife. Marcus was on the outside of his own family. And at one point Marcus had believed he was entitled to the complete Arlington estate.


      “You’re not answering the question,” Marcus said. “What is important?”


      Griff told himself he was not afraid. He was a lot younger, stronger, fitter than Marcus, and he was on his guard. If all else he could hit the emergency button. His hand still casually rested on the panel, right next to the red button. But last night someone, most likely one of the Arlingtons, had boldly committed cold-blooded murder, and that person was still on the loose. Marcus was an unknown quantity and there was no question he was behaving oddly.


      “Maybe I just needed to prove something to myself,” Griff replied. “Maybe just coming here was the test.”


      Marcus’s mouth curved into a smile that was somehow more frightening than his strained and somber expression had been. “Do you think you know who kidnapped Brian?”


      Griff remembered Pierce telling him to keep his mouth shut. But he could tell that Marcus knew he did think he had the answer. He said carefully, “I know that a deranged person took Brian that night. I know that the intent was not to harm him or kill him. I don’t know anything more than that. I don’t know if there is anything more to know.”


      “A deranged person,” Marcus said thoughtfully.


      The elevator reached the bottom floor. The door opened.


      “I don’t think it was about money.” Griff stepped out of the elevator with a feeling of relief.


      He glanced back at Marcus, but Marcus stood unmoving.


      “No,” Marcus said. “Not that time.”


      The elevator door closed.


      * * *


      He tried twice to get Pierce and then, checking his messages, realized he had probably been calling Pierce while Pierce was trying to get through to him.


      His phone rang on the drive to Winden House, and Pierce’s number flashed up. Griff answered with, “Do you have access to the Arlingtons’ financial records?”


      “Of course.”


      “Everybody’s?”


      “Well, essentially...yes. It depends on what you’re looking for. I don’t have instant access to every single account and trust fund. Obviously that’s information I can get, and information that the police have already requested. In fact, I’m going through Michaela’s financials now.”


      “Who runs Arlington Amalgamated since Jarrett retired?”


      “Howard Sand was groomed and trained by Jarrett to take his place as CEO after Matthew’s death.”


      “Not Marcus?”


      “No.”


      “Why?”


      Pierce said patiently, “Because Marcus wasn’t interested. Marcus built and ran his own company until it went under nine years ago.”


      “What company?”


      “Whitewater Yachts. Marcus lost everything when the company went bankrupt.” Pierce’s tone changed. “Griff, never mind that for now. I have to talk to you.”


      “Okay.”


      “I’ve been instrumental in initiating DNA testing on Brian.”


      That shocked him. “Without the permission of the family?”


      “I convinced Detective Patrick that Brian’s paternity could be crucial to the investigation into his homicide.” Pierce hesitated. “That’s not the difficult part of what I need to tell you.”


      “The difficult part?”


      “Yes.”


      Griff’s heart dropped. He yanked the wheel and skidded to the side of the road, parking on the shoulder. He found his voice at last. “You better not be about to tell me what I think you’re going to tell me.”


      “I apologize,” Pierce said equally quietly. “I did it before we were involved. I told myself I was acting to protect my clients, but the fact is, I was acting to protect myself.”


      Funny how he had believed he loved Levi and yet nothing Levi had done, including walking out on him, hurt even a fraction as much as hearing this from Pierce.


      “I don’t understand you,” Griff said. “Is that why you invited me back to your house that first night? To get a sample of my DNA?”


      “Of course not. I invited you back because I wanted to be with you. But the idea did occur to me and I did act on it.”


      Griff remembered Pierce’s perfunctory attentions that night and laughed. At least the sound was intended as a laugh.


      “Griff.” Pierce sounded like he was in pain.


      “I can’t believe it. I came here to research a book. That was all. That was all I ever intended. What the fuck did you think you would discover?”


      “Have you ever looked at your birth certificate? I mean really examined it.”


      “Of course.” Not. Because who ever really examined those documents? You took them for granted. And the people in the town you grew up in took them for granted too. Because you’d been living there for twenty years and everyone knew you and knew your mother...


      “I never had any intention of hurting you. I swear to God. It’s just...the more I learned about you, the more curious I became. Your birthday. Your middle name. The night terrors and anxiety attacks. The fact that you were home schooled until college, that your mother was afraid to take you to a doctor.”


      “We’re done,” Griff said. “Don’t call me again.” He clicked off. Then he stared at the black screen, breathing as hard as if he’d had to fight tooth and nail to sever that connection. It was one thing to suspect a thing yourself. It was something else entirely to have someone grab you by the collar and force you to look into the mirror.


      His phone rang. Pierce’s number flashed up.


      He pressed Talk but before he could say anything, Pierce said, “I don’t know the results of the test. I’m calling you before I know anything for sure. Before I have any proof. I don’t care about the results. I’m calling you because I realize that I’ve violated your trust, and I don’t want to jeopardize what’s happening between us.”


      “You should have thought of that before, Pierce.”


      “Griff, I’m trying to help you. Whatever my original motive, I care for you. I care for you.”


      Griff barely heard the words. “You had no right.”


      “Maybe not. But I thought I was doing the right thing. The more the coincidences added up, the more I believed I was maybe even doing you a favor.”


      “I don’t need...” Griff stopped. The fact was he didn’t know what he needed. Everything he’d thought he knew for a fact was sliding out from under his feet. He changed it to, “I don’t need this right now.” He disconnected.


      Once again Pierce called back, but this time Griff let it go to message. He put the Karmann Ghia in gear and continued to Winden House.


      Police stopped him at the gates, but he showed his ID and told them he was staying on the estate and needed to get his belongings from the guest house. He was waved through and he continued to the house. He parked in the star-shaped court and got out.


      He walked through the twin griffins guarding the front entrance, stopped by the fountain, and walked back. He stared at the griffins for a moment, then continued up the steps. He walked around the side of the house and went in through the mud porch.


      No one was in the kitchen. It smelled cold and stale as though it was a long time since anything nourishing or wholesome had been cooked there.


      He left the kitchen and headed for the elegant entryway with the diamond parquet floor and low ceiling he had studied for so long in photographs.


      The whole house felt empty, abandoned.


      “Hello?” he called.


      There was no answer. He didn’t expect one really.


      Slowly, feeling almost as though he were sleep-walking, he climbed the curving marble staircase and walked down the hall to the nursery.


      He hesitated outside the nursery door, and then he turned the sea glass knob and went inside.


      Above his head the armada of tiny galleons flashed and glinted as they sailed through the dazzling spring sunlight, weathering the dust motes that drifted down around them. He stared at the treasure chest toy box at the foot of the child-sized bed, stared at the rocker before the fireplace, the sailboat leaning against the window seat. If it was all true, then he should be feeling something, shouldn’t he? He should remember something more than a broken clock and a ragged teddy bear.


      He sat down on Brian’s bed and stared up at the sea mural. A rainbow of fish and smiling dolphins dived and danced on the turquoise waves, frozen forever in play. The sea monster, smiling urbanely and showing all his sharp, white teeth, seemed to wink at him.


      I know a secret.


      Griff pulled out his phone. Pierce’s message waited unopened. He ignored it, moving to photos and examining the copies he had made of pictures in the Arlington albums. One by one, he slid them past, stopping only when he came to the image of Matthew lying in a hammock, reading.


      Griff flicked the screen, zooming on the photo until he could make out Matthew’s hand, and then larger again until he could view the book he held. An unmistakable indigo cover.


      The Great Gatsby. There was no error. The cover was one of the most famous and reproduced in the world. He stared at the tiny reproduction of Cugat’s gouache painting. The world-weary eyes, the single luminous green tear, the dazzling carnival of lights twinkling in the night.


      He felt as though he was looking at his entire life through a fun house mirror. Everything he had ever known, trusted, relied on was...wrong. A lie.


      He closed the photo. Pierce’s message was still waiting. He scowled at it and pressed play.


      Pierce sounded urgent, as though they were still speaking in real time. “And the other thing is, if I’m right, if we’re both right about what that test is going to show, you need to stay away from Winden House. Don’t go back there today. You said it yourself. Alvin wasn’t killed by Brian’s kidnapper. He was killed because someone can’t afford for Brian to come home. Do not go back there.”


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Twenty-Seven


      Molly the cook was in the kitchen, chopping vegetables. She looked up and smiled at Griff.


      “Mrs. Truscott?” he asked.


      Molly made a sympathetic face. “The poor thing. She’s got a terrible migraine. She’s in her rooms.”


      “Can I—?”


      “Oh. I don’t know.” Molly was still hesitating over that as Griff turned and went down the hall that led to the mostly deserted servants’ quarters.


      The door to Mrs. Truscott’s room was ajar. A terrible, terrible memory flashed through Griff’s mind. He made himself push the door open and to his relief saw her sitting at a small desk writing what looked to be a letter.


      Griff tapped on the door frame and Mrs. Truscott jumped and then turned in her chair. She didn’t look any less alarmed when she saw who her visitor was.


      “I need to talk to you,” Griff said.


      “I don’t think...” She didn’t finish it. Unconsciously her dark gaze slid to the framed photo on the window ledge above the desk.


      Even from that distance Griff recognized the photo. Or at least half the photo. The other half, the half with a much younger and happier-looking Mrs. Truscott, had been cut out of the photograph Griff knew. What remained was the only picture he had of his mother.


      Here was the last piece of the puzzle. Literally the last piece.


      Griff stepped forward, eyes on the framed image. Mrs. Truscott watched him almost fearfully.


      “My mother,” he said.


      “No.”


      He stared at her. She looked stricken, but she shook her head. “No.”


      “I don’t understand. I don’t...”


      “I’m sorry.”


      Sorry?


      “But why? Why didn’t you...” He wasn’t even sure what he was asking. Where did he start? He felt winded, as though he didn’t have breath for all the questions it would take to make sense of this.


      “I was afraid the minute I saw you,” she said. “All these years I tried to convince myself. But the minute I saw you, I knew in my heart it was true.” She shook her head. “I didn’t want to believe it. I told myself it couldn’t be true. You didn’t seem to know, so how could it be true?”


      Was that supposed to be an explanation? Because every word she spoke confused him more.


      “Your sister. The one who supposedly died in a state institution. She didn’t die, did she? Not in any institution.”


      Mrs. Truscott’s face softened, her tone took on an almost pleading note. “Her little boy passed when she was in the hospital the last time. She had trouble—she didn’t always—”


      “No. You can’t stop. You have to tell me,” Griff said when she lurched to that painful halt.


      “I know. I’m trying.” Mrs. Truscott put her face in her hands, and in that moment she looked so much like his mother, he almost put his arms around her.


      But she wasn’t his mother. Even his mother had not really been his mother. And in a minute he was going to have another anxiety attack. At least this time it was understandable.


      Mrs. Truscott said from behind her hands, “She could be fine for months, even years. She would come and go, I wouldn’t hear from her and then I would. And she’d be perfectly fine. But other times she wasn’t herself. She’d have to go away. She was better after she had her boy. Gareth, she called him. But then she had one of her breakdowns and she had to go into the hospital again. And while she was there, Gareth...died. He was living with our mother at the time, and he died of appendicitis.”


      Griff’s chest still felt tight, he couldn’t get enough air to speak, but that was okay because he didn’t need to speak. He needed to be quiet and calm and listen. None of this could hurt him. It was all over now. It was all in the past.


      Mrs. Truscott raised her head to meet his eyes. “When she got out, she blamed our mother. It wasn’t our mother’s fault. It wasn’t. But they had never been close. So it wasn’t such a surprise when she didn’t get in touch.”


      He said harshly, “That’s not the part I care about.”


      “No.” Mrs. Truscott looked down at her work-roughened hands. “She used to come here sometimes and help out. When she was well, I mean.”


      “And she was helping out that night? The night of the party?”


      “No. No, but I always wondered, because the Mather children thought they saw me in the nursery when I couldn’t have been there. She knew her way around the house. And...”


      “And what?”


      Mrs. Truscott seemed to struggle with herself. “She tried it once before.”


      “What?”


      “Not here! I’m not saying that. But once before, a long time before, I was with her when she started to walk off with a baby carriage. The baby wasn’t in it, and at the time I didn’t think anything of it. But later...later I wondered.”


      “But then you must have made the connection after Brian—” Griff stopped. He felt like his head was going to explode. He was still referring to Brian—himself—as though he were another person. He was still thinking of Brian in the third person.


      Mrs. Truscott was running on. She sounded almost eager now, rushing to convince him, to make him believe. “When I tried to contact Amy, my mother said she had left a few days earlier, that she’d got a job and was moving out to New Mexico. She used to do that. She used to take off without any notice. I believed it.”


      “You believed it? You were right here in the middle of a kidnapping and you never made any connection?”


      “You’re forgetting that the ransom note came the next day. I knew that wasn’t Amy. Never. Never in a million years. Everyone believed Odell took Brian. I believed it too.”


      “You didn’t believe it. When I asked you, you said you weren’t sure about Johnson’s guilt.”


      “But I didn’t believe it was Amy.”


      “You didn’t want to believe it was Amy.” It was so weird to say his mother’s name in this context. So weird to think this was his life, his past.


      “Of course I didn’t want to believe it! But...” she stopped again.


      “Why me? Why this family?”


      “I don’t know. You were a friendly little thing. You liked her. You liked everyone. I don’t know why. Maybe it was just the opportunity presented itself.” She met his eyes, her own miserable with guilt and grief. “I’m sorry.”


      Her face. So like his mother’s. How had he not instantly recognized the truth the moment she opened the door to him?


      “Sorry. Wow. I don’t know what to say to that. For twenty years...” His voice gave out and he realized how close he was to breaking down. To breaking apart.


      Why? He was all right. His mother—no, Amy Truscott—had loved him, taken care of him the best she could. He was whole and healthy and all that was in the past now anyway.


      And if he didn’t get out of this room, this house, he was going to be sobbing like the lost little kid he had once been.


      “Is she dead?” Mrs. Truscott asked.


      He nodded. She began to cry, and he felt for the door, stepped through the blur into the hall.


      “What are you going to do?” she asked, and the fear was back in her voice.


      He couldn’t answer. He had no idea what the answer was. He kept walking.


      She called something after him, but he didn’t hear it.


      * * *


      He had to talk to someone, needed desperately to talk to someone. Strangely, the only person he could think of was Pierce. And that really was strange given how furious he had been with Pierce. But that was a million years ago.


      He walked through the kitchen, out the back door, and started down the path to the guest cottage. Clouds were gathering overhead. It was going to rain again. He could see Nels Newland in one of the distant sunken garden rooms, digging a hole for a new rose bush. Was there something he was supposed to ask Newland?


      He turned off and took the steps down to the cool green and flowering rooms because he wanted to be alone, and because in a strange way it felt like this garden was where the story had begun on a long ago night of fairy lights flickering through the trees, and old jazz songs drifting up to the stars.


      He dropped down on one of the marble benches, abruptly more tired than he had ever been in his life. A thousand miles from Wisconsin to Long Island couldn’t touch the distance he had traveled that morning. Numbly he watched the yellow butterflies flitting from flower to flower.


      He didn’t remember dialing Pierce’s number, but suddenly Pierce spoke against his ear.


      “Mather.” Pierce sounded brisk and distant and yet at the same time immediate and familiar. As though they’d known each other all their lives. But then he had known Pierce all his life. Or at least at the beginning of his life.


      His eyes blurred. He opened his mouth but the words wouldn’t come. He couldn’t seem to pry them out, squeeze them past the blockage in his throat.


      “Griff?” Pierce’s tone changed.


      He got out a shaky breath. Poor Pierce probably wondered if he was getting an obscene phone call. No such luck.


      “Are you okay, Griff?” Pierce’s voice was so uncharacteristically gentle, the tears dazzling Griff’s eyes spilled over.


      He let out another of those shuddering sighs and said, “I think I was named for the stone statues in the front courtyard.”


      “Where are you?”


      “At the house. In the sunken garden.”


      Pierce sucked in a sharp breath. “Okay, listen to me. You need to leave. Now. Don’t go down to the cottage, don’t go inside the house. Just turn around and leave. Go to my house. Or go to my office. Just go. Get out of there.”


      “There are cops all over the place.”


      That wasn’t true though. There had been cops at the gate but he hadn’t noticed a police presence in the house, and he wasn’t seeing any uniforms patrolling the grounds either. The cops had the murder weapon, the library was sealed off, and the raincoat apparently worn by the killer had been hanging in a closet in the main hall. Maybe they thought there was nothing else to look for.


      “Griff, there was a house full of people last night. We’re talking about someone who was desperate enough to take that chance. And having gone that far, there’s no way he’s going to stand by and let you waltz in and scoop up all the marbles.”


      That got through. Griff sat up straight. “No one knows about me.”


      “You’re not hearing me. There is a real and immediate threat, and it is specific to you. To you. Michaela was here when I told Jarrett that you are Brian.”


      “You did what?”


      “Griff, we don’t have time for this. Leave the premises immediately.”


      “You told Jarrett before I had a chance to even figure out things for myself?”


      He could hear the effort Pierce was making. “I had to tell him. It was either me or Nassau P.D., and I thought it would be less of a shock coming from me.”


      “What is it with you, Pierce? I’ve never met anyone more highhanded and—”


      “I’m hanging up now and calling the cops.” Pierce clicked off.


      Griff stared in disbelief at his phone. Anger had replaced his numbness. He rose and crossed the lawn, starting back up the moss-stained stairs. Overriding everything else was the need to get to Pierce Mather as soon as humanly possible and tell him to his face what a complete and total asshole he was.


      He was halfway up the steps when a shadow fell across him. Someone was coming swiftly down the staircase. Griff looked up in time to see the incoming sole of a boot aimed directly at his face. Instinctively, he grabbed for the boot, locking arms around the attached jean-clad leg, and yanked sideways.


      Momentum carried them both off the narrow staircase. It was only a six-foot drop, but it still knocked the wind out of Griff as he landed spread-eagled beneath his assailant. The other man’s boots bounced onto his chest. His fist landed in a vulnerable part of Griff’s anatomy.


      Griff had been in the occasional scuffle, but no one had ever tried to kick him in the face before—let alone grab him by the nuts—and his reactions were not as fast as they should have been. He tried to slither away, hauling long, desperate drags of oxygen into his lungs. His bruised chest hurt like hell, but then suddenly he could breathe again. He attempted to block with his arms as the other man took another kick at his head. The blow that landed on his forearm felt like it fractured the bone. He tried to roll out of range.


      “Why the fuck couldn’t you stay dead?” Ring panted. His next kick landed between Griff’s shoulder blades.


      It was like being hit by an anvil. Griff yelled his pain and scrambled up, trying to get away. That was his entire focus. Get away—because there was no way he was a match for Ring Shelton in this kind of brawl. It was like fighting a grizzly bear.


      “It’s all over,” he cried. “The cops are on their way. They know everything by now.”


      But maybe it wasn’t about that anymore. Maybe it wasn’t about anything more than discharging that raw, physical rage on the only available target.


      Ring launched himself forward, his arms clamping around Griff’s waist, throwing him backward. Ring landed on top, his meaty hands closing around Griff’s throat. Massive hands crushing his windpipe. Griff slammed his fists against Ring’s head. He wriggled, kicked, tried to throw Ring off, but it felt like a boulder had landed on his chest.


      He couldn’t breathe. Could not breathe.


      Griff’s hands slapped down on Ring’s, he desperately felt for little fingers, trying to drag Ring’s hands away from his throat. He could hear Ring talking to him but it was like listening from underwater. Stars shot behind his eyelids. His vision began to blacken at the edges.


      He wrapped his fingers around a digit that felt like a sausage and yanked with all his might. Someone roared in the distance, Griff gulped in air, and then a blow like a hammer smashed into his head.


      He fought. He was fighting with every last breath, but his arms were getting heavier and heavier. The sunlight faded out to night.


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Twenty-Eight


      Cool sweet oxygen filling his nostrils, filling his lungs.


      Griff dragged in a deep breath. His eyes snapped open. The vise around his throat was gone. The mountain sitting on his chest had moved—and was groaning in a pile of rubble next to him.


      “You all right?” a gruff voice asked.


      Griff peered up. A burly figure stood over him holding a shovel. Nels Newland.


      Griff nodded, pushed to his feet and nearly toppled over again. Weaving, he stared down at Ring who was muttering to himself. Blood trickled down the side of Ring’s face into his beard.


      “I guess you do annoy some people,” Newland commented.


      Griff turned to him. “I guess I do.” He took a couple of steps back and his legs seemed to give way. He sat down in the wet grass.


      Newland frowned down at him.


      Griff stared up. A thought occurred. “May Chung told me to ask you...”


      “Ask me what?”


      Griff shook his head. What the hell did any of it matter now?


      Newland’s craggy face twitched in annoyance. “Oh, I know what she’s thinking,” he said.


      Ring rolled over and began to crawl on his belly toward the stairs. Newland raised his shovel again, as though about to squash a slug. But there was no need. Suddenly cops were pouring in from every direction. Two burly uniformed men scrambled down the stairs. A couple of young, energetic types jumped from the wall surrounding the garden—only to discover that it was a longer drop than they’d realized.


      Newland watched the air dance performance and made a derisive sound. He turned back to Griff. “I’ll tell you what May Chung is afraid of. She’s afraid you’re going to write something bad about her father because he was the one who hired Johnson. Well, I’ll tell you the truth. I did know Johnson before. I met him at the racetrack and he seemed like an okay fella. How was I to know he’d driven the getaway car in an armed robbery? I did recommend him to Tuppalo. And he did know how to drive. He was a hell of a driver. How was I supposed to know about the rest of it? Of course I didn’t know!”


      The biggest and burliest of the cops approached Griff, keeping a wary eye on Newland and his trusty shovel. “Are you all right, Mr. Arlington?” he asked.


      * * *


      Pierce did not show up while Griff spoke to the police. He had been instrumental in getting the cops to locate Griff. He had been instrumental in pointing the investigation toward Ring Shelton. Shelton’s Hell’s Kitchen restaurants were in financial hot water—boiling hot water—and “Brian’s” resurfacing and Jarrett’s decision to reinstate the original will had been the worst possible news at the worst possible time.


      Unfortunately Griff’s appearance had probably exacerbated the situation. All that discussion of murder and mystery had planted an idea in a brain that was already receptive to the notion of violent solutions.


      Detective Patrick apologetically explained it all to Griff. Apologetic because Pierce had already shared his anticipation of the results of Griff’s DNA test with law enforcement, and Griff—Brian—was being treated with kid gloves. Yes, everyone was being very careful with Griff. In fact, they were handling him like a time bomb that was ready to go off any second.


      The weird part was that as angry as Griff was with Pierce—with his highhandedness, with his arrogance, with his interfering—what really hurt was that Pierce didn’t come when he needed him.


      He didn’t come during all the time that Griff talked to the police. Hours. Hours of talking to the police. Of telling them everything he knew. Not just about his investigation into Brian’s disappearance, which now seemed pitifully, ridiculously little. He talked about his mother, about growing up in Janesville, he talked until his voice was so hoarse he was whispering.


      Where was Pierce?


      Why didn’t Pierce come to him?


      Griff listened to Detective Patrick explain everything. About how in the end it was really just about money. Just like his mother—no, Amy Truscott—had said. Ring had wanted, needed Brian dead because Brian stood in the way of financial salvation.


      They all needed money.


      No. Not true. Muriel didn’t need money. But she wanted it. She felt the estate was due her because she was Jarrett’s oldest child. It wasn’t just that though. She wanted back the child she had given away because, unlike her sister, she didn’t have the nerve to have a baby out of wedlock. She wanted her son back and she wanted to be paid for the time she had done without him.


      Marcus needed money. But Marcus didn’t really care about money. Marcus hadn’t really cared about money or anything else since his brother and sister-in-law had gone down in a Whitewater Yacht ten years ago.


      Michaela needed money too, but she hadn’t realized it. Hadn’t realized her husband was siphoning off her trust fund to keep his restaurants afloat. And she didn’t care. Now she needed money for Ring’s bail. And with Jarrett out of commission that was ultimately up to Pierce.


      Pierce, who wasn’t answering phone calls from the Arlingtons. Any of the Arlingtons. Who still didn’t show up even after Griff went to the hospital to see Jarrett.


      That was the only good part of the day—not counting the early morning when he had woken in Pierce’s arms and felt Pierce’s smile against his mouth, felt Pierce’s arms locked around him as though Pierce would never let him go.


      There were tears in Jarrett’s eyes, but there was a new spark of life too. “I knew it,” he whispered. “I knew it the minute I saw you.” His skin was warm and he gripped Griff’s hand with increased energy.


      Griff nodded. But of course Jarrett hadn’t known. Jarrett had threatened to destroy him on behalf of Leland. He had done it in the nicest possible way, but he had done it nonetheless.


      But maybe Griff was being too harsh. Maybe Griff wasn’t giving enough credence to guilt, to family loyalty, to the need to make amends. He was fond of Jarrett. There was a part of him that wanted to believe Jarrett. He gripped the old man’s hands and smiled at him, and when Jarrett pulled him down, he hugged him, careful of the wires and the hardware and the IVs.


      Jarrett whispered, “Welcome home, my boy,” and Griff had to close his eyes tight because yes, he wanted to believe that.


      Badly.


      When he left the hospital, he got in his car and started driving. He got as far as Roslyn Heights. And then he pulled into the driveway of a Persian restaurant and spent the next half hour counting the raindrops on his windshield. Not the best weather for a long drive. Especially when he was this tired and distracted.


      It was already after four o’clock in the afternoon. The day was...he really couldn’t think about the day he’d had.


      He didn’t know where to go. Should he get a room in a hotel? Should he just keep driving?


      He felt so...disconnected.


      His phone rang a couple of times and he ignored it. Then he realized that it might be Pierce. He found his phone and it rang again. Pierce’s number flashed up.


      “Hello?” he said cautiously.


      “Where are you?” Pierce sounded so normal, so ordinary, that Griff found himself clutching the phone like a lifeline. “Griff?”


      Griff peered through his rain-spattered windshield and read the name of the restaurant sign to Pierce.


      “Okay. I’m coming to get you,” Pierce said.


      He sounded perfectly calm, and something panicked and angry inside Griff quieted. He said, “I’m going to go inside and have something to eat.”


      “That’s a good idea,” Pierce said. And then, “I’m on my way.”


      I’m on my way. Pierce had said that to him once before. When Griff had woken in the middle of nowhere—which was a bit how he felt now.


      He went inside the restaurant and had soup. It was hot and spicy with flat noodles, and he felt a lot better after the first few swallows. He ordered a beer called Pars Persian Style, which was all right. An amber lager with a hint of bitterness. He was swallowing the last mouthful when Pierce walked in the door.


      Griff’s heart jumped. Was there ever a time his heart would not leap at the sight of Pierce? It was really just sad, wasn’t it? Could you really fall in love with someone at first sight?


      Pierce, tall and handsome in his rain-spotted trench coat, made his way across the mostly empty restaurant and sat down across the linen-covered table. He carried the scent of the rain and that familiar spicy cologne. His eyes were the shade of bitter ale in his very pale face.


      “Are you all right?” he asked.


      “Sure.”


      Pierce’s eyes flickered. He said, “You talked to Jarrett?”


      “Yeah.”


      Of course Pierce already knew that. Pierce knew everything. No need for Pierce to look that way, so worried and grave. Like he’d failed to adequately prepare his case for trial. “He’s going to recover. He’s still good for years.”


      “That’s great.” Griff added, “I don’t want him changing his will. I don’t want that money.”


      “Nobody will do anything you don’t want.”


      Griff snorted. “Really? That will be a first.”


      Pierce winced. “Bri—”


      “Don’t.” Griff shook his head. “I can’t—I’m not ready to be Brian yet.”


      “All right.” Pierce was using that gentle tone again. His gaze was intent, never leaving Griff’s face.


      “It’s too much all at once.”


      “I know.”


      “No,” Griff said. “You don’t.”


      Pierce let out a breath. “No, I don’t. But I understand that it’s a lot to work through. I understand that it’s going to take you some time. And that’s okay. You’ve got time.”


      “I feel like there’s this pressure for me to be Brian, and I don’t even know who Brian is.”


      “That’s going to be up to you.”


      “Yeah.” Griff nodded, not looking at Pierce. He said, “I’m going to go back to Wisconsin.” He did look at Pierce then, waiting to see how Pierce took it.


      A muscle moved in Pierce’s cheek. He said, “Griff, the only thing people really want is for you to be happy.”


      Well, that was a nice thought, but they both knew that wasn’t exactly true. Partly true, sure.


      “I think that money should be split up like Jarrett planned and then eventually the house can be opened to the public or turned into a library or something.”


      Pierce nodded. He seemed to consider and discard a number of replies before he said neutrally, “You better wait to break that news to Jarrett.”


      Griff nodded too.


      The waiter approached them and asked if they wanted anything more.


      “I think that’s everything,” Griff said.


      Pierce said nothing, not a word, as Griff paid the bill. They walked out to the parking lot. It was raining hard now. The drops hitting the asphalt were as hard and shiny as ball bearings. They stung Griff’s face, his eyes. Or maybe that was something else stinging his eyes.


      “Griff.”


      “Goodbye, Pierce.” He had to force himself to meet Pierce’s eyes. And it was a shock because Pierce was struggling to keep his mouth steady. His eyes were wet—though maybe that was the rain again.


      “Griff.”


      Griff turned away and walked to his car. Pierce walked with him, which was somewhat anticlimactic. Griff tried to get his key in the door lock and Pierce put his hand over his.


      Pierce said, “I love you.”


      Griff looked up, glaring. “No you don’t. You lied to me. Like everybody else.” Now he didn’t care that the tears were coming, coming fast, mingling with the rain. “You lied to me and you tricked me and you used me. Like everyone else.”


      He should have fought when Pierce pulled him into his arms. He should have punched him in his arrogant, aristocratic nose. But he let Pierce wrap his arms around him. He leaned into Pierce, and he cried.


      “I do love you,” Pierce said. His breath was warm and the whispered words were rock steady. “You know I love you. I’ve loved you your entire life. Since you were an annoying little twerp. And I’ve been in love with you for the past week.” His arms fastened tighter around Griff’s shoulders. “And I know you love me.”


      Griff shook his head denying this, but who was he kidding? Of course he loved Pierce. He really had loved Pierce his entire life.


      “I’m sorry I hurt you,” Pierce said. His voice got choky as he said, “I’m sorry I let you down again.”


      Again. No. That was Pierce feeling guilty about the past, and if they were going to build any kind of future, they had to put that behind them once and for all.


      Griff shook his head. “No. Don’t.” He raised his head.


      Pierce’s face twisted. “If I could undo any part of it—”


      “I know.” He did know. And now he was the one comforting Pierce. Which actually helped a little.


      They held each other while the rain came down in sheets, and finally Pierce looked up as though he’d only noticed they were being drowned. He scrubbed his face, kissed Griff’s mouth, and said, “Let’s go home.”


      * * *


      Later, much later, when they were warm and dry and comfortably wrapped in each other’s arms, cocooned in the vast and as yet mostly uncharted latitude and longitude of Pierce’s bed, Pierce asked, “How much do you remember?”


      “It’s coming back. In bits and pieces.” Maybe he had begun to remember that very first day. So many things had unsettled him. He really had feared he was losing his mind. He couldn’t help a wrench of anguish when he thought of the years, years he had believed he was too small for his age, too slow, too immature. If he wasn’t crazy it was a miracle.


      He didn’t say a word and yet somehow Pierce seemed to know. He kissed his mouth, rubbed his face against Griff’s, kissed him again.


      “It’s going to take time, that’s all.”


      Griff nodded.


      “No one’s going to push you. No one’s going to pressure you.” Pierce sounded a little grim, talking to himself, preparing for future battles, and Griff settled his head more comfortably on Pierce’s chest and left him to it.


      Pierce suddenly laughed. Griff, on the verge of sleep, stirred and smiled. “Mmm?”


      Pierce kissed the top of his head.


      “What’s funny?”


      There was still a quiver of a laugh in Pierce’s voice as he said, “I just want to be there to see your expression the first time you see your new tax bill.”


      Griff’s eyes opened. “I hope you are there,” he said.


      Pierce said, “I plan to be.”


      * * * * *
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