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5.0 out of 5 stars A lighthearted mystery that is interesting and fun to read
Reviewed in the United States on September 27, 2017
Verified Purchase
A wise-cracking professional paperhanger named Mark Sinara strips some old wallpaper and finds a handwritten note that seems to point to the whereabouts of a beauty queen who disappeared some thirty years prior, along with a diamond choke, and another paperhanger! Mark's curiosity gets the best of him, and suddenly he begins to think he missed his calling and should have been in law enforcement as he feels compelled to follow the clues and solve the mystery. THE PAPERHANGER by Jack Burbank is a lighthearted mystery that is interesting with lots of twists and turns, but delightful at the same time with Mark's unabashed wit as he tells us his story himself in first person. It's a fun, entertaining read.
 
5.0 out of 5 stars Good Story, Wonderful Prime Character, Felt Like Real Life To Me
Reviewed in the United States on June 20, 2015
Verified Purchase
In "The paperhanger", Mr. Burbank sends an "everyman" tradesman into a nagging mystery that begins with a clue that only a wall paper hanger could find. Through his creative plot construction, the paperhanger manages to alienate everyone, but enough slowly return to get the mystery solved. Mr. Burbank invests his prime character with a wonderful self depreciating sense of humor, and along the way weaves recognizable "real life" characters into a mess that only a one armed wall paper hangar can smooth out and get the solution to stick.
 
2.0 out of 5 stars The book was just OK for me. I was ...
Reviewed in the United States on September 5, 2015
Verified Purchase
The book was just OK for me. I was waiting for a big twist at the end and it just never came.
-Kindle Customer
 
4.0 out of 5 stars It was a very well written book and I enjoyed it thoroughly
Reviewed in the United States on August 12, 2015
Verified Purchase
It was a very well written book and I enjoyed it thoroughly. It had great depth, mystery and intrigue throughout which kept my interest alive. I particularly enjoyed the Epilogue which provided insight into the future lives of the main characters.
-Amazon Customer
 
5.0 out of 5 stars Didn't want to put it down!
Reviewed in the United States on April 2, 2021
Great book! Really kept my interest! I am looking forward to reading some other books that this author wrote.
 
5.0 out of 5 stars    Shey Saints       Dec 15, 2020
 
The Paperhanger is a mystery thriller by Jack Burbank. I love this author’s writing style! So far, this is the fourth book that I’ve read of his mystery works and I love each and every one of them. I think this book is the funniest of them all; there are so many amusing moments as Mark Sinara and his girlfriend Deb play detectives. The thrill of finding out something and possibly getting caught doing it just makes it so entertaining. I love how Mark’s friends, John and Tarah, contribute in figuring out the pieces of clues, and how Deb is extremely dedicated to solve the case. Her bold personality makes the story more interesting than it already is. I also love how Mark feels every time he makes a fool of himself in front of Sheriff Foley because Foley always has a rebuttal for his discoveries. 
I’m giving this book 5 out of 5 stars. This is the most comical mystery thriller I have read this year as four friends play detectives to solve one of New England’s most popular mysteries. I highly recommend this to ALL readers who love mystery thriller. This book is a page turner and a MUST-READ!
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Prologue – August, 1979
 
 
The sixty-four-diamond-studded Tiffany choke was her only adornment.   The tiara lay carefully placed on the dresser; her discarded evening gown thrown hastily over the divan.  Stepping into her high-heeled pumps, “Miss United States, 1979” picked up the silk sash that had announced her newfound status to the world and re-draped it over her right shoulder and across her body.  The new most beautiful woman in America stepped to the mirror and gazed at her perfection.
The door behind her opened to the adjoining suite.  Suzette Wilkins smirked and turned, expecting to meet her maker.  
“Milkman”, she asked innocently, “is that you?”
With no answer and no one standing at the door, she marched proudly toward the dimly lit suite, displaying her winning wares for the man who had single-handedly brought her this far, literally making her what she was.  Through the mine-laden obstacle course of local pageants and small-time benefits, the countless makeovers, dancing classes and charm sessions, the breast enhancements and diet consultations, through Miss Bristol County, Miss Massachusetts, and now Miss United States.  “Milkman” had assured her of smooth sailing through that maze and he had proven true.  This truly may be the most perfect body in the country, maybe the world, but certainly perfect enough for Suzette’s world.  A world borne of trouble and controversy, it was now rising to a level of dignity and acceptance beyond her wildest dream, all from a vote cast just hours ago.  
Entering the room, she saw no one at first.  Then a figure took form, darkened in the corner, sitting in a generously stuffed chair, legs crossed, fully absorbed in the display.  Suzette pranced with her head held high as she had paraded across the Charleston Convention Center stage earlier, her stride then observed by over five thousand in attendance and telecast to several million viewers at home.  With her fine chamois swimsuit exchanged for her new sash, the show was the same.  Only her attitude was different, secure now in victory.  This was her maker’s reward.
Four feet in front of the figure, Suzette pirouetted, glanced back with a sultry smile, and cantered away for six steps. She spun and paraded back, slightly exaggerating her moves.  With her pupils adjusted to the darkness, Suzette’s eyes widened in surprise.
“Oh, it’s…” she started, but a flash of silver metal caught her eyes.  Suzette froze.  Her head was spinning, her mind racing.  Her knees weakened. Terror stricken, she felt vulnerable and alone.  Her confidence completely evaporated.  She wished she were somewhere else, anywhere.  She wished she were dressed.  Suddenly it wasn’t fun.
 
 
The Paperhanger

Chapter 1 – Summer, 2005
 
 
A rude alarm was blaring in my ear and I was about to swipe it into oblivion when I remembered how much this last one had set me back.  I slammed the snooze-button thinking if it survived that blow, it was worth the bucks.
Five minutes later, my purchase verified as worthwhile, I shut the thing off again, rose and showered.  Coffee was ready, but it wasn’t worth it.  I made it.  I knew then I’d have to hit Dunkin on the way.  The phone rang and I cussed.  No good calls come before seven in the morning.
“The Hangman,” I answered.
“Mark, John here.”
If he was expecting a statement, he had me.  He was the one calling.
“I can’t make it today,” he said, apologetically, “just not up to it.”
I nodded.  No big deal.  “I understand.  Not to worry, I’ve done a few of these by myself.”  I was being as soft as I could muster.  Deb would like that.  Somewhere along the line she got the idea I was “un-tender”.  As much as I wanted to tell her off, I figure it’s better to try and meet her halfway.
“No, I know.  I know you don’t need me.”  John was going on.  “But I appreciate the offer of a little work.  Maybe in a few days.”
“Sure,” I said, tenderly, “there’ll be other jobs that I could use you on.  Take care of yourself.”
John thanked me for understanding and hung up.  His life was amuck again.  The bozo’s third wife just left him and he still hadn’t figured out what hit the first two times.  This one will probably send him over the edge for good and I thought the work might help him.  Besides, I really didn’t relish stripping four rooms of old wallpaper on a hot summer day.  
So, I ditched my coffee, loaded the van and headed for the Rosters via the Dunkin Donut window.  A new girl was on duty.
“Medium size coffee,” I ordered.
“Regular?”  Which in New England means cream and sugar.
“No, dark and bitter, sweetheart,” I said, “just like me.”
Her eyes rolled up but since she didn’t smile, neither did I.  If she lasts, I’ll warm up.  The way these girls come and go, why waste the energy now?
The twenty-five-minute ride to the Roster estate gave me time to ponder John’s situation.  Three marriages, all kaput!  And he seems to lose a business each time.  The guys probably earned more money than anyone I know, excepting Alan Roster of course but him I hardly know, yet the van I’m driving is probably worth more than John’s net worth after this last debacle.  And Deb wonders why I’m so hesitant about taking the step.  
The “step!”  Like it’s that simple and that meaningless.  Like I’m afraid of commitment.  Maybe it’s because I’m not afraid of commitment.  Maybe I take marriage just that serious and if and when I do take the “step” I’ll be fully committed.  Committed to the point that that will be it.  Final.  Forever.  Till death do us.  Maybe I believe in only one mate for life.  What do they call that, a monotonous relationship?  Something like that.  But maybe I really believe in that and that’s why I’m so hesitant.  Why doesn’t she think of things like that?  Why does she just focus on how non-committal I’ve been and how un-tender I am?  
As I drove up to the security gate at the Roster’s, I forced the whole thing out of my mind.  I had arrived at my office for the day and was about to punch in.  I started by punching the gate button and waiting.
“Yes,” the electronically enhanced voice inquired.
Seven o’clock in the morning, they’re expecting a paperhanger and they’re asking who this might be?  Burglars punch buttons and announce themselves?  This must be a nice neighborhood if they do.
“The Hangman,” I acknowledged.
The gate swung open.  
Arriving at their door with my hands full and burdened down, the maid met me with a quizzical look.
“You’re expecting a good paperhanger?”  I asked, smiling.
She nodded vigorously.
“Well,” I said, “they sent me instead.”
Her smile left and I knew I was starting out on the wrong foot.  She opened the door enough for me to start in and released it before I could maneuver through.  The swinging door spilled my toolbox and got scratched.  The maid just frowned.  It wasn’t her door.
I was led upstairs to one of the eight bedrooms, then shown all the rooms I’d be doing except where the Rosters were still sleeping.  I was handed a clipboard with sample swatches of paper taped to each room description with instructions on what went where and how.  Nine rooms, a huge stairwell/hallway combination and four baths, most areas needing stripping and wall prep, easily twenty days’ work.  I’d be as loony as a toon before this job ended.
“Good morning.  I’m Mrs. Roster.”  
I turned to find an impeccably dressed, platinum blonde greeting me.  Her hair looked not a day over twenty.  The rest of her looked thirty years over.  
“Mark.  Mark Sinara.”  Then for good measure, “The Hangman.”
“Yes,” her voice trailed slightly, “how cute,” as it trailed even more.  “The decorator left those instructions for you and the paper is all in the utility room.  Tell me, will this be an entire summer’s project?”
“Well, I estimate maybe a month.  I may have to break off here and there to take care of other clients, but I shouldn’t be gone much.”  Anywhere else, I had customers.  In the sixteen-million-dollar Roster mansion, I had clients.
“A month!”  She seemed dubious.  “You’re going to do all this work in twenty days?  Including all the wall preparation?”
I shrugged.  “Yeah.”  I looked at her square, “It probably won’t look like much, but I can do it.”  
I almost thought she wasn’t going to laugh, but a smile twitched as she turned aside, then she came back into character, verified that I had everything I needed and walked away sultrily.  
So that was Joan Roster, matron of Zatir’s, New England’s most prestigious jewelry store.  New York had Tiffany’s, Boston had Zatir’s.  She’s been hanging around diamonds too long I thought.  Ice.
Three trips to the van and I was set up.  Stripping the old paper was the messiest and hardest part of the job, so that’s what my task was for the day.  It would have been John’s, but on account of three floozies, he wasn’t up to it today.  No problem, a tender guy like me can knock these four rooms out in five hours, clean up and prep out at least two rooms by days end.
“Good morning, Mr. Sinara.”  Mr. Alan Roster, Zatir’s second generation owner, dressed in a two-thousand-dollar Italian cut suit, starched white shirt, and matching silk tie and hanky, stood addressing me sternly.  I had met him when I came to measure and quote.  He scared me then too.
“Hi, Alan.”  He bristled at the first name calling.  I stood my ground.  How angry can he get, I’m only a paperhanger.
“Do you see any problems?” he asked, getting right to the point.
“That’s all I see,” I said, looking around dubiously.  “It’s a good thing you hired the best.”  
With a slight frown, he turned to make his exit.  “Yes,” he quipped, “I could tell that from the price.”  
Touché, Alan, touché.  It looked like a cold twenty days ahead of me.
He turned back a few steps later with a curt instruction.  “Don’t do our room or the adjoining bedroom until Thursday.  The whole household will be out then.”  So my schedule changed already and I’ve only been here a few minutes.  “Other than that, make yourself at home, use whatever areas you need, work whatever hours you want.”  Then he was gone.  
With the furniture moved to the center and drops laid all around, I pumped and sprayed the bajeebbers out of the walls to loosen the existing paper.  The trick is to saturate everything beyond what any homeowner, or OSHA, would ever allow, and try not to let them in while you’re at it.  With the right saturation, the paper practically falls off.
I hadn’t removed three strips when the first drawing appeared.  There would be one in each room.  Artist George, an old-timer from the 50’s, 60’s and 70’s, always left his trademark drawings on the walls he hung paper on.  Never a signature, never a date, just his quick-sketch drawings that were museum worthy.  He truly was talented.  It was a shame he had to always cover up his work.  With him long gone, I often mused how I seemed to have taken over his clientele.  Easily half my jobs in the Brown and Federal Hill areas of Providence seemed to reveal his signature sketches.  Even here in Barrington, twenty miles away, his ghost haunts me.
As I continued the mindless drudgery of spraying and peeling, I kept flip-flopping to thoughts of John and his marriage break-ups and to Deb and her marriage plans.  I’d see them both tonight.  Maybe I should let them duke it out and whoever’s left standing will dictate my resolve.  Good idea, but no contest - Deb would win.
I raced through the day, anxious to get the grunt work over.  The maid, Anna, kept popping her head in to check progress.  Fortunately, the decorator Michael, never showed up so that was one nuisance avoided.  Only one bedroom remained closed to me, Arthur’s, the somewhat challenged brother.  He lived down the end of the west wing, but there was no paper to strip there anyway.  I’d hang his paper when he comes out for air one day.
In the third and last bedroom to be stripped for the day, a guestroom no doubt, I had a huge bureau that needed to be moved that obviously hadn’t been moved since the day it went in. The feet were practically sealed into the floor and made a clear “snap” as I freed each one.  It was on this wall that the drawing revealed itself as the paper fell away.  It wasn’t the drawing that grabbed my attention.  I was plenty used to them, even good ones like this:  A beautiful, park-like setting, tree-lined, with a short row of flowers on the left and some sort of boathouse, or some kind of building, off to the right in back.  Beautifully executed!  A regular pencil sketch, whereas most of the others were done in blue pencil.  Normally I would have just nodded my approval as I had with all the others and moved on.  But something different jumped out: Writing.
Artist George never wrote.  He let his pictures do the talking.  But off to the left, printed words appeared.  Words and an arrow:
		
IF MISS MA/US MISSING	  CHECK HERE
 
The arrow pointed to a patch of ground in front of the pond.
 
 
The Paperhanger

Chapter 2
 
 
 
 
“Why does every man deny he’s afraid of commitment?”
Deb was staring daggers at me.  And throwing fastballs.  I thought the drinks would mellow her, but things seemed to be getting worse.
“Well, speaking for every man,” I boldly pressed on, “I think it’s a sign of intelligence.”
Wrong thing to say.  I now had flames to extinguish.
“Think of it,” I continued, “would you really want to marry a man that didn’t take the commitment of marriage seriously?  I can always find you a gigolo that would fit that bill, would you want that?”
“Oh, you men are all gigolos of some sort.  Some are after sex, some are after freedom.  Either way, you all sell out on the woman.”
I threw my hands up and gazed around Tijuana Flats, our regular haunt for the last two years.  “How am I selling you out?  I take you out to fine establishments like this all the time!”
John appeared just as Deb’s margarita was about to come flying my way.  I had never been so glad to see him.
“Hey, guys,” he opened, “we gotta start meeting at The Cheesecake Factory over in Providence Place.  They have mint juleps on the menu and they’re most fine.”
Maybe it wasn’t so nice to see him.  I could barely afford the Flats every night, forget any upscale watering hole at Providence Place.
“A little louder, John,” I said, “I don’t think the owner heard you.”  We both turned to Dave at the bar, smiled and waved.  From his frown, my guess is he did hear.
“Deb here thinks men are afraid of commitment,” I said, turning from Dave.  “What do you think, John?”  
John, the three-time-loser, looked at me in disbelief, then to Deb with even more shock. 
“I am now.”  And he meant it.
We let the matter rest.  It looked like I was in for a tense ride home with Deb, but I was sure she’d resurrect the subject then.   We ordered a pitcher of ‘ritas and then our meals.  We gabbed about our day and finally the mood seemed right for a change to serious matters.
“Guys, you remember back twenty, twenty-five years ago, maybe more, and there was something about a ‘Miss United States’ disappearing?”
“Sure, Suzette Wilkins.”  Deb surprised me.
“1979.  Crowned ‘Miss Massachusetts’ and then ‘Miss United States’ at only 19.”  John surprised me even more.  “What about it?”
“You guys remember that well?  We were only kids!”  Then I remembered John was fifty-two, he just never looked it.  I mean, acted it.  “Well, two of us were kids.”  My hand patted his arm to avoid offense.
“Hey, I practically majored in beauty pageants in high school.”  Deb was reminiscing fondly.  
“Me too.”  John was smiling fondly.  “And ever since.”
“Did they ever find her?”
“No,” Deb answered, sloshing down a gulp of Margarita after sucking the salt and lime in her unique margarita style, “she won the crown, made her victory walk and shuffled off into oblivion.  They figured she absconded with a diamond choke worth a couple mil.  That was back then, who knows what it would be worth today.”
“But they could never prove it.” John added, “Didn’t make sense to me anyway.  So it might have been worth a few mil, but so wasn’t the title.  Plus, the hot rocks would have to be fenced.  They’d be worth what, half maybe, if even that?  So why go felonious when you already made it honestly?”  He slogged down a gulp and asked again, “Why?”
I was impressed.  If I scratched my head, I could vaguely remember the names Buckey Dent and later, Bill Buckner from my youth.  Other than that, I needed a history book.
“You guys really know this stuff!  I’m surprised.”
“Hey, we’re talking about beautiful women.”  John had a whimsical look.  “My specialty.”
“And pageantry.  My specialty.”  Deb looked dreamy eyed.  “You know, ‘I coulda’ been a contenda’.”
We both looked her up and down.  That, she could have been.
“Again, why?”  John asked.
I swizzled my drink around, then chose my words carefully.  
“You all know about Artist George?”
Two nods.  John was a house painter between wives, so he knew who I meant, and Deb had heard about him from me.
“Well, I came across some more of his drawings today, down in Bristol of all places.  The Roster estate.”
“I’ll drink to that.”  John offered.
“Hear, hear!”  Deb followed and swigged.  I could see I had my work cut out if I wanted their attention.
“One of them had some writing,” I said.  “A message.”
They stayed quiet.
“It said, ‘If Miss MA/US missing, check here’, and there was an arrow pointing to a spot on the drawing.”
I had their attention.  Then to the tune of the “Twilight Zone” theme, Deb goes, “Do-do-do-do. Do-do-do-do.”  I lost them again.
“I think he knew something,” I said, trying to bring them back.  “Why would he write that?”
“How would he know?”  John asked.
“Well, that’s the thing, isn’t it?  How would he know and what was he trying to say?  But it’s too freaky to just ignore, isn’t it?”
We all shut-up for a minute and let it sink in.  I guess I had them after all.  And freaky was the right word.  We were all beginning to spook a little.
“What was the drawing of?” John asked
“A pond, or lake.  Trees on both sides, looked like pine on one and oak on the other.  There were distinct flowers on one side and a building, maybe a boathouse in the back to the right.  The arrow pointed to the flat ground right in front of the water.”
Artist George’s work was always pretty good.  They could both imagine it being very realistic and accurate.
“Did you recognize the spot?” Deb inquired.
“No, not off the top of my head,” I said, “but if there’s anything to this, my guess is it’s a spot nearby the house or someplace Artist George frequented.”
We all mulled the thought over, then I tapped into their deep recesses.
“Was there any kind of connection between Miss US and the Rosters?”  I was fishing.  I never really thought they’d know.
“The necklace was courtesy of Zatir Jewelry,” John remembered from something vague in the back of his mind.  “It was on loan, but when she turned up missing, the necklace was gone too.  Big insurance investigation.  Never found out how it all ended.”
“Choke,” Deb stated.
John and I stared blankly.  He didn’t know what Deb meant.  Neither did I. 
“It was a choke, not a necklace,” she explained.
 We figured there must be a difference.  We really didn’t care.
”You guys really know this stuff?”  I asked again, incredulously.  “You read about beauty pageants?”
They just shrugged.  Our meals came and it excused them from answering.  They would probably go on believing they really had lives.
“There’s another connection.”  Deb was intoning.
I waited a while, saying nothing.  John was just as curious.  
“Alan Roster.  Back then he was young and single.  Cosmo named him one of Boston’s and New England’s most eligible bachelors.  And the society pages linked Alan and Suzette as an item.”  Then she flicked a nod, like, doesn’t everyone know that?
“We were kids, Deb!”  I was befuddled.  “How’d you know that?”
With a quick shrug she simply replied, “I was mature for my age.”  Then, with a mouthful, “And even then, I wasn’t afraid of commitment.”
We bantered about for the rest of the meal.  I knew I’d have to confirm all they were saying by hitting some old newspapers at the library, but their input was enough to get us all thinking there might be something to this.  They were believers and now they were worried for me.  They both thought it best if I either stayed out of it or called the police and dumped it on them.
“What can I tell the police?  They’d put me in a bin.”
“So, you’ll get there a little sooner.  You’re a paperhanger,” John was prophesying, “it’s your destiny.”
Cute, I thought.  But true.
We called it an evening around eleven.  I drove Deb home to Warwick, most of the time explaining to her the economics of marriage and then the economics of paperhanging.  With her nursing career, we could make it work, but what about little ones?  That would surely throw the delicate economic balance off kilter.  Or did she not want to make a commitment to raising a family.  It was a cold look that I got.  Then she launched on my not being tender again.
After dropping her off, I headed back to my apartment in Rehoboth.  The background John and Deb had given me about what’s-her-name, Suzette(?) kept playing in my head.  There seemed to be enough of a connection between Suzette and Alan Roster, but how would an old-time paperhanger fit in?  What could he have seen or heard?  Come to think of it, after all these years and the stories told about him, I didn’t even know what had become of him.  I assumed he died, all the stories told seemed to speak of him in the past tense.  
I knew people that knew him.  I’d ask around.  If his wife was still around, maybe I could look her up.  She’d be flattered that a young rookie like me is so interested in her husband.  Wouldn’t she?
Before hitting the sheets, I grabbed the area phonebooks and checked if Artist George’s wife was listed.  Bridgeman was his name, from Taunton.  I scanned the column and found a Ruth Bridgeman.  I jotted down her number so I could try tomorrow, then the address for good measure.   I checked that the alarm was set and patted it gently.  I really had meant no harm this morning.
______________________________
		
The coffee was worse this morning than last.  Two sips and I spilled the swill down the drain.  I had thought if I made it stronger, I’d overpower any other mistakes.  That was a mistake.
After a Dunkin stop, yes, she was still there, and an anxious drive to Bristol, I made the gate by only ten after seven.  They still wondered who it might be and “The Hangman” was still the secret password.  What would it take for a burglar to figure that out?
I marched upstairs to the bedroom containing Artist George’s most talked about masterpiece and was greeted with an even bigger surprise than yesterday.  The drawing was gone.
 
 
The Paperhanger

Chapter 3
 
 
 
 
With the three rooms stripped and prepped, most of the dirty work done, I was set up to start hanging.  The first hour was spent engineering the room and cutting the rolls.  I always cut all the paper first.  It keeps the customers away since most of them don’t like heart attacks.  It was only then that my first fan popped their head in.  It was Anna, the maid, or whatever they called her.
“Any’ting up yet?” she asked in her cute accent, smiling anxiously.
“No,” I said, “I’m still praying.”
She took me seriously and started to bow out.  I forgot she was Filipino.  I’d have to bone up on their humor.
“Just kidding,” I said.  “Come here.  I’ve got a question.”
Anna started back in, thoroughly confused now.  
“Anna, who came in yesterday and worked on the walls?”
She looked at me still confused.  The word ‘walls’ was obviously forming on her lips.
“Walls?  Work on walls?  What you mean?”
I motioned to the area where the drawing used to be.  Now it was cleaner than the day it was plastered.  Someone must have scrubbed the life out of it, then put a quick coating of some sort of sealer over it.  Whatever they did, they had successfully eradicated any trace of the drawing or the message.  It was the only drawing that was gone in all the rooms.
“There was a drawing on the wall there and now it’s gone.  Scrubbed and covered over by this thin white sealer.”
“No-o-o-o, no. I no scrub wall.”  She was half sounding like I was crazy and half sounding like I was accusing her.
“I didn’t think so.”  I wanted to calm her.  “And I don’t mind, whoever did it.  I just wondered why.  Any idea who might have done it?”
Now she knew I wasn’t accusing her.  That left her thinking I was crazy.
“I no know.” She shook her head slightly.
“You don’t think Mr. Roster, did it?  Alan Roster?”
She kept shaking her head.  Alan Roster engages in physical work?  I was looking crazier by the moment.
“Maybe Arthur?”  I couldn’t imagine the pristine Mrs. Roster scrubbing, so I skipped over her.  Then again, to cover a crime?  But I still wasn’t about to question her.  Why would Joan be involved?
“No.  No, Artur no come in here, I tink.”
“Does he sleep all day?  Maybe he gets up in the night and does strange things.”
Her head hadn’t stopped shaking yet.  She just wasn’t buying my story.  “Mr. Artur no sleep all day.  He up before sun, always.  He work in his room or go for long walks.  Yesterday he go to store for afternoon and most night.”
“Store,” I thought, “you mean shopping?”
“No, Jewry store.  He work d’ere sometime.”
Though Arthur was the older of the two, he had been born with mild deficiencies of some sort, I had always heard.   He was still part of the business, but when their father, the founder of Zatir’s, passed on, it was Alan, the younger, who took the reins.  Alan had parlayed the position into quite a social coup becoming a society star and a national celebrity of sorts.  Rich, good looking and at the top of his industry, he shared his wealth and prosperity with his brother unquestionably, but the spotlight he kept to himself.  All this I knew from rumors and hearsay and from doing one small job here previously.
“Okay,” I said, “It doesn’t really matter.  But if you find anything out about someone cleaning the wall, I’d appreciate knowing.”  Then I thought I should add an addendum.  “But don’t go asking around.  It’s not important.”
Anna wasn’t gone more than two minutes when Mrs. Roster appeared from nowhere again.
“Anything up yet?”  Still somber, still stern.
“No, I’m still praying,” I joked again.
She turned a cool head in my direction.  “Oh, are you Bahai?”
“No, I’m kidding,” I replied.
“Oh,” as she looked back disappointedly at the still bare wall, “I’m Rastafarian.”
Something didn’t click.  “No doubt,” I said.
“You wouldn’t happen to know anything about who scrubbed a section of the wall over there, would you?”  I nodded nonchalantly in the direction of the missing sketch.
“Who did what?” she puzzled.
“Someone washed off a drawing on the wall.  No harm, but I’d like to know what they put over it.  Some sort of sealer or something, and it might affect my paste.”
Joan looked more confused.
“Why would someone scrub one of your walls?”
Finally, someone who recognized that when I’m on the job, they’re my walls.  Joan Roster curtly turned and left.  If this was her way of warming up, we were going to need more than twenty days.
I was just about to start pasting when I felt his presence.  Alan Roster stood as stern and icy as ever, staring at the bare walls.  “Nothing yet?”  He was almost talking to himself.
I debated, then thought, why not?  “I was just finishing praying.”
He shot a cold look through me.  Not the least cracking at the corners of his lips.  “You may need it.”  Still, like he was talking to himself.  Then he started to fade away.  Some jobs you just don’t price right and I knew then, I was way under on this one.
Before he could get away, I called out, “Mr. Roster,” I lowered myself by dropping the first name calling, but I wanted his attention, “did you scrub off the drawing over here?”
“I beg your pardon.”
“There was a drawing on the wall here, a sketch of some kind.  Like the other ones in the other rooms.  But someone washed it off and put something over it.  I’d like to know what it is.”
He scoffed at the very idea.  “It wouldn’t be me. I wouldn’t know where to begin.”  Abruptly he turned and drifted away.
It was time for me to start work.  With three sheets pasted, I mounted the ladder and was dropping the first one when I sensed another presence.  Arthur Roster stood at the doorway, poised in a slight slouch with a half-smile fixed on his face.  He nodded a hello and looked everywhere for some paper already up.
“Just starting to hang now,” I said.
He smiled a little more.  “If it were me,” he said kindly, “I’d probably be praying about now.”
I did a double take.  And this was the slow one?  I smiled at him, even gave him a little laugh, politely ignoring the fact he was stealing my lines.  How refreshing to have some warmth in this place.  I almost didn’t even ask about the drawing, but he was the last one.  Why not?
“Was it you that scrubbed the wall clean over here?  There was a drawing, like the others, but it’s not there now.”
He was nodding agreement.  “Yes, I remember seeing it yesterday.  But no, no I never touched it.”  An honesty emanated from him.  “It seems like such a shame to cover over such nice work.  Worse still to wash it off.”
I had never met Arthur before now, but he was all right in my book.  We shot the breeze a bit and he watched the first two strips go up.  Leaving me with his approval, he found his way out, walking slowly with an all but undetectable limp.
_______________________________		
 
Since no one was owning up to the anti-graffiti campaign, I knew I’d have to continue on my own.  No big surprise.  I knocked off early so I could restock my supplies and figured Joe at Wallpaper Village may steer me in the right direction about Ruth Bridgeman.  Joe’s been around forever and would know the scoop.  From there I could hit the library, which if I remembered, was open on Tuesday evenings.
At Wallpaper Village, I slipped my left hand down under my belt and let it fall limp before going in.  It’s how I had introduced myself to Joe eight years ago as the newest and bestest paperhanger in town, in spite of my handicap, and he got such a kick out of it he offered me an additional five percent trade discount if I’d continue the ruse to amaze his customers.  Having both a good sense of humor and a good sense of hunger, I accepted.
“Hey, One-Arm!  Still hanging in there?” Joe yelled as I came through the door, throwing attention on me.  I waved my good arm to him.  Out of earshot from me he’d be explaining to everyone that I was a one-arm paperhanger shopping for supplies.  The only one he ever knew of.  People’s eyes would follow me around and whispers would be traded.
I worked my way over to the counter where customers parted for me.  A kid with glasses gawked with every move of mine and brashly called out.
“Hey, mister.  You really got only one arm?”
“Something like that,” I responded.
“How do you hang wallpaper with only one arm?”
I took my time in replying.  Joe’s heard this one a thousand times.  “I use my chin more than most.”
The kid looked skeptical, and half the adults were catching on.  Then the kid says, “Adolph Hitler was a wallpaper hanger.  Look where he ended up.”
I debated answering for a few seconds, then leaned close to him.  “That’s why I always say,” and I looked around mischievously, then square into his eyes, “next time - no more Mr. Nice Guy.”  Then I winked.  He took a step closer to his mom.
The crowd gradually thinned down and I struck up a conversation with Joe.
“You used to know Artist George, right Joe?”
“For twenty-five years.  He was one of the best.”
I had to agree.  I’ve seen enough of his work to judge it well.
“I just came across some of his sketches all the way down in Bristol.  At the Roster estate.”
“Oh, I remember that job,” Joe went on, “He did the whole place.  They wouldn’t have anyone but him.  You doing it all over?”
“No, maybe half the place.”  And I hope I survive, I thought.  “What ever became of George?”
“Don’t know.  No one does.  He just disappeared.”
I could hear an alarm going off.  I never even dreamed of hearing that answer.  Joe went on.
“Must’a been twenty years ago.  Oh, even more.  Right about the time that beauty queen took off.  She grabbed all the headlines, so some people never noticed the reports about old George.  But most of us around here were far more concerned about him than that girl.”
I looked at him in shock.  This was getting weirder all the time.
“Come to think of it,” Joe continued, “I think he was on the Roster job at the time.  Or he had just finished.”
I had no idea what I had stumbled into, but there was definitely something here.
“He had a wife, right?  Ruth, was it?” I asked.
“Peach of a girl,” Joe said.  “Quite a bit younger, but she started to learn the trade with him.  Used to work with George two or three days a week.  That was before girls were seen in the trades very much.”
“Whatever became of her?  She didn’t disappear too, did she?”
“No, no.”  Joe was pretty emphatic.  “No, she just managed to go on somehow.  Became a legal secretary or something.  Makes gads of money I hear.  She even remarried in spite of her claims that she hates men.”  Joe chuckled at the thought.
I took it all in without much reaction.  Then it occurred that if she remarried, I must have found a different Ruth Bridgeman in the phone book.
“I thought I saw a Ruth Bridgeman in a Taunton phone book, but it must be someone else then.”
“No,” Joe said, “that’s her.  Never changed her last name.  I guess it was bad enough she felt the need to marry again, didn’t see no need to advertise it.”  He got a kick out of that.
“The reason I’m asking is that I’d like to talk with her.  Professional talk.  Questions about George’s technique, you know?”
Joe nodded his understanding, which surprised me.  I thought it was a stupid excuse the moment it came out.  Since he was so agreeable, I asked to use his phone and I hooked right up with Mrs. Bridgeman.  Though surprised, she had no problem with seeing me but it would have to wait until she got back from eating.  She was going out to Providence Place for dinner.  I guess she did make gads of money.  She said she’d be back by eight, but she goes to bed at nine sharp.  There was enough of a tone that I knew not to mess with being late.
“Thanks Joe,” I said, “she seems quite the lady.  And the lady will see me tonight.”  I gathered my things and hobbled out using one arm the best I could.  Joe called out after me.
“Keep up the one-armed act,” Joe called out, “and you just may get her to open up.”
I waved it off and almost lost the load I was balancing in my “good” arm.  I couldn’t help but wonder if the five percent was worth this charade.
 
 
The Paperhanger

Chapter 4
 
 
 
 
BEAUTY QUEEN VANISHES
 
Charleston, S.C.: 
	
The festivities of just a few days ago at Government Center were marred today with the reported disappearance of the Miss US Pageant’s newly crowned queen, Suzette Wilkins, Miss Massachusetts.  Less than twelve hours after receiving her crown, reports were made to the Pageant Committee as to her vanishing but were held secret in hopes that the matter would be resolved quickly.  Such hopes have all but evaporated by now as the Charleston Police Department issued a statement early this morning…
 
I read the first article in haste, catching up on the basics as quickly as I could absorb them.  Then I went on to other articles, the headlines getting cuter with each:
 
WHERE IN THE U.S. IS MISS U.S.?
 
MISS U.S. DISAPPEARS WITH DIAMONDS
 
ALL THAT GLITTERS IS NOT THERE
 
I followed the headlines for three months out.  The library charged for each story retrieved, so I read the first stories that broke and then only the feature ones that would surface here and there after three months.  Once the sensation was over the reports focused on the sixty-four-diamond studded gold choke that was reputed to be Suzette Wilkins forbidden fruit.  Within a week virtually every news service and wire service was drawing the conclusion she had simply up and gone.  Her bags were missing, the hotel room left in order and no signs of foul play.  In searching out her family it was found that only a mother was left behind.  A drug addict and prostitute, not much of a tie to hold one as an anchor.
Zatir’s Jewelers, who had loaned Ms. Wilkins the expensive choke, was aggressively seeking an insurance settlement for $2.6 million as they had considered it to be a foregone conclusion that there was a scam here.   Even if foul play and a body surfaced, the choke was still missing, and a payoff was in order.
Global Insurance, the underwriters, suspected collusion and were dragging out the settlement.  Eventually the sensation died down, most people accepting the fact that a nineteen-year-old, slum raised kid, would be unable to resist walking off with all that ice.  Within a few months, the stories focused more on the battle waged between Zatir’s and Global.  Two and a half years later, Zatir’s won out and a $2.2 million settlement was paid.  Mr. Alan Roster accepted the check on behalf of Zatir’s.  I liked the photo of Alan beaming with a bright smile, check in hand.  I’ll beam like that when he gives me my check.
My eyes were starting to water from focusing on the microfilm provided by the Providence Public Library.  Both the Providence Journal and the New York Times were on record.  The Journal carried more details since it was a local girl involved.  I made note of the investigating officer from the area who had acted as liaison for the local investigation in cooperation with the Charleston, SC authorities.  I wasn’t about to head to South Carolina, so hopefully I could locate Detective Jim Foley of Seekonk, Suzette Wilkins hometown of record. 
I then went to the storage area and dug out the 1979 file of Time and Newsweek magazines.  Time leaned toward foul play at the beginning, but after three weeks seemed to join the consensus of belief that Suzette had staged everything.  By the time the story died down, the nation believed there was a very well healed, beautiful girl, living her life out on some exotic island.
With time running out, I went back through the Providence Journal papers for news about George Bridgeman.  Coverage was scant, nothing even appearing until four days after his reported vanishing.  It was reported that his wife had called the police the same morning that Suzette’s story broke, but it simply wasn’t taken seriously for several more days.  Even then, the slant was evident that he may have taken off to his beloved Florida, possibly with another woman.  Mrs. Bridgeman was reported to be adamant about something sinister having happened to him.
I digested more than I ever thought I could.  Most surprising was that Deb and John seemed to have it all right.  Nothing they said conflicted with anything I read.  My respect for both shot up a few notches.  I had made copies of all the main articles for future reference and felt comfortable that I had enough background for the time being.
With almost three hours of reading microfilm and musty magazines, my watch said 7:30.  I’d have to hurry to get to Ruth Bridgeman within her dictated window.  I returned the microfilm and thanked the librarian for all her help.  
_________________________________
 
On the way to Bridgeman’s, I phoned Deb on my cell.  It wasn’t like me to be late so she knew I must have been involved in something important.  When she heard why I was running late she was a hundred percent behind me.  What happened to the concern for my welfare, I thought?  It didn’t matter, I’d prefer her support than her opposition.  She wanted to join me but I thought my first meeting should be low keyed.  I suggested Deb get herself to Tijuana Flats and I’d join her after nine.  She could explain to John who would be feeling rejected if we didn’t show up.  By now, he just assumes people are leaving him.
Ruth Bridgeman’s house was easy to find in a nice section on Highland Street.  A beautifully restored Victorian, with several colorful gables, a wraparound porch and windows everywhere, there was no doubt that someone made gads of money.  I was jealous.  Ex-paperhanger’s wife makes good.
She met me at the door.  Much younger than I expected, right around John’s age.  And seemingly pleasant.  I thought she was supposed to hate men.
“Hi Mrs. Bridgeman. I’m Mark Sinara.”  Then for good measure, “The Hangman.”
She was beaming with a smile.  Quite unexpected.  
“So, you want to talk about the old fossil.  Come right in.”
She led me to the kitchen explaining that her husband was upstairs.  New husband, that is.  She offered me tea and I took it.  She sat across from me with a “What’s up?” look on her face.
“Your husband George was quite an artist.”
She nodded affirmative.
“Not just in his wallpaper work, but his sketches.”
Another nod.
“I came across an interesting sketch yesterday way down in Bristol, Rhode Island, and I wanted to talk to you about it.”  I believed in getting to the point.
“Must be at the Roster’s,” she said.
“Exactly,” I was surprised with her quickness.  “I’m doing about half the rooms over and stripped three of them yesterday.  Plenty of drawings, all spectacular as usual, but one had a message attached.”
Ruth perked up.
“I’ve never known George to write anything,” I continued.  “His sketches were his signature.  So when I saw this, I took note.”
“What did it say?”  She had tensed, seemingly knowing where this might go.
“It said if Miss MA or Miss US was missing, to check here.  Then he drew an arrow to a spot on his drawing.”
“Oh dear!” she said under her breath.  She looked away and I knew she knew something.
“Did you know where he was referring to in the sketch?” she asked.
I shook my head.  “No, nothing I recognized.  But I hope to check out the estate tomorrow to see if it might be on the grounds.  I did notice a pond in back and there was a pond or lake in the drawing.”
“So George is speaking from the grave.”
I studied her demeanor.  There was a certain confidence about her in spite of a certain dread as to what might be developing.
“I’m sorry,” I said, “wasn’t it concluded that George, uhmm…, well didn’t he take off to Florida?”
“Nonsense.”  She brushed it away.  “George wasn’t going anywhere without me.  He wasn’t a philanderer, and he wasn’t a deadbeat.  We were happy together.  In spite of our age difference.”
“I noticed.  What was there, twenty years?”
She nodded.  In that vicinity.  Then she went on.
“George was on to something that had him worried.  At first he shared his discoveries with me, when it was all a game and exciting.  But then I think it started getting serious because he got real quiet about everything and acted strange.  Then he was…” She had to stop for a few seconds.  Then her lips mouthed the word, “gone”, but no sound came out.  She truly had missed the man.  The old fossil.
I reached for her hand without thinking.  Maybe I’m tender after all.  I tried to comfort her and assure her I wasn’t there to upset her.  She collected herself and came back to the discussion.
“I had suspicions that the Roster’s and maybe that girl, Miss Massachusetts or Miss US or whatever, may have been involved somehow, but I never dared to utter a word.  I had nothing to go on.”
“Why would you have suspected something like that?” I drawled out slowly.
Ruth let out a little scoff, then she opened up.
“George was a real snooper.  I don’t know if you knew, but I worked with him the last few years, several days a week.”
“I had heard.”
“Well, George was funny.  Most of you guys love it when the homeowners are gone because you can get more work done and not be bothered with all their petty questions.  But George liked it because he could snoop. He’d snoop around even with the owners in the house, but he could do a lot more snooping when he was alone.  Just out of curiosity, of course.  George never did anything dishonest, he just liked getting to know people.”
“I can well imagine,” I smirked.  “I’ve never been much of a snooper but working in so many homes and moving furniture around has been quite an eye-opener.”  I wanted to put her at ease.  “I never knew so many people kept guns at their bedside.  Or so many kids had their stashes of Penthouse.”
“Oh, heavens.  He was forever finding things.  Polaroid pictures of wives, hidden guns, coke, crack, wads of money… George was a regular vice squad.”
I had to chuckle at the thought.  It wasn’t hard to imagine.
“I remember when he got the job at the Rosters,” she continued, “I was as anxious to go as he was.  George was dazzled by the money, I was dazzled by the man.”
“Meaning?” I asked.
“Well, George loved seeing how the rich lived and this was one of the richest he ever worked for.  But I was fascinated by Alan Roster.  Back then he was young, single and good-looking.  Cosmopolitan had named him one of the most eligible bachelors and he seemed to always pop up here and there in the national magazines and tabloids.  A regular celebrity.”
“Yeah, I heard all that too.  I’ve come a long way in twenty-four hours.”
“Well, the kicker was that just that week, the Boston Herald, or whatever it was then, carried pictures of him with Miss Massachusetts and claimed they were going with each other.  The very first day we got there, who greeted us at the door but Miss Mass herself!  I got to meet both of them in one day.”
I let her reminisce a bit, then got her back to the point.
“So what was suspicious about any of this?”
“Well, the old fossil was up to his snooping one day and couldn’t contain himself for what he had found.  He brought me a collection of about six Polaroids.  They were of Miss Mass in nothing but panties and they were showing her recent breast surgery!  Can you imagine?”
It did seem strange, but it takes all kinds I figure.
“Well, breast enhancement – it was against the rules for most of these pageants, at least back then.  If that information leaked, she’d have to give up the state and the US crown.  If she had lived long enough.”
That never occurred to me.  While she spoke, it occurred to me that Alan Roster probably paid for the surgery, or else how would he get photos?  But the disqualification angle never dawned on me.  
“George must have done a pretty good snoop job to uncover those pictures,” I commented.
“That’s the strange part.  He said they were right out on Alan’s dresser for anyone to see.  And Alan knew we’d be in there to hang paper.  It’s like he never cared.”
That seemed too bizarre.  “Are you sure that’s where George found them?”
“Absolutely.  I saw him put them back and that’s where he left them.  He wouldn’t have done that if he had been digging deep in a drawer somewhere and found them there.”
I had to agree.
“Anything else that was suspicious?” I asked.
“Nothing specific.  George was beginning to go on and on about the strange relationship between Mr. Roster and the Wilkins girl, then he got real quiet about it, like I said.  I just thought he stopped suspecting anything, but then he disappeared the same day the beauty queen did.”  Ruth paused, looking intently at me.  “And now you tell me this, about the drawing.”
I tell her this and she tells me that.  The pieces were coming together and I started to get the feeling I might be in over my head.  We talked a little more about the job at the Roster’s, but there wasn’t much more she could give me.  We got back to George’s skills and how everything he did, he did well.  Very well.
“George was always collecting tools and always learning new skills.  He might have been a paperhanger by trade, but that man could do anything he put his mind to.”  Ruth had missed George.  She no doubt had a good relationship with her new husband, but George’s loss must have hit her hard.  Especially to have the public think he just up and left her, with suspicions of him leaving for another woman.
“I’m fine now with his being gone,” she offered.  “But I could never quite bring myself to get rid of his tools.  Mr. Sinara, since you seem to be following in his footsteps so much, would you like to look over his collection and take whatever you might use?”
I was flattered by the offer.  We had just met, yet I had quickly grown to respect her and here she was making this magnanimous offer.
“Oh, I couldn’t.  We hardly know each other and they must be worth something.  No, I couldn’t take anything.”
She understood, but suggested I take a rain check.  Then she offered that I at least browse the collection in her basement before saying no for sure.  If I saw something and changed my mind later, I’d be welcome to call her.
“He’s got some pretty good tool bags and tool boxes.  He used to say you can never have too many.”
I looked at my watch.  “Well, I could at least look.  I have ten minutes before your bed time.”  She smirked, appreciative that I remembered.
She led me to the basement door and sent me down, letting me explore on my own.  It was like visiting a museum.  Old tables and tools, some that I couldn’t even figure reasons for.  There were brass straight edges, basswood tables of all sorts, an early, probably original, pasting machine, cutters and brushes and things that were specialized beyond belief.  The collection of tool bags was obvious, some pretty nice ones.  An acetylene torch set.  For wallpapering?  Go figure.  Then there were medicine cabinets, a whole bunch, with the backs or tops cut out.  I didn’t even want to venture a guess.  It was amazing to me, probably not to anyone else.  He even had a small library on papering, painting and decorating.  Mixed in were a few books on magic, including a couple about Houdini.  Which might explain how he did some of the fine work I’ve seen of his - pure magic.  But my time was up and I didn’t want to impose.
We said our good-byes and I was warmly invited back if any questions came up.  Then she made it clear that if I found out anything, I had better get back to her.  She had a freezer waiting for me if I didn’t.  Now where did she ever get the reputation for not liking men?
_______________________________		
 
Tijuana Flats was hoping for a Tuesday night.  I made my way through the crowd and over to Deb and John and… some girl I had never met but would have guessed to be his daughter if I hadn’t known better.
“Mark,” John was standing, glad to see me, “I want you to meet Tarah, a friend.”
Oh brother, I thought.  A friend.  Here we go again.
“Hi Tarah,” I said, and without skipping a beat, “please let this man go for your own good.”  Deb shot daggers at me.  Again.  John cracked up.
“That’s exactly what I told her,” he said, not offended at all.
“Well, since I’ve been told that twice in the same night,” Tarah announced, “I think I’ll be on my way.”
I got scared.  Did I really break up a budding relationship?  Deb saw the fear on my face and mellowed.  I leaked a sign of tenderness.
“She was going anyway.  She was just saying goodbye when you came.”  John rescued me.
Tarah left us to ourselves, the three Amigos.  My eyes bored into John as he just held his hands up.  He wasn’t even going to try to explain.  We let the subject of “his friend” drop.
“So what’s up with Mrs. Bridgeman?” Deb interjected.
“Super lady.”
They both stared intently.  Ready to crack.
“Our Miss US, Suzette is it?”  I was dropping a bomb.  “Had breast implants.”
“Illegal!” shouted Deb.
“Disqualification,” piped in John.
I was surprised they knew.  I would have never guessed.
Over a pitcher of sangria, I filled them in on the whole day.  From the cold Roster reception, excepting of course, the warm encounter with the “slow” Arthur Roster, to the newspaper accounts, copies in hand, to my talk with Ruth Bridgeman.  They were spellbound.  And frightened.
We kicked all the pieces around and it kept coming up as foul play.  There were too many coincidences, too many oddities, and too many missing persons amid the prospering Roster’s.
“You’ve got to go to the police,” Deb asserted.  John nodded agreement.
“I can’t go yet!  All I’ve got is… is, nothing.  I’ve got to get one piece of real evidence, then I can go.”  I thought the only way I could probably add to the evidence would be if I turned to snooping like George.  I’d have to have a good look around the Roster place when the time was right and see what turned up. 
”Let me do something illegal first, then I’ll have something.”
For some reason that made sense to everyone.  That scared me even more.  
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Chapter 5
 
 
 
If making the coffee stronger tasted worse, it made sense to make it weaker.  Plus, I had seen them “pressing” coffee at these new espresso bars, so I thought I’d try that.  Plus, I changed to distilled water.  Plus, I tried some two percent milk.  I did everything I could think of to get it right, but the end result was kind of tan and murky, something like bloody urine.   I ditched the batch again.
Since the same girl was at the Dunkin window again, a career in the making, I decided to start the thaw.  I smiled.  She didn’t.
Back in Bristol, I punched the security button at ten of seven.  They still wondered who it could be.  “The looney-bin, to drop off a paperhanger,” I said.  The gate opened.
Instead of going right in, I propped the doors of my van open to look like I was unloading.  Then I shot out around back to get a good view of the grounds.  I searched everywhere trying to match the drawing with landscape that fit.  Nothing.  I took a chance and walked out deep into the grounds.  If they saw me and complained, I’d tell them I was admiring their landscaping.  The pond was the center of my search, but it just didn’t match.  From any angle, from any distance, it never looked remotely like the drawing in my head.  I circumnavigated the entire area.  A small stream trickled into and then away from the pond with wooden arched bridges to each side.  Beautiful, but no match.  I shook my head and went back.	
Anna greeted me as I finally entered, looking a little puzzled but never asking what the delay was.  I smelled a heavenly aroma, unfamiliar to me in a home setting - good coffee.  I spied an espresso maker steaming away and thought, maybe that’s the ticket.  I filed the thought away as I made my way to the upstairs library for the day’s papering.
“Mr. Sinara,” Alan Roster’s voice chilled the air.  “You may do our bedroom and the guest room next to it tomorrow as we will be out early.  Please have our room completed by the evening.”
I gave him thumbs up.  Nothing wrong with bending my schedule around a customer’s, or client’s, needs, but there was something in his attitude that was rubbing me the wrong way and it was better that I not speak.  His eyes darted around the room looking for paper that was up.  Frustrated again, he took his leave, warming the room a few degrees by doing so.
This was one of the harder rooms.  Bookcases everywhere, air condition ducts, windows - a trimming nightmare!  The outside wall was higher than the others allowing for more windows and sunlight, so the drops would be all different sizes.  The paper was a 1/9 drop repeat to boot, which I won’t even attempt to explain.  Trust me, decorators should all be shot.  After hanging the designers.
“I brought this out just for you.”  Joan Roster was breezing in pointing toward a statue of some kind on the center table.  She was carrying a garish gold lighter, big enough to toast weenies on I thought.  Then it dawned on me that it was an incense burner she was carrying the lighter to.  “This should help your prayer sessions.”
I looked around, searching for words.  
“Do you ever watch any comedies?” I asked.  She slowly looked up with a vacant stare, having no idea what I was getting at.  “Never mind,” I added.  Maybe she really is Rastafarian. 
She left without looking to see if any paper was up.  The incense stunk so I blew it out, which only made it flare brighter and stink more.  I dowsed it with water from my rinse bucket. 
The tallest, hardest drop is usually the best place to start.  I was on top of the ladder facing what would easily be the biggest challenge of the day.  A fourteen-foot drop with intricate trimming on both sides.  I’d have to hurry before it dried out.  As I let the bottom drop, the most precarious moment in any wallpaper strips life, my cell phone went off.  There must be gods assigned to these things.
I stuck the piece to the wall, quickly, scurried down the ladder and fished out the phone all in about three rings.
“Hangman,” I managed, out of breath.
“Mark, I got an address on Suzettes’s mom.” It was Deb’s voice.  The whole thing puzzled me.  Did I want an address for Suzette’s mom?
“Mark?… Mark, is that you?”
“Yeah.  Just out of breath and confused.  Why Suzette’s mom?”
“Because she might know something.  You know Suzette was just a teenager when it all happened.”
I had to admit I was curious.  This whole investigating thing was getting interesting.
“How’d you ever get her address?”
“Hospital records.  Last night, as I scanned some of the newspaper reports you had, her name was mentioned, and it said she was into both drugs and prostitution.  This was all back in the 70’s and I figured she must have had a long history of health problems, if she was even still alive.”  I couldn’t see her, but I knew Deb was beaming.   She continued, “I tied into the state central computer and came up with her last address, which was from only last year.  She lives in Fall River.”
“And this means what for me?”  
“For us,” she corrected, “pick me up and we’ll go see her this afternoon.”
I looked at the phone.  “Pick you up - we’ll do what?”
“Oh, Mark,” I recognized the tone.  There would be no use arguing.  “We have to at least try to meet with her.  Maybe she knows something.  She might be able to tie something together that we would have never figured out.  And besides, I’ll bet she’d want to know about the drawing and the note.  You know, a mother’s concern.”
“Deb, we’re talking about a drugged-up hooker here.  I’m not anticipating too much concern.”  I glanced up to see if my paper was staying in place.  It seemed to be.
“Hooker, drugs, I don’t care.  Mark, she’s a mother.  We should go see her.”
“How is it ‘we’ all of a sudden?  Do you really want to get involved?”
“I’ll get further with the mother than you would.”  This was her power tone.  Not power as in demanding, power as in sweet and demure and no man can say no to.  That’s power.  “I get off at three,” she concluded.
“I get off at five.”
“Today you get off at two-thirty.” 
I smiled as I hung up.  She was right, I’d be getting off at two-thirty today.  I glanced back up at my precariously dangling wallpaper strip, barely holding on.  I scurried back up the ladder, planted myself and reached out for the strip just as it curled off in front of me, cascading down in an accordion heap below me, mostly paste side down.  The same gods that handle phone calls probably handle wallpaper duty.
______________________________	
 
“So we walk up to her and say what?”  I was trying to be soft, tender, all that.  But asking an over the hill, candied up hustler what she knew of her daughter’s disappearance twenty-seven years ago wasn’t my bag.
“How about, ‘Hi, I’m Deborah and this is Mark,’?”  
I looked at her dubiously.  She evidently had no idea how to go about this either.
“Doesn’t work for me,” I said.  “I have to play Mark.  It’s the only way.”
She returned my look.
“Let’s express our sympathy first of all,” Deb went on, “mother’s never get over these things entirely.  From there we’ll let her know that I’ve followed the case for all these years and always felt sympathetic to her and Suzette.  Then we’ll gradually broach how you got involved and we just wonder if she knew of anything that can help make sense of the pieces.”
“What pieces?  A drawing that’s not even there anymore?  That’s one piece - almost.  So where are the others?”
“No, there are more.  There’s the fact that the drawing was in the Roster’s home.  You watch, I’ll bet she perks up at that.  Then the fact that the drawing was erased - the first day!  And that the man who left the clue behind, and whose wife sensed he was onto something serious, disappeared the same day.  That’s a lot of pieces, Mark.”
It was.  And while it stumped me to no end, I just wondered how it would play to someone else.  But Deb was right, we were going to see the mother.  If anyone should be interested in these things, it should be her.
We were zipping down Rte. 195 in Deb’s Miata, top down.  I had met her at the Hasbro Hospital but left my van there and jumped in the driver’s seat of her car.  Deb has too much fun with this car and it was my turn now.  She had printed out a map and we were having no problem getting where we had to go.  But as we drove deeper into the bowels of Fall River, I somehow wished I had more metal around me.  Razor-edged, coiled wire would be nice.  That would be called “homey” for this area.
635 Garfield Street was a real estate dream:  definitely the cheapest property in the neighborhood.  The surrounding ghetto shacks would easily raise the appraised value of this fixer-upper, maybe into the double digits.  I could tell Deb was thinking of raising the Miata top for security and I just looked at her.  She knew what I was thinking and we walked away.  I reached inside and locked both doors to her disbelieving eyes.
“You can tell the insurance company it was locked,” I said as we ventured down bowery way.
We entered the front hallway and were taken back by the smell of urine.  Deb handled it better than me, she’s a nurse.  But she was used to fresh stuff.  We climbed the two floors and had no problem finding 3-B.  It was spray painted in big fluorescent orange figures.  By now, I figured the Miata was up on blocks and only the frame would be left, so we’d have no need to hurry back.  I knocked.
“Who?”  I thought I heard an owl.  Then again, “Who?”
“Mrs. Wilkins,” Deb said in her female way, “we’re sorry to bother you, you don’t know us, but we’d really like to talk to you.”
Deb glanced at me and I nodded my approval, like it was what I would have said.  I kept listening for jackhammers on the Miata.
“Who the…” as the door flew open, “What’s this about?”
I was looking at the ugliest woman I ever saw in my life.  Like Norman Bates mother two months ripe.  And this woman progenated a beauty queen?  I must be Adonis.
“Mrs. Wilkins,” Deb started right in, displaying as much compassion as I was feeling revulsion.  I tried to think happy thoughts.  “We’re so glad to meet you.  We’ve been fans of your daughter all these years, terribly distraught at her disappearance so long ago and wanted so much to share our feelings with you and some information.  It’s so nice to meet you.”
The old bag gave us each the once over.  Twice.  I forced a smile.  Twice.
“You must still miss her so much, even after all these years.”  Deb was spreading it on thick but as long as she was willing to do the talking, I was willing to keep forcing smiles.  
With a little more shmoozing, the final wall seemed to break down and we were asked in.  My elation from getting out of the urine smell was short lived as a wave of another offensive smell replaced it.  It was like stepping deeper into a college dorm men’s room but more acrid.  I didn’t even want to know.
Deb went with the drill, her words bouncing off a dud wall.  It was only when she mentioned we had some questions that the old bag perked up.
“Questions?”, she asked, “I’ll answer questions.  What’re they worth?”
“Oh, they’re not worth anything,” Deb explained, “just some friendly questions that who knows, maybe can help solve the mystery.”
“I don’t care about no mystery.  If I’m gonna’ answer questions after all these years, somebody’s gonna’ be payin’ for it.”  She dug in and we both knew money was about to change hands.  I offered fifty but she peered over my hands and knew I had more.  A buck would do it.
“Mrs. Wilkins, do you have any idea why there would be a drawing in the Roster home with a statement that would raise the possibility of your daughter being missing?”  Deb had explained the drawing and message found, to no reaction, and now asked the logical question.
“Well, she lived there,” she replied in her craggy voice, gumming herself in between beats, “most the time anyway.”
“Suzette lived in the Roster estate?”  From Deb, I still hadn’t said a word.
“Why not?  She was married to him.”  
The statement floored us as the old bag gummed away calmly.
“Suzette was married to Mr. Roster?”
“Course.  You didn’t know that?”
“No,” Deb replied shakily, glancing at me.  I forced a smile.  “No, we had never read that in any of the reports.”
“Of course not.  It was never public.  It was a secret.”  She paused for another gum.  “Would’ve disqualified her for one thing.  But I think Roster was too ashamed to be married to her publicly.  Just wanted her for around the house.”
“But…” Deb searched for questions.  It was all too much.  “Did you always know?”
“Sure.  Had to sign the license.  Suzy was only sixteen.”  She snorted a giddy laugh.  “Paid me ten grand for my permission and silence.  Ten grand in the mid-seventies?  Hoo-hooo!  Why wouldn’t I sign the silly thing?”
With the shock settling in, Deb probed for signs of trouble or suspicious behavior, but it was pretty clear the old bag was alienated from her daughter by then.  If anything had been communicated, it was long wiped away with alcohol and drugs, or maybe a beating or two to the head from one of her “lovers”.  We soon realized there wouldn’t be any further insight revealed here, but the hundred bucks was already well spent.  We were segueing our way out when she dropped the next bomb.
“You’re welcome to borrow her letters if you want.”
Letters?  
“Letters?” Deb asked.
“Her letters and part of a diary.  The police sent it to me after the investigation.  Don’t know why, but I always kept the box.”  
“Diary?”  I finally said something.
“Just a part of a diary.  Nothing very juicy.”  That’s when she looked up and noticed our wide-eyed, salivating expressions and knew she hit gold.  “It’ll cost you.”
Yeah, after we both did our starving puppy-look.  We should have played it cool.
I negotiated another hundred.  Negotiated by showing her I was empty after that and Deb just raised both hands and waved them back and forth indicating she was tapped out too.  We obviously couldn’t hide our emotions so we were quite convincing by that time.  And quite broke.
A tattered shoebox was fetched and we promised to return it.  With two hundred bucks in her hands she seemed so anxious to get rid of us I doubt she heard the promise, or cared.  We departed and I prepared for a walk back to Providence.
To our surprise, the Miata remained in pristine condition.  It had a new addition, a little Hispanic kid glued to the hood.  He beamed as he saw us approach.
“I watch you car!” he exclaimed, sliding down the hood and running toward us.  “I watch you car!”
Deb praised him to high heaven as I tried to think what to give him.  I knew this was about a tip, which was fine with me, except…
“Kid, I’m so sorry, but the lady upstairs tapped us both out.  Honest.”  I showed him my empty wallet.  He showed me the biggest frown I’ve ever seen.
“Who you see?” he asked.
“Mrs. Wilkins,” Deb chimed in.
His eyes rolled as he walked away and he waved his understanding.  I opened the door for Deb, she eats that up, and popped around to my side.  As we were pulling out it struck me and I tapped on the horn.
“Kid,” I shouted out as he turned to us, “we were just asking her some questions.”
He nodded like, sure.  I’ll never know what he really thought.
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John had beaten us to Tijuana Flats, but he never knew it.  He was deeply engrossed in conversation with his new “friend”, Tarah, and never noticed that we had arrived until about an hour later.  
Deb and I didn’t care.  We had brought in the shoebox of letters and the diary and were thoroughly engrossed in the task at hand.  She had already dug into the diary during the ride but came up empty.  By the time we arrived at the Flats she had given up and now it was my turn for the diary while she attacked the letters.  She started in on organizing them by date.  That’s Deb.  
“Hey guys… never saw you come in.”
I looked up to a view of John and what should have been his daughter’s younger friend, beaming away like high school sweethearts.  She hadn’t taken my advice seriously.
“Sit’em down and dig in,” Deb piped up, “you wouldn’t believe what we’ve got!”
John seemed to recognize that the letters were addressed to Suzette Wilkins and began to register surprise.  Tarah had no clue what was going on.
“I took Deb out to meet Suzette Wilkins’ mother and I had a nice talk with her.  Look at what I talked her into giving us.”  So I lie a little.
“You’ve got to be kidding,” John remarked.  He was impressed.  
They slid in, John on Deb’s side and Tarah on mine.  John immediately dug into the pile, got slapped by Deb, and waited for her to give him one she had already read.  Tarah was naturally puzzled, and I began to explain, fully expecting her to be bored, knowing kids today.
“These are letters and a partial diary of a Suzette Wilkins.  She was…” I started.
“Suzette Wilkins!” Tarah exclaimed.  “The missing beauty queen?  You’ve got her letters?  And diary?”  Her eyes were bigger than the pitchers of sangria we were draining.
I looked to Deb and John for reaction.  They were too engrossed in reading.  I shook it off and turned to Tarah.
“You know about her?”
“Sure, did a term paper on the thing back in high school.”
So, just last year, I thought.
“I hate pageants,” she continued, “but the Wilkins disappearance illustrates the domination of male oriented mores in a society dictated by a power laden social structure that places its values on the outward manifestation of physical, material presence and stature over that of a more sublime and ethereal sense of focus on intelligence and morality.”
I knew she said the word, “value”, and I understood that word, but the rest, what in the…?
 John looked up momentarily and simply said, “Exactly,” nodding away.
Deb nodded agreement too.  So, it must be me.
“What did you find so far?” Tarah asked.
“Suzette called Roster, ‘Milkman’,” Deb explained, hardly looking up from her current letter.  “Almost all the letters are signed that way and she mentions ‘Milkman’ a lot in the diary.”
“I wonder what he was delivering to her,” John mused.
“Nothing sleazy,” I said.  “They were married.”
John and Tarah looked at me like I had won the lottery.  I like getting that look.
“Alan Roster and Suzette Wilkins were married?”  John was stunned.
“She was sixteen.  Alan paid her mother for permission and for secrecy.”  I took a sip of sangria.  “And surprisingly, she kept it.”
“She would have been disqualified.”  A stunned Tarah couldn’t believe what she was hearing.  I couldn’t believe what I was hearing, that someone her age actually knew the rules to these pageantry things, especially the rules back then.  “They didn’t call you, ‘Miss’ for nothing,” she added.
“So if they didn’t get her for breast implants,” I said, “they would have gotten her for saying, ‘I do.’”
“Breast im…,” Tarah screeched, “WHAT?”
“Don’t you guys ever talk?”  I asked John.  I knew they did, I just saw them talking very close and intense for an hour.  But evidently John never told Tarah about the breast implants. 
By now everyone was into this mystery.  As Tarah dug into the pile, Deb realized we needed a system, so the letters were divided into three sections and the diary counted for a fourth share.  Deb devised an orderly rotation and we planted ourselves for the night pouring over every word available to us.  After four pitchers of sangria, a ton of tostadas and enough Mexican beans to solve a third world energy crisis, we put on the table everything we had gleaned.
Nothing.
“How can we come up with nothing after reading all these letters?  And a personal diary for crying out loud?”  I was frustrated.  “If there was something up, why wouldn’t a diary tell all?”
“Don’t forget,” John explained, “they were married.  They had nothing very meaningful to say to each other.”  I cringed, waiting for Tarah to bop him a good one.  She nodded agreement.  Deb nodded agreement.  It’s definitely me.
“Well,” I offered, “she called him, ‘Milkman’.  We didn’t know that before.”
“No, and I did sense a fear in the last few diary entries.”  Deb was looking for nods of agreement. 
“I thought so too.”  Tarah was on the same wave.  “Like she sensed something might have been over, he had gotten his thrills and was about to see her attain their goal, but like, there was this apprehension about what would follow.”
“But she was too scared to really express it.”  John was in.  No wonder he’s such a lady-killer.  He actually thinks like them.  “I sensed she lacked trust in Alan after he had spent three years and a tidy bundle of money to make her into a winner.  She was thankful, appreciative, but apprehensive of what might come next.”
Two nods of agreement.  I followed, naturally.  
“And from the letters,” Deb was adding, “I even wonder if Alan really trusted her.  Like he might have been thinking he made her and now that she got what she wanted, it would be ‘Sayonara baby’.”
“So what have we got?”  John asked.  “Anything to go to the police with?”
Silence ensued.  I sure didn’t think so.  All we still had was a missing drawing that existed in my head and nowhere else.  So what if they were married.  So what if she called him “Milkman”.  So what if her mother was the ugliest piece of flesh on the face of the earth.  Well, maybe that would prove motive, if Roster suspected Suzette was following in that gene pool, but that was a reach.  Suzette didn’t look like she was anywhere near that pool.
“I think so,” volunteered Debbie.  “The drawing, the erasing of the drawing, the secret marriage.  And now, we can sense Suzette’s apprehension in her letters.”
“Sense of apprehension in her letters!”  I grimaced.  “And that’s supposed to nail down the case for me to go to the police?”  I needed something more.  I could tell they were building up steam to send me to the police and I just couldn’t see it yet.  When I go to the police, I want to have a solid case.  Irrefutable evidence.  Cast in cement.  Etched in stone.
“Mark,” Deb implored, “you’ve got to go to the police.”
I sensed it was all over for me.  With six eyes staring at me saying, “go, go, go,” one kind of gets that sense.
“It’s just not solid enough,” I said.  “If I go too early, I could blow it.  Let me fish up something real solid and then I’ll go.  Then, you won’t be able to keep me back.”  I thought about the whole situation even more and was convinced we just weren’t ready for the police.  But Deb and John just stared.  And here was Tarah after only a few hours of involvement, staring me down harder than anyone.
“Besides, how did ‘we’ all get involved in this thing.  It’s my case.  I found the drawing and shared it with you thinking it might be interesting.  Let me decide when or if I should go to the police.”
“Ma-rk.” Deb sing-sang it in two notes, one high, one low.  The worst way.  “We’re all involved.  We all want to see justice done.  And we all think Alan Roster was involved in something bad with Suzette Wilkins.  But we’re not good at this.  We don’t know what we’re doing.  You should turn it over to the police because they would know what they’re doing.”
Six eyes on me again.
“Do you listen to yourself?” I asked.  “It’s ‘we’ everything until someone has to do something, then it’s ‘you’.  Meaning, me.  So since I have to be the one to do the deed, let me decide when I’m ready.”
Now if anything ever made perfect sense in my life, that statement surely did.  But six eyes still fixed on me and for the third time tonight, I knew it must be me.  Since I really wanted to walk out of here tonight whole, in good health and with three good friends still in place, I sighed and submitted.
“What was the investigating officer’s name?  I’ll call around and see if he’s still on active duty.”  Three smiles replaced six eyes.  I sighed again.
_______________________________
 
              They made me run out to Deb’s car and get the newspaper copies.  I had stuck them in the console when I met her at Hasbro Hospital in case we needed them when we saw the old bag.   I brought them in and we all poured over them until Tarah spotted his name.  It was a Detective Peter Foley, of the Seekonk Police.  I had left my cell phone in the car so Deb pulled hers out.
I got the number through information and dialed it.  Midnight, Wednesday night, and I’m trying to contact an officer from twenty-six years ago.  This is going to be good.
“Seekonk Police.  Your call is being recorded.”
Good, I thought, this fiasco of a call can be sent in to a bloopers station and win someone big cash.
“Hi, Mark Sinara is my name.”  Not the time for ‘Hangman’ I thought.  “I’m trying to locate an officer that worked with your department some twenty-seven years ago.  His name was Peter Foley.  I think he was a detective back then.  Is there anyone there who might help me.”
“Sir, is this a crank call?”  The officer on duty was in no mood for jokes.  “If it is, there could be some serious penalties associated with it.”
“No.  No, I assure you.  I’m just a hard-working citizen and I think if I could locate this Detective, or whatever, Peter Foley, I might be able to help in solving an old crime.”  That sounded pretty good, I thought.  Yes, I was very satisfied.
“Sir, we’re going to trace this call and you will be liable to some very stiff penalties and possible incarceration if you’re perpetrating a hoax.  This is a state appointed law enforcement agency.  Do you understand the seriousness of what I am saying?”
I stared at my friends who were staring back at me with awe and anticipation, having no idea what I was being threatened with by this bozo cop.  I should have listened to my mother.  I should have watched my associations.
“I’m not pulling a hoax, sir.  I’m serious.  I have some information on an old crime and all I want to do is talk with a Peter Foley who was mentioned in the papers as being the local officer in charge at the time.  I’d like to let him decide if what I have is worth anything or not.  What do I get for that, lethal injection?”
There was six seconds of silence.  It seemed like sixty.
“Hold the line sir.”  I heard the line go dead but figured it was a cheap hold system.  I waited maybe a minute.
“Hello, this is Officer Smith.  May I help you?”
“Yeah, don’t shoot.”  I paused, hoping to humor him.  I forgot this was the police.   “I know it’s late.  I know this is a long shot.  But I came across some information that may or may not be pertinent to an old unsolved crime.  The papers reported a Detective Peter Foley as handling the case at that time and all I want to know is if there’s an easy way to contact him.”  
Deb looked at me odd.  Tarah nodded in agreement, whatever that meant.  John left.  He headed to the can.
“Former Officer Foley is connected with the Bristol County Sheriff’s department.  If you would contact them during regular hours, I’m sure they could put you in touch with him immediately.  He’s the Sheriff.”
I thanked Smith and hung up.  With the girls staring in anticipation I murmured, “He’s our Sheriff.”
_____________________________
		
As we closed Tijuana Flats, again, John implored us to give The Cheesecake Factory a try tomorrow.  I was about to agree on the condition he treat tomorrow, knowing it would be expensive.  But that would oblige me to treat tonight, and I remembered I was tapped out.  The old bag really took me.
“Sure, John,” I said, “and I’ll even treat tomorrow, if you pick up tonight’s tab.”  He agreed and never knew I was broke tonight.
I walked with Deb to her car as I needed a ride back to Hasbro for my van.  It was a great night, full moon and all, and we wound our way down to the river.  It was Water Fire night, but we missed most of the activities.  The gondolas were still out, illuminated by the many lanterns and some patches of fire here and there.
“When are you going to take me on a gondola?” Deb asked.
“When life is perfect.”  I thought that was a tender reply, kind of romantic and all.  It sounded better than saying I was broke.
“Oh, Ma-rk.”  The singsong, two tone again.  
“I mean we’ve got a lot on our minds tonight.  We’ve both got to get up early and I’ve got a big day ahead of me.  Then there’s all this Wilkins’ thing on our minds.  We couldn’t relax tonight even if we took a ride.  Why waste it?”
She shrugged, seeming to accept my explanation.  
“Besides,” I confessed, “you know the old lady got all my money.  I’ve got to go home and reload.”
“Wasn’t she a sweet old lady?”
I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.  “Deb, she’s a drugged out, withered up, disgustingly dirty, worn-out hooker.  How is she a sweet old thing?”
She looked at me with long eyes.  “So who’s losing their sense of humor now?”  She had me, I hadn’t realized she was kidding.  I reached around and hugged her.  If she was going to start matching me in wits, I should start matching her in tenderness.
As we approached Wickendon Street I did a quick detour to The Coffee Connection.  I knew Deb was good for a ten-spot in her ashtray and I needed to start tomorrow with some good coffee beans.
 
 
The Paperhanger 

Chapter 7
 
 
 
 
The store had called it, “Café Special Blend”. I called it the last straw.  This morning’s brew was swiftly poured down the drain and the coffee maker was in the trash as I departed my apartment.  Not a tear was shed.
I plastered on a smile before I arrived at the window.  If this girl were going to make a career here at Dunkin, I’d better start thawing her.  It was looking like I might be a life-long customer.  It seemed to work - she greeted me with a smile.  Then she recognized me.
Heading to the Roster’s I contemplated the busy day ahead.  Alan had made it plain he wanted me done with his room today, and hopefully the guest room next to his.  I still had a few strips in the library, but I’d leave that until whenever.  On top of all that I had to get to the Sheriff’s Office or lose three friends.  Somehow, I would hustle and get it all done.  
One minute after pushing the security button I was asked again.
“Who is it?”
“Burglars,” I replied.
The gate swung open and I was in.  I wasted no time and got set up in Alan’s master bedroom immediately.  No way would I finish this room today.  It was as large as some people’s homes.  But it was straightforward, hardly any cutting, so maybe I’d surprise myself.
Moving furniture around to clear room for the walls is always interesting.  No doubt it’s when Artist George did most of his snooping.  Drawers have to come out and furniture that had been in place for years gets slid into the center.  Every paperhanger has discovered a few family secrets at this stage.
The most impressive secret revealed this morning was the huge, Wells Fargo safe built into the wall behind a large Neiman painting.  It was as impressive as I’ve ever seen.  I knew it was deep, so the wall had to be a false wall, probably three or more feet deep.  I guess one of the nation’s foremost jewelers would have need for such a beast.  Him and maybe the Chase Manhattan Bank.  I doubt there could be much of a difference between their vault and this.
That was the most impressive secret.  The most surprising secret revealed was a second safe.  Not as big, not as secure.  Simple steel built into a standard wall, but secure enough.  So why two safes?  Especially with Fort Knox on the other wall?  Since it was built low in the wall and hidden behind Joan’s dresser, I figured it must be a ‘his’ and ‘hers’ type thing.  ‘Hers’ being representatively smaller, perhaps a comment on the pecking order of the Roster marriage?
Anna popped her head in and told me Joan Roster was on the phone and wanted to speak with me.
“Mrs. Roster, good morning.  This is Mark.”
“Did Alan make it clear to you that you are to finish our room today while we’re away?”  
I’m fine, and how are you?  I thought to myself.
“Yes, he did,” I said, “and it won’t be easy, but I’ll do my best.”
“You must.  And I need all of the furniture pushed back into place before you leave.  Work late if you have to, we won’t be home until past midnight.  You have free run of the place.”
“I’ll do my best, Mrs. Roster.”  Who was in control here, anyway?  There was a slight pause, then a slight softening.
“Mr. Sinara, I’ll be glad to pay you extra if that is required, but it’s absolutely mandatory that the room be completed and put back together before we return.”  Then, in an even milder tone, “Mr. Roster is a finicky, very structured man.  If things are out of place, he won’t sleep well, and tomorrow is a very important day for us.  I hope you understand.”
“I don’t see a problem.  Count on it being done.”  I thought the conversation was over but she caught me off guard with her next question.
“Was there an accident in the library yesterday?  Did you spill water everywhere?”
“Nooo…” I said cautiously, “why would you think so?”
“The incense was ruined, drenched with water.  I assumed you had an accident.”
“Oh, just a little splashed water,” I was relieved.  “My hands are in and out of water all day.  Eventually, everything gets a dowsing.”
She hung up.  No good-bye.  No thank you.  Just, bzzzzzzzzz…  I hate that.
But I didn’t lament.  I had too much to do this day and a visit to the Sheriff’s office was intriguing me more and more.  Though apprehensive at first, I finally figured I had nothing to worry about. After all, I’ll be bringing some information to the man who was involved in an unsolved case years ago, and how could he not appreciate my interest?  No harm done if it went nowhere.
I prepped the walls in about forty minutes, cut up the entire room of paper and booked six sheets at a time throwing them into a plastic bag to keep them from drying out.  I made record progress hanging all twenty-four rolls by two o’clock.  It was time for lunch and to meet the Sheriff.  I headed to North Dartmouth.
________________________________
 
The letters and diary kept spinning in my thoughts as I zipped down 195.  Four of us had poured over them last night and yet nothing definitive came of it.  At most, we sensed some fear, but nothing that would jump off the page at you or stand up in court.  My guess is it was just an ending to a relationship.  Suzette was only sixteen when she married Alan, shot up the pageant ladder while living the good life in the rarefied air of the Roster estate.  She had what she wanted.  As she came closer to her goals, Alan meant less to her.  Simple as that.
Artist George had left quite an impression though.  I couldn’t shake the drawing and the note.  He’s never left a note; it just wasn’t his style.  It had to be important for him to break tradition and try to communicate.  But how would a paperhanger get involved in something like this?  How could he stumble across something so sinister?  Could there be other letters that would betray more but that we never saw?  Maybe the mother had ditched them, or someone else.  Did he overhear something?  Why didn’t he share the information with Ruth, his wife?  And why did I just pass the Faunce Corner exit?  The next exit’s six miles up the road.  I pulled to the breakdown lane and slapped her in reverse for a quarter mile.  Wonderful way to make your arrival to the Sheriff’s office.
Within minutes I was being ushered into the Sheriff’s main office.  While I was met with skepticism at the desk, once the message was relayed that I wanted to talk to Sheriff Foley about the unsolved Wilkins’ case, doors flew open.  I was shown to a stiff-backed wooden chair in his private office waiting for the head honcho himself to appear.
He entered with all of the air of command the state had afforded him.  Barking orders, flanked by a secretary and two deputies, each flinching at every syllable, he moved his large frame brusquely to his swivel chair.  About my height, but easily a hundred pounds better, he slammed his ruddy Irish self into the chair, raised a single finger and said simply, “Now.”  
The trio dispersed as fast as they had entered leaving him and I alone.  So he had me in size.  I still think I had the edge in wits.
“So, Sherlock Holmes, is it?”  He sat smiling at me but it was a forced one.  I recognized it because I had pasted one on yesterday with the old bag.
“Mark.  Mark Sinara.” I said, hoping to diffuse the unexplained tension.
“Mark Sinera.  And what can I do for you, Mr. Sherlock Sinera?”
Okay, I’m in the big league and that was the first pitch.  I can adjust.
“I found your name in some old newspaper reports about the missing Wilkins girl, the beauty queen?  I came across some information that may or may not be significant and thought I’d run it by you for you to decide.  That’s it, no detective, no headline seeker.  Just offering to help if I can.”
He stared at me hard, his smile fading only a little.  He tapped his pencil.
“You know, Mr. Sinera, you’re touching on an open nerve.  The Suzette Wilkins’ case was the biggest case I ever headed, locally that is, and the biggest failure of my career.  If you want to come in here waving the details around in my face, I hope you have something really good.”
“Only you can judge that.  But you shouldn’t fault me for trying.”  I was working hard trying to make a friend.  “Don’t forget, I didn’t go to the papers or write a book or go on The Jerry Springer show, I’m here sitting with you.  I think of this as a ‘man to man’ meeting.  But I guess only you can determine that.”  I smiled back.  He lost his smile momentarily and I knew he caught my drift.
“I apologize if I was rough.”  Said halfway sincerely.  “What’ve you got?”
“Nothing tangible, nothing physical.  Just information.  I’m a paperhanger.  Doing a job in Bristol at the Roster estate.  Know the name?”
Of course he did.  How many bribes might he have taken from Alan?  Plus Zatir’s was part of the investigation, no doubt the two men had many conversations.  He just brushed a nod to the side meaning to move on.
“Did you know they were married?”
“Who were married?”
“Alan Roster and Suzette Wilkins.”  
His smile vanished.  Replaced with a screwy contortion.
“You’re full of fluff.  Who told you that?”
“Suzette’s mom.”
“Suzette…, so, you are playing detective.  When did you meet with her?”
“Yesterday.  And it’s more like my girlfriend is playing detective.  I just drove.”  It was the truth.
“Let me guess, you paid her money?  For information?”
“She insisted.”
“Then she told you pretty much what you wanted to know?”
“Not exactly, I mean, we weren’t fishing for anything.”
“And did she tell you when Armageddon’s coming?”
“Didn’t ask.”
“Well you should have,” he bellowed, “maybe you coulda’ got something for your money.  If anyone has the inside track on Armageddon, it’s got to be that old fart.”
He had a point.  Whatever made Deb and I think she was giving us accurate information?  If we hadn’t run out of money, we probably would have heard several Bill Clinton stories, all as accurate as the next.  I was beginning to feel foolish, “beginning” being the operative word.
“Before you go accusing Alan Roster of anything,” he was almost squinting at me, “were you aware that he had an alibi?”
“No, no, I wouldn’t know that.”
“Well, know this:  Alan Roster was nowhere near Charleston, South Carolina on the day Suzette Wilkins disappeared.  He was three thousand miles away in Los Angeles attending an all-night banquet for some big fundraiser.  His witnesses include some of the top names in Hollywood, heads of state and even some notable clergymen.  That’s what we call ‘iron-clad’ in this business.  Alan Roster couldn’t have connected with Wilkins if he were Mandrake the Magician.”
Well, that was disheartening news.  We had all sort of jumped to the conclusion Alan was involved, but I guess we can scratch that notion.  Unless he hired someone.
”Anyway,” I continued, “there were some letters and a partial diary.”  He looked surprised.  Maybe I had him here.  “Four of us read them and we all feel that there was this macabre, foreboding feeling that had developed in their relationship.”  Good words, I thought.
“So there are more detectives involved?”
“No,” I said.  Yes, I thought.  “Just friends, but anyone reading these letters would walk away with the same impression.”
“Did the letters contain threats?”
“No.”
“The diary.  Were there references to threats there?”
“No. No, it was more the tone.  We all thought it.”
“Mr. Sinera, you say you have a girlfriend.”  I nodded agreement.  “Do you two write?”
“Not often.”  Then I thought.  “Usually if there’s been a spat.  We see each other every day.”
“Do you think you’re weird?”
I looked at him strange.  “No.”  But I have to admit I was feeling it under his gaze.
“Neither do I.  And I think you do what almost every other couple in this great country of ours does, write their lover when they have a spat.”  He paused to let it sink in.  “And when they do, what kind of a tone do you think those letters may take on?”
“Uhm… foreboding, I guess.”
Another smile.  “And macabre,” he added, winking.  Then he continued, “So let’s back up a bit.  Was there anything said in the letters or diary that pointed to facts or evidence that a crime was in the making?”
“No,” I said, feeling foolish.  Maybe weird.
“Okay,” I continued, “now let me back up.  To where I should have started in the beginning.  I told you I was working at the Roster estate and we both agree there was a connection between Alan Roster and Suzette, whether you want to believe they were married or not.  Well, when I was stripping paper in one of the rooms at the estate, a drawing appeared on the wall.  I recognized it as being the work of an old timer who trademarked his work with drawings.  But this one had a note, and he never left notes.  Never.  That’s what made it stand out so much.  And the note said, ‘If Miss Mass/US missing, check here…’”
“A drawing on the wall.  A wall in the house of someone you suspect may be tied into what?  An abduction?  A kidnapping?  Murder?  Rape?  What?”
“Well, I don’t know.  But she’s missing, isn’t she?”
“Yeah, she’s missing.  Probably living on some island with money from the diamonds she fenced.  Maybe she wrote the note to throw everyone off.”
I never thought of that.  She lived there, could have easily done that.  At least, I think she lived there.  By now I wasn’t even sure of that.
“Or maybe the guy who drew all these drawings just put it there for a joke.  Was he a jokester of any kind?”
I smiled.  Artist George?  I can just imagine he was always up to something, the snooper that he was.  “Might have been,” I conceded.
“Or anyone else could have come along and done the drawing.  Why do you think it was him?  Did he sign it?
“No, Artist George we call him, never signs anything.  But I know his work.”
“I know all about Artist George, he turned up missing about the same time as the Wilkins girl.  If you did your homework, you’d know I was involved in that fiasco too.”
“Yeah, with what little time you put into it.”  I thought back to Ruth’s frustration with him.  “From my perspective you spent all your time on the missing beauty queen and the diamonds and gave old George the short shrift.”
Foley turned beet red.  “Every piece of evidence pointed to the fact that he took off to Florida.  Likely ran away on his wife with another woman.  So don’t go second guessing me on that one too.”
I apologized.  I really knew little about either case and wasn’t trying to second guess anyone.  Foley calmed down and got back to the drawing. 
“You say you know Artist George’s work,” Foley went on. “Well, do you know his writing?  You say he never leaves notes, never signs his work, how do you know he added the note?  Any prankster in the house or walking through the room could have dreamed up this one and planted a red herring for a bumbling fool like you.”
“A red herring?” I asked.
“A false lead, bum steer.  Meant to mislead you.”
“If it was just a joke, why did somebody erase the drawing over night?  There were at least eight drawings I uncovered the other day and only that one got erased.”
Foley wasn’t thrown at all.  He was getting more and more impatient.
“Maybe they didn’t like this particular drawing.  Maybe it reminded them of something.  Maybe they meant to erase them all but ran out of time.  Maybe they thought the note was in bad taste, wouldn’t you?”  It must have been a rhetorical question, he moved on before I could even answer.  “I know I’d sure want a joke like that off my wall.  And what kind of way is that to leave such an important message?  Was Artist George screwy?  Besides, just where was the arrow pointing?  To the drawing in general or to a specific point on the drawing?”
“Well, it looked like a specific point to me, but maybe it was just the drawing in general.”
“Maybe, but you don’t know.  What was it a drawing of?  A real spot or an imagined one?”
“I wouldn’t know,” I stammered, “Artist George was good and usually did drawings of real spots.  I often recognized them.  I just assume this was real.”
By now I was feeling real foolish.  We hadn’t thought the thing out very well.  I wished Deb was here for this.  It would be an effective way to get her off my case on all this.
Foley ripped into me a while longer.  Nothing that seemed so logical before stood up under his cross.  There was something to his professionalism, he knew just how to find the holes.  And there were many.
“All the evidence pointed to a jewelry heist,” he explained, “by the new reigning Miss United States.  Did you know about the fake copy of the famous choke?”
“What fake copy?”
“Oh, excuse me Sherlock Sinera.  I don’t want to confuse you with facts.”
“Look, I’m only trying to help.  How am I supposed to know details that were never published.  I never read anything about a fake choke.”
“I guess there were a lot of things that you never got to read about.  That’s why we don’t let stinking civilians conduct our investigations.”
He was wearing me down.  I was only trying to help.
“If you want me to go, just tell me.” I said.
“Go.”
“All right, all right.”  I sat quiet for a few moments, but I had to ask.  “What about the fake choke?”
“Zirconia.  As in Cubic.  A perfect replica made for insurance purposes.  The insurance policy only allowed the choke to be out of the vault on two occasions and the Miss United States Pageant wasn’t one of them.  But a fake replica was made, one that only an expert could tell the difference between, and that’s the one Suzette was supposed to be wearing.  But she was never told so she thought it was real.  That’s supposedly why she took off, on account of the two and a half million dollars she thought she was wearing.”
“So she was duped?  She abandoned the crown for a worthless copy?”
Foley was enjoying every minute.  I believe I made his day.
“Except she wasn’t the one duped.  When they went to the vault for the genuine article, guess what?  Switched!  Just like that.”
“So Suzette had the real one and Zatir’s got stuck.  That’s why the insurance company fought the payoff, because the real one should have stayed in the vault?”
“You’re so smart, Sherlock.  And I’m so busy.  Are we done?”
I was glad he was a busy man and wanted me out.  It was just too embarrassing to sit through any more of his barrage.
I rushed out to my car, my tail between my legs as they say.  Maybe I wasn’t cut out for this kind of stuff.  Maybe I should rethink a few things.  
Maybe not.
We had gotten off to a bad start when things began; I had pretty much despised this guy at that point.  But I have to admit, hard as he was, he won me over with his quickness.  I got the impression his rough exterior was a put-on, you know, hard as tacks outside but a real marshmallow inside.  I used to be like that.  And he could have been harder on me.  After all, he did carry a gun.   Anyway, by now I’ll admit I kind of like the guy.  A little.  
But I still don’t trust him.  For the life of me, I can’t remember telling him there was an arrow.
 
 
The Paperhanger

Chapter 8
 
 
 
Three-thirty. I re-entered the Roster estate and headed straight for Alan’s room and was met by the sight of Anna puffing and struggling with a huge dresser attempting to move it. 
“Don’t do that,” I said, “you’ll hurt yourself.  I’ll get it.”
“I no think you come back.”  Anna caught her breath.  “Miss Joan call and tell me to move furniture back if you no do it.”
“Well, I’m back and I yes do it.  Thanks for trying, but it’s my job, I’ll take care of it.”  It came out surprisingly tenderly.
She was relieved.  I told her I’d still have time to strip the old paper in the next room, but I’d have to hang the new paper another day.  She really didn’t care and left me to my job.  I slid all the furniture back into place and re-hung the pictures.  The large Neiman almost got away on me and I figured the extra scratches would just add character.  No extra charge.  It dawned on me that they must not use the safes very often, if at all.  Both were just too hard to get to on a daily or weekly basis.  Maybe they were both an idea that had had their day.
Moving to the next room I moved the furniture, spread my drops and began saturating the walls.  This was the last messy job of the project and I’d be only too happy to get it over with.  How undignified, a hanger of my stature getting his hands dirty with old, wet, grimy paper.
The strips were practically dropping off.  I’d simply pull from a top corner and the entire strip would pull cleanly away in a cataract motion.  Whole strips that could be hung out, dried and reused.  But I’m a professional; don’t try this in your home.  It was all so smooth, until I got to the main wall, the wall common to the master bedroom.  Surprisingly, as the paper fell away, a patched wall section appeared.  Three strips of paper had disguised it in a perfect piece-job.  After all these years to have a piece-job still so well hidden was testimony to Artist George’s skills.  But clearly there had been a square section cut out at one time and patched back in.  
Double cutting paper is a technique we all use to cover our mistakes.  If you’re good, you could double-cut in patches over all your butcher moments and the customer would never know - at least until the check cleared.  George’s little number was a true work of art, lasting this long, but I still had work to do.
The rest of the room went as easy and I was done by five.  Another drawing had revealed itself, naturally, but it had no significance.  I had been mulling over Sheriff Foley’s comments and knew I had overreacted to the whole situation.  What had looked then to be a smoking gun, sure wasn’t smoking by now, wasn’t even a gun and wasn’t even there.  We had nothing but wild imaginations.   I’d have to help Deb and John see it, but they’re reasonable people, aren’t they?  I thought of the letters we borrowed and needed to return them.  I thought it would be best to get it over with today, so knowing Deb was home, I called her.
“How’d it go with the Sheriff?” she asked.
“Humbling.  Very humbling.”
“That doesn’t sound too good.”  I could tell she was disappointed.  She was getting into this investigating stuff.
“Deb, he was way ahead of me.  He knew more than we ever imagined.  We should have figured that, they do spend a lot of time and dollars on investigating these things.”
“But the drawing.  They couldn’t have known about that!”
“No, but he had a hundred and one explanations and reasons why it could have been there.  About a hundred more than we ever thought of.
“But then it was erased.  What about that?”  She doesn’t give up easy.
“Another hundred reasons.  Deb, we rushed to judgment on this.  I don’t think it’s worth our time to pursue it.  There’re so many facts we don’t know about because we weren’t in on the investigation.  It was humbling to sit there and watch every suspicion ripped to shreds.  I wish you were there.”  That was an understatement.
Deb was disappointed but could see I was convinced.  I suggested we get the letters and diary back to the mother today before hooking up with John at Providence Place.  We both dreaded visiting her again so the sooner we got it over with, the better.  Besides, maybe if we got to the Cheesecake place late we’d have less time for imbibing and I might get out of my promise to pick up the tab with something I could afford.  She agreed with the mother part at least and I was on my way.  She called John and filled him in.
_______________________________
 
			 
I couldn’t afford to lose my van with all my tools and equipment in it, so we took Deb’s Miata again, top-down.  Deb knew by now it might be the last she ever saw of her car, but she was too involved in the mystery to let it stop her.  With great intrepidness we approached skid row and parked directly in front of number 635.  I spotted what looked like three separate gangs at different locations along the street, all eyeing the Miata.  One group was rapping away, the other looked like aspiring Homey “G’s” and the other, just plain vanilla felons of some sort.  I exaggerated my moves giving them a good view of me locking both doors.  Most of them looked like they’d never figure out that the top was down.
We were about to enter the building when it registered.  I spun around to the Homey “G” group and took out my wallet.  Holding it up I yelled, “Hey, Jose’!”  I had recognized him as the kid from the other day and took a fifty-fifty chance on his name.
He perked up.
“I got cash today,” I shouted, unabashed by the others watching.  I pulled out two twenties.  “Here.  For yesterday and today, if you want the job.”
He brightened up and came strutting over.  He grabbed both twenties out of my hand and positioned his righteous self on the hood.  He might have been little but I had no doubt the car would be safe.
“I’ll expect twenty more for a job well done,” he said firmly, never looking my way.  The car would be very safe.
I took a twenty out for the kid and a couple hundred for The Cheesecake Place later and slipped the cash into my pocket on the way up.  Wouldn’t want the old bag to see I had more.  Not that I was expecting to buy more information from her, but you never know.   
I rapped on the door.  I waited for the owl sound.  I rapped again.  We heard some light shuffling and then I heard the “who” sound I was learning to love.  Eventually the door opened.
The old bag looked at us half dazed, the bags under her eyes even more pronounced than the stork sacks they looked like yesterday.  She was on something.  No doubt two hundred dollars worth of something.  It was comforting to know my money had been so promptly absorbed into the economic infrastructure of society.  She turned without saying a word and headed for the kitchen leaving the door open for us to follow.
“Mrs. Wilkins, we wanted to thank you for loaning us these letters.”  Deb would again be doing the talking.  I was having issues with the aroma again.  “We went through the letters and diary and didn’t see anything we could call material.”
She nodded.  A much different person than yesterday.  Chemically altered personalities.  I don’t usually like them, but it seemed to cause an improvement in this case.
“Mark had an opportunity to talk with Sheriff Foley who had led the investigation into your daughter’s disappearance.  Do you remember him?”
Her mood changed for the worse as she grunted something.  Not a good memory, I guess.
“He told Mark that Alan Roster was never married to Suzette.  According to Mark, he was quite emphatic about that.”  Deb stopped to register the old bag’s reaction.  It seemed to be getting worse.  “Mrs. Wilkins, we paid you good money for information and you lied to us.”
“Of course she wasn’t married to Alan Roster.  I never told you that.”  
I wanted to slug her.
“Oh, yes you did,” Deb pressed.  “You were quite explicit about it Mrs. Wilkins.”
“Explicit nothing.  I said she was married to Mr. Roster.  Mr. Arthur Roster.  What ever made you think I was talking about Alan?  Why would my daughter want anything to do with that turd?”
Deb and I turned to each other, stunned.  It never occurred to either of us that Arthur would be involved.  The newspaper reports, the gossip, the scuttlebutt, it was always Alan that was linked with her.  Arthur was a nobody, a shadow, a non-entity.  From the stories we heard, we wondered if he’d even be capable of a relationship, let alone marriage.  But then, I only met him that one morning and he impressed me as being quite normal.  I would even call him sharp.
“Well,” Deb proceeded slowly, “maybe it was our misunderstanding.  But Arthur?  Suzette married Arthur?  That strikes me as strange.”
“Why strange?  Arthur was a stand-up person.  A little strange, what with all that money he grew up with, but he always treated Suzzy right.  With real respect.  I didn’t give fish about their age difference; Arthur was the best thing that ever happened to Suzy.”
We were still apprehensive.  Was she just covering for herself?  Making this up as she went?  How many mothers would let a sixteen-year-old daughter marry a man twice her age?  Then again, we’re talking about a candied up harlot who, sitting in front of us, looks like she could be the runt of Jabba the Hut’s litter.  Whether for money or to rid herself of a bratty teen, she had at least two good reasons to.  Maybe she is on the level, how would we know?
“Do you know when Armageddon’s coming?”  I asked.  I couldn’t resist.
Deb looked at me strange.
“He speaks,” the bag said to Deb.  Then, to me, “Soon, sonny, soon.”
I thought it was the right answer.  She seemed lucid.
“Uhh…” Deb was puzzled by that exchange but went on.  “How do we know they were married.  Sheriff Foley would have mentioned it if he was aware of anything like that.  Is there any proof?”
“You yuppies,” the bag spit out, “always needing proof.  Proof will cost you.”  
So here it comes, more money.  Well, I did just learn when the big “A” was coming and she did just confuse me with a yuppie.  She was slowly getting on my good side.
“How much are we talking?” I asked.
She beckoned with her hand meaning for me to open my wallet.  I’m glad I thought ahead.  I pulled it out and flipped it open.  About seventy-five lay mashed among mutilated receipts.  We negotiated for fifty.  She got up and returned with an old manila envelope, business size.
“It’s their marriage certificate.”  I sensed tears in her eyes as she handed it to us.  No doubt the best single memory she had of her daughter.  Signing her permission for the marriage might well have been the best gift she could ever have given her daughter.  If we were to assume she had a heart, it would be a third good reason to sign.
Deb slid the certificate out and it looked genuine.  A little tattered, somewhat yellowed and very stained, but it looked like official issue.  If it was a fake, it was better than this lady should be able to afford.  Besides, why would she fake a copy?  Deb and I both nodded our acceptance.  We were impressed.
“So, ‘Milkman’ was Arthur?”  Deb asked.
The bag laughed.  “That was a nickname he had all his life.  I guess he was always an early riser and when someone tagged him years ago, it stuck.”
I remembered Anna’s comment to me that he always rose early.  I was beginning to believe this woman. 
“Is there a public record of this?” Deb was still impressed.
“With all the Roster’s money, they managed to keep it secret.  It was an official marriage though and I’m sure there was a recording somewhere, but I never tried looking for it and the newspaper people never came up with it, so who knows?  Who knows how these things are done.  It’s all a rich man’s game.”
“But if she were really married to a Roster,” Deb continued, “Suzette would likely be worth a bundle.  Wouldn’t you have looked into that for yourself?”
“They had already paid me for my silence.  Arthur never made any threats, but Alan,” she paused, evidently thinking something heinous as she slowly shook her head back and forth, “Alan made it very clear.  I was to never make an issue of the marriage.  Never.”  Then she looked up at us.  “I shouldn’t even be telling you all this.”
She snatched back the certificate and began brooding over it.  We let her have a few moments of silence then Deb probed into what kind of life Suzette and Arthur had enjoyed together.  Evidently it was pretty good.  Arthur spent money like water, but he certainly had it.  Suzette climbed the social and pageant ladder with great success, fitting in naturally with the high society people she kept meeting.  They were able to keep the marriage secret by setting Suzette up in her own condo, but she rarely stayed there.  They were true husband and wife, as loving as the typical rich couple next door.
“We heard rumors that your daughter may have had some re-constructive surgery that would have improved her odds in the beauty pageants.”  Deb was tactful, tender.  “Were you aware of anything like that, Mrs. Wilkins?”
“You talkin’ about breast implants?  Yeah, I knew she had it done.”
“Did you know that would have disqualified her from the Miss U.S.A. competition?  Breast enhancement was against the rules in 1979.”
The old bag spit.  
“Are you tellin’ me somebody doesn’t cheat?  I’m too old to believe that.  Besides, what’s the harm in propping up what nature already gave us?  Pumps do that dearie.”  She meant shoes.  Deb was a little too young to catch the meaning.
So the breast story was accurate.  Up to this point it looked as if everything Ruth told me from George was holding up.  Come to think of it, I can’t really say this old bag has steered us wrong yet.  Just a misunderstanding or two.  If Foley had done such a good job, why didn’t he know it was Arthur that was married to Suzette?  That just seems too unlikely to hide in a police investigation.  I kept thinking the implants would have turned up somehow too, but then maybe it did.  I never brought it up so why would he have?  But I couldn’t get over the notion that he was throwing me curves.  I’m thinking maybe I should hook up with Ruth one more time and run everything by her.  
We went about as far as we could with Suzette’s mom so we thanked her.  Then Deb handed her the box of letters and diary.  I would have given another fifty for the marriage certificate but the way she had grabbed it back, cradling it and recalling the threats made should she reveal the marriage, I knew it was a closed door.  No problem, if it were important and I told Foley, he’d find his way over here quick enough.
When we got back to the Miata, Jose was faithfully at his post.  The car was parked about five feet back from where I had left it.  Since Deb never noticed, I didn’t point it out.  I glanced inside and saw that whoever hot-wired it did a neat job.  There were no marks.
“Good ride?”  I asked quietly as I handed Jose his twenty.
“Strange vibration around eighty, eighty five,” Jose analyzed, “but it smoothes out quickly after that.”  
I cringed, hoping it was an older friend that did the driving.  Deb never heard a word of the exchange and I never told her.
_______________________________			 
The three of us occupied a table in the bar area at The Cheesecake Place.  Me, Deb and John.  Tarah didn’t make it and I was dying to get into it with John.  The way they looked last night I expected them to hit the aisle long before Deb left me for not making “the commitment”, yet here she was tonight, not here.  
Even more surprising was that I was sitting with a new coffee maker.  Not just any coffee maker, an espresso maker.  It had come up on our ride over that I had deep-sixed my Mr. Coffee this morning and Deb insisted on buying me this rad machine.  Reminding me of how the old bag called me a yuppie, she said if I’m going to be mistaken for one, I should at least meet them half way.  Reading the instructions while waiting for John convinced me I could do this.  Tomorrow would tell.
We brought John up to speed on all the day’s news, from Foley to the harlot and her revelation about Arthur Roster.  While Foley had almost gotten to me in convincing me to drop the entire matter, his asking me about an arrow that I had never mentioned still bugged me.  And in spite of all the holes he tried to shoot in our suspicions, a lot of odd things were still adding up to foul play.  I wasn’t about to be swayed that easily.  
“Did you get to search the grounds?”  John asked.
“Yeah, just a little,” I answered.  “Walked all around the pond looking for a view that matched the drawing, but nothing.  I couldn’t see any other pond around, although they must sit on twenty or thirty acres.  My guess is, the spot is somewhere else.”
“You need me.”  Deb had been sucking on her first mint julep and decided to descend from heaven momentarily.  “Hey, these are good.”
“I need you?  To help find the spot?  Deb, you didn’t even see the drawing, why would I need you for that?”
“From your description, I’ll know it when I see it.  I have an eye for things like that.”  Then she dove in for another sip without adding that men don’t notice things.  At least I didn’t notice her saying it.
John raised his hand indicating I should humor her.  It made sense, yes, I agreed, she should come with me next time.  Fat chance, I thought.  
“So where’s Tarah?”  I had been dying to ask.
“On a date.”
Aren’t we renaissance, I thought.  So she dumped him.
“I thought you were the date,” I said, fishing for more.
“No, I was the friend.  Still am.”
I looked at him funny.  The way they were welded together last night, I didn’t think they’d ever be separated again.  Now she’s seeing another guy?
“Why did I get the feeling you were two, about to become one?”  I pressed on.
“Because we were that good together.”
I eyed him skeptically.  “That explains something?”
“It explains why I’m letting her go.”
This was getting good.  I wondered why Deb wasn’t getting involved but I could tell she was mulling something else over.  Not like her to miss out on a guy who’s about to lay his cards out.
“She’s known this other guy, a kid around her age,” John went on, “from Harvard no less.  But he’s right for her.  Right age, right background, right goals.  If I didn’t love her like a daughter…”  He couldn’t finish.
“You’re a Harvard man yourself.  Do I have to remind you?”  A little-known fact.  He plays it down, probably to disarm people, but he’s the smartest house painter you can hire.  
“Yeah, but he’s a serious Harvard man, it was just a hobby with me.  Besides, Tarah and I may scorch the sky for what?  Two, maybe three years?  But then what?  She’d learn what I know now that age is relentless and the slide down is exponential.  And when it dawns on her that I knew all along, where would the respect be.”  He looked me in the eye like he had thought this through well.  “I want her respect when I’m old.  This is the only way.”
I nodded, accepting his logic.  But he was giving up what most middle-aged guys give up family and careers for - a younger woman.  I slapped him on the shoulder indicating my respect.  I wondered if Tarah could appreciate just how good a friend he was to her.  
Deb was still in deep thought.  I couldn’t believe she missed all that.  I would have liked to tell her that I was holding off with her for the same reason.
“Deb,” I said with a slight nudge, “what world are you in?”
She looked up like I woke her.  “Oh, I apologize.  I was wandering.”
“Where?”
“Diamonds.”
I had to ask.
“She must have heard us talking about friends,” John piped in, “and she immediately thought of her best ones.”
“No.  No, I was thinking about the Tiffany choke.  Foley said there was a copy made.  A good copy, to be worn in public and look just as impressive.  What became of it?”
I stirred my julep recalling if anything had been mentioned about it. 
“I don’t know, don’t think anyone ever said.  Why?”
“Because I remember seeing a picture of it when I was a kid and falling in love with it.  Sixty, one-carat diamonds, surrounding four feature three-carat diamonds.  It was beautiful!  You know, I’d love it even if it were fake.  I mean a good fake.”
“Well, if it were a good fake,” John was cautioning me, “it would still be more expensive than anything you’ve bought in the jewelry department.’
“Why?  How much can glass cost?”
They weren’t even surprised that I didn’t know.  There are some areas in life that are a given that I’m ignorant about and we had clearly crossed one of those thresholds. 
“Not glass,” Deb corrected, “Zirconia.  Cubic Zirconia.”
“Isn’t that where Frankenstein came from?”  No laugh, they just ignored me.
“Man-made wonders of technology,” John said, “same beauty, same brilliance and luster, same sparkle, but without flaws.  No discoloration, no impurities, no defects.”
“I’ll bet they’re softer.”  How can I go wrong, isn’t a diamond the hardest thing known?
“Not much.  They can still scratch glass.”  John was clearly a Zirconia fan.  I should get him a team cap and jacket.  “There aren’t many things around that are harder, and Zirconia probably resists crushing better than the real thing.”
“Can anyone tell the difference?” I asked.
“Oh, sure,” Deb said, “a trained eye, through a loupe.  They can spot it in a second.”  She looked to John for confirmation but didn’t get it.  Maybe it wasn’t so easy.
“So you’re saying Zirconia is worth almost as much then?”
They both grimaced.  No contest I could tell.  Then John elaborated.
“Zirconia only costs a fraction of diamonds.  A very small fraction.  But still, at several million for the real choke, how much of a fraction can you afford?
Now I thought that was hitting below the belt.  
“Well if they’re as bright, as brilliant, as sparkly, have less flaws, no imperfections and are almost as hard, maybe even stands up to crushing better, what gives?  Why do all women still want diamonds?”
“ Ma-rk.”  The first singsong ‘Mark’ of the evening.  “All women don’t want diamonds.  I don’t.”  Then she gave me that pathetic, demure look.
“You don’t want diamonds?”  I was surprised.
“No.” she said.  Then added, “I only want one.”  With her fingers she indicated the size she wanted.  About the size of a down payment on a house.  A nice house.
“The funny thing about it,” John was saving me, “is that diamonds are probably more plentiful and easier to get than a lot of gems, maybe even Zirconia.”
“Why would you say that?”
“They are.  There are plenty of diamond fields with stones in abundance.  They’re just regulated, from the mining to the cutting to the releasing of them, all highly regulated.”
“By the Diamond Cartels.” Deb was joining in.  “The DeBeers in South Africa is probably the main one.”
“Do you mean there’s plenty for the taking but because the cartel only allows so many to be released, that’s why we pay arms and legs for them?”  It sounded incredible to me.
“Pretty much,” acknowledged John.  “They’d still be worth something.  I mean they’d still be gems, but what do rubies or sapphires go for?  By rights, they’re far more rare and should be more valuable.  The diamond cartel is truly a master stroke in marketing coups.” 
I turned to Deb.  “You know all this and you still want them?”
She held her fingers up again and mouthed the words, “Just one.”
“Getting back to the Tiffany copy,” John was asking Deb, “what was your point?”
“Well,” she said sheepishly, “if the Roster’s still have it, Mark, maybe you can at least ask what the price is.”  Her eyes got big and innocent.
“You want me to ask the Rosters about a choke that was connected to a disappearance, maybe even a kidnapping or a murder, in which we suspect one of them is implicated?  And this just two days after one of them erased a drawing in their house that may have been a clue?  How many juleps have you had?” 
She fluttered her eyelashes at me like maybe I was missing the point.
“But you’ll know what the story is on the fake.  By their reaction you should be able to tell if it’s significant.”  She took another sip.  “How else will you know?”
John perked up.  “She’s right, whatever reaction you get, you’ll know if you’re on to something.”
More eyelash fluttering.
“All right,” I thought out loud, “but before I do, I think I’d like to ask Ruth first.  She’s on the level and George may have told her something about the choke.  She’ll probably know if George suspected a connection with that and the trouble he was on to.  Deb, would you come with me tomorrow, if she’ll have us?”
“When?”
“First thing.  She’s an early riser and we could swing by before work.  I could be a little late.”
Deb agreed and I called Ruth on my cell.  It was eight and I caught her turning in for the night.  We were welcome to come by tomorrow, but we’d better get there early.
___________________________
 
The drive home was invigorating in the Miata on a beautiful night.  
“Beautiful moon,” Deb said, “almost full.”
I stole a peek and she was right.  Warm air, top down and a moon about ready to peak – it was a great night.
“Waxing gibbous,” I said confidently.  I don’t think she knew that I knew that
 
term.
 
She stared at it a bit longer and then said, “Oh… Not tonight.  I’m pretty tired.”
 
I don’t think she knew the term.
 
Deb had her usual mischievous look about her and I never knew where that would take us.  Tonight, it took us to the Roster’s of all places.  She insisted on helping me look for the drawing spot, like I was too feeble to be on my own.  I told her about the problem of the security gate and fence around the entire property, but she brushed it aside.  She knew we’d find a way in.
“They don’t have dogs, do they?”  She asked as her only hesitation.  
“I’ve never seen any,” I answered, and it seemed to satisfy her.  I wish I could say the same for guns.
We drove around the perimeter and Deb was right.  Way in the back there was a section of the eight-foot fence that had the barbed wire missing on top.  We hid the car among some trees.  I was the first up on the fence, so I turned and helped her up.  Then I let her down easy and jumped down myself.
We walked as quietly as possible.  I had never seen any security cameras, so I doubted they’d be able see us, but if there were dogs I wasn’t about to advertise.  I led her to the pond and we did a complete circle.  She agreed nothing looked right according to my description.  We began exploring some other areas when I realized I was wrong.  They had dogs.
Two.  Large, but very fast ones, I couldn’t quite tell what kind yet.  From the sounds of it, they were hungry ones.  I had always been told never to run from dogs for two reasons, you can’t outrun them and it only encourages them.  I stood my ground determined to face them down while Deb ran ahead.  They came into view about forty yards away.   Rottweilers.  Obviously well-trained ones, which meant they could be killers.  I caught up to Deb in about ten seconds and was about to pass her, but I remembered she had just bought me an espresso maker, so how could I?   The dogs had been closing on me slowly, but now at her speed, they were closing fast.
I told her to keep going as I broke my stride and looked for a large stick.  There wasn’t much around; the Roster’s must hire good help.  I saw a tree that in the moonlight looked like it had some dead branches on it.  I grabbed at one about two inches in diameter but it wouldn’t budge.  If the tree were dead, it sure wasn’t dried.  With three seconds lost on that maneuver I was desperate.  I saw some rocks.  Eight to ten pounders they seemed.  I scooped one up in each hand and hoped one dog was lagging behind the other enough that I could get two throws in.
They were even. I had no doubt they were killers by now and I didn’t have a chance.   What I did have was maybe three seconds left to my life.  I thought I’d go down fighting and take at least one out.  I cocked my throwing arm and let it rip into the one on the left.  At least my last conscious thought was the satisfaction of seeing him take it direct on the snout, sounding like a coconut cracking and blood gushing in an explosion.  It sparkled in the moonlight and the yelp was a welcome relief as he went down in agony.  I braced myself for the saliva spewing death gnaw I would feel in less than a second more.
His brain exploded a split second before I heard the crack of the gun.  Two normally disgusting sights within two seconds of each other, but oh, so welcome under the circumstances.  I guess my love for animals has a sliding scale and we just ran it all the way to the end.
Then it sunk in that someone had a gun.  A guard?  One of the Roster’s?  
Deb called out, “Are you alright?”
I turned her way and was about to tell her to get down, someone has a gun.  But then I saw the gun.  In her hand.  Still smoking in the moonlight.  Quite romantic under other circumstances.
“You have a gun?”  I yelled in my loudest whispering voice, which hurts your throat.
“Yes,” she screamed back in a whisper, “and I just saved your life!”
“You hit a moving target the size of a cantaloupe from fifty feet away?”  
“I go to a range twice a week during break,” she whisper-screamed back.
Then lights went on.
Not the lights in the house that we could hardly see through the trees.  Property lights, ground lights.  Probably lighting up for cameras that are everywhere and tied in to the police station.  We were bathed in light, ultra bright, mega-watt light.  Spielberg couldn’t light us up more if he were directing a UFO saucer to pick-up ET here.
“Crouch down,” I whisper yelled, “cover your face”.  
My throat was killing me.  We ran the rest of the distance back to the wall with our hands covering our faces feeling foolish.  But I was supposed to work here tomorrow.  Think they might recognize me?  I had to stay clear of any cameras that might have been set up.  Then we heard the sirens.
I flew ahead of her to pull myself up to the top of the fence.  As she reached it, I was already in place and it was the smoothest move you can imagine.  Just grab, lift, arch and over.  Like an Indiana Jones move, only better.   I leaped off the fence following Deb and we both dove into the car.  Deb used her door, I just straddle-jumped in and we were off.  A block away we passed the cruiser racing by us, siren blaring.  As it passed, I glanced at Deb and saw her calmly return her gun to her purse.
“Do you have a permit for that?”  I hoarsely managed.
“Uh-huh, yah,” she said quickly.  “I’m a nurse.”
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I had lost a few hours sleep waiting for the adrenaline to stop surging through my veins when I finally hit the bed last night.  Between the excitement of the Roster’s dogs and the worry about showing up at their home to a waiting posse, I probably got all of two hours shut-eye all night.  Fortunately, I had a new coffee machine that I was anxious to fire up and it looked pretty easy to use.
  Everything was going so smooth.  The water was rumbling away, the steamer was frothing away at my milk, the espresso smelling too good - I finally had it licked.  In another minute I’d be sipping a cup of good, home brewed coffee.
But it was so small.  Just two shot glasses worth of dark, wonderfully aroma’d coffee.  I knew I’d need more so I twisted the filter off to reload.  I see them do this all the time at espresso shops, real fast, real cool.
The explosion was rather silent considering the velocity at which the coffee grounds emanated from ground zero.  Like shrapnel from a land mine, the espresso grounds cut down everything in it’s path including me.  I had a large swath passing across my chest with lesser fallout around my hair and belly.  I doubt there was a spot in the entire kitchen that didn’t get peppered.  Except the garbage can which was safely hiding behind a cabinet door.  I left it to clean up later but I changed my shirt at least and headed to Dunkin again.
This time she met me with a smile that only half disappeared when she recognized me.  That meant she was warming up to my persona.  But she looked puzzled as she studied my face.
“You have something… here,” she said pointing to her face but meaning mine.
“Coffee grounds,” I replied.  “May I have a dark and bitter?  Small.”  I smiled back.
Deb met me in Taunton center where she took one look at me and insisted on cleaning me up.  As I explained what happened she wanted to know if the espresso machine was all right.  Not me or my apartment, but the espresso machine.  She followed me to Highland Street and fell in love with Ruth’s Victorian manor as soon as we rounded the corner.  She had it all planned out, how we would buy a similar house and what we’d do to it, where we would put the rose garden, where the Chinese Maple would go, the gazebo, the Pawley Island Hammock, even the swing set.  There would be a few adjustments to the paint scheme, we’d ditch the small satellite dish and we’d hang a very personalized banner out and about a half dozen other things that I stopped paying attention to.  I had no doubt it would all happen.  In her dreams.
Ruth stood at the door again, her same gracious self.
“Hey, Markie, back for more snooping?”
Her familiarity took me by surprise, but I liked it.  I didn’t like being called a snooper but if I had any notions of not being one all I had to do was try to explain last night.  I introduced Deb who hit it off immediately.
“I adore your house.  If I had it, I wouldn’t change a thing.”
We sat around the kitchen table as she offered us tea.  I’m not much into tea so I just picked one that sounded good.  “Smooth Move” did it for me.  I politely inquired about her husband, but he had already gone to work.  We were told he works for the state and kept long hours.  Then I opened by telling Ruth about our meeting with Suzette’s mom and then Sheriff Foley and the way he tried to shoot holes in everything I could come up with.  I wasn’t going to tell her about the arrow that I never mentioned but that he knew about anyway, I wanted to keep that close to my vest.  I told her about Suzette being married to Arthur but it didn’t seem to surprise her.  At least there was no sign of it.  
“Foley scoffed at the idea of Suzette being married to Alan Roster and it turned out he was right.  Suzette was married to Arthur Roster.”
Still not a flinch.  I would have expected her to fall out of her chair.  Evidently she knew even more than I would have guessed.
“George told me a lot of things.  Some he was sure of, some he just suspected.  I get them confused after all this time but now that you bring it up, he was pretty sure Arthur was married to Suzette.  He knew they were lovers.  But he suspected Alan was coming between them.”
“They all lived in the same house even then?” I asked.
“It’s a big house.”  Then she dropped a bomb.  “Joan lived there too.”
Joan!  That surprised Deb and I both as we never thought she would have been on the scene at the time.  There was never any mention of her in any report or rumor that we could recall.  But good for her for surviving, I thought.
“It was still the seventies and the Roster’s were carry-overs from the ‘new morality’ of the sixties.  Alan was single and it wasn’t uncommon to have three or four women staying in the house at the same time.  Some of them would have boyfriends, most wouldn’t.  We needed a score card to keep people straight every day.  Don’t forget, the job went on three months, we were like family by the time it was over.”
“So, was there bad blood between Alan and Arthur?”  Deb asked.
“If there was, it never erupted in front of us.  Their money bonded them in a way most brothers aren’t.  My guess is they would have jilted Suzette if she was coming between them rather than cause a rift in the family empire.  Just my guess.”
So the press was focusing on the missing diamond choke but no one was aware of the trouble brewing from a simmering love triangle.
“Where did Joan fit in?”  Deb asked.
“I can’t be sure, but I always had the impression she was Alan’s number two girl.  That was constant.  Number one seemed to change weekly, sometimes daily.  Patient little girl, that Joan.  Eventually worked her way up to number one for good.”
Maybe it was a love quadrangle, I thought.
We moved on, realizing it would be speculation to delve deeper into the relationships.  But we had been given a few more pieces to work with.  I related how Foley scoffed at George’s drawing having any meaning.  He had pointed out that anyone could have added the note, even at a later time.  Or George was a jokester, maybe it was a prank.  Ruth laughed at that one.
“He sure was.  I wouldn’t put it beyond him to leave false clues for people to find years later, but not on a matter of life and death.  He wasn’t like that.  And he was troubled by something at that time.”
She took a sip of her tea and then remembered something.
“What color was the drawing?”
“Blue,” I said instinctively.  I had never thought of the color but without hesitation I remembered it was blue.  They all were.
“And the note?”
“Same color.  Blue.”
“Cyan blue,” Ruth corrected, “That was George.  About a year earlier he got caught by one of his drawings.  He always used regular pencil, why not?  But he was doing a dining room in a white silk and the drawing on the wall showed through after the paste dried.  George had to rip down the silk, erase the drawing, buy new silk and reinstall it.  Cost him a week’s pay.  Then Joe at Wallpaper Village told him he should use cyan blue, it would never show through.  Saved George’s second career.  He would have hated giving up drawing.”
We mulled over what she was saying as we all politely took sips of our tea.  I wondered why he would use the cyan blue pencil if he was trying to leave a clue for others.  Wouldn’t he want it to show through?  But then, the paper I stripped off was a medium blue and yellow print, so it probably wouldn’t have shown through.  George would know things like that.
“So, if the note were in the same color,” Deb reasoned, “it had to be George’s note.  Who else carries a cyan blue pencil around?”  Then she looked at me, silently asking if the note were in blue too.  I nodded.
“Right.”  Ruth was convinced.
So we were back where we started with a clue left behind twenty-six years ago.  A serious clue from a man who had been becoming like family to the Rosters and sensed something was terribly wrong.  A man who snooped and probably had more to go on than we could ever imagine.  
Yet we didn’t know if a crime occurred or what the crime was.  Not even a primary suspect.  Was there a murder?  A kidnapping?  Was it theft?  Or was it a fraud of a theft?   Was it out of jealousy?  If so, who was jealous of who?  Or whom?  Maybe it was jealousy over fraud of a theft, that would drive anyone to murder.  I had about had it.  Why was I playing Ellery Queen?  Or as Foley put it, Sherlock Holmes?  And lest we forget, we really didn’t even have the clue.  It was gone now, courtesy of someone in the Roster house, so we had a big nothing.
“I think we’re out of our league.”  I hated to be the one to throw in the towel, but somebody should start thinking logically.  I like to think the man still does that.  It’s the Italian in me.
“Oh, Ma-rk,” Deb sing-sang.  She was starting early.  “There’s too much here to ignore.  Maybe we’re not as good as the police, but they didn’t get anywhere twenty-seven years ago, and they’ve given up since.  We’ve got to go on, we’re on to something.”
“George left behind a solid clue,” Ruth implored, “and he knew something was up.  Now that you’re working there, snoop around a little.  I’d like to see you finish what he couldn’t.”
I had two women staring me down with all the ardor that gets passed down to females through the cumulative gene pools from all past generations.  My guess is that it intensifies with each generation and I’m always a sucker for it.  It’s also the Italian in me.
“You’re asking me to snoop?”
“Snoop away,” Deb ordered.
“Pick up where George left off,” Ruth concurred.
“I can get in trouble,” I reminded them.
“After last night,” Deb was chuckling, “I know you can handle yourself.”
We didn’t bother to explain.  Some things are better left alone.  Ruth encouraged me to look around among George’s old tools again suggesting that maybe I’d clue in on something.  Again, she offered me my pick of tools, anything I could use, I could take.  Again, I declined the offer, but one more pass through the basement couldn’t hurt.  I asked Deb down but she wanted a tour of the rest of the house, so I went alone.
It was strange being among someone else’s tools and belongings.  Untouched for all these years, it was George’s life, his “stuff”.   I didn’t expect anything to speak to me, I didn’t really think I’d “clue in” on anything.  Women seem to think that way.  But it gave me a chance to digest matters and regroup before I began the more aggressive phase of our detecting:  Snooping.
Then I noticed the old medicine cabinets again.  Untouched all these years.  Backs cut out.  Sides cut out.  Tops cut off.  Some of them pretty clean cuts, considering the fact they were cut with an acetylene torch.  Must’ve taken some practice to get that good.  Like Ruth said, Artist George could do anything if he put his mind to it.  I hate to admit it, but the girls were right, I was getting “clued in”.   I thought back to my work yesterday, the two rooms I worked in.  Things were coming together and suddenly I knew where my snooping had to begin.  It would be tricky, but I think I know what George was onto and there would be only one way to find out.
I rejoined the girls but kept my suspicions to myself.  If I told Deb what I had in mind to do today, she’d insist on being there to help.  I know her.  I thought it better if one of us can stay out of jail.
“One more thing,” I directed to Ruth.  “What do you know about the diamond choke?  Do you think that was at the center of Suzette’s disappearance?”
“Oooh, that’s anyone’s guess.  Two and a half million was a lot of money back then so it could have been.  But there was a lot of tension building between the brothers and Suzette.”  Ruth stopped to ponder, then shook her head.  “No, I wouldn’t doubt if the choke ended up making someone rich, or richer, but my guess is Suzette ended up missing over other issues.”
“Like?”  Deb implored.
“Goodness,” Ruth thought, “maybe Alan was jealous, maybe Arthur was tired of her or maybe he suspected she was about to dump him since she seemed destined to achieve the success she wanted.  Maybe Joan entered the picture.  After being number two to Alan all along, somehow, she managed to work her way up to number one.  Maybe she took care of a problem for him.”
We all reflected on the possibilities.  Enough to make your head spin and trying to make sense of it all now, more than two decades later, seemed ludicrous.  But Deb was like an excited schoolgirl caught up in the mystery.  Ruth had ties to the whole matter and would rest easier if something good could come out of George’s last days.  Maybe if we unraveled the mystery of Suzette and the choke, we might find out what became of George.  I had definitely passed the point of no return.
“But the choke was a beauty.”  Ruth was continuing on the question I had posed.  “It was to die for.  If you held it in your hand once, you’d never forget it.”
“You did?” I asked surprised.  “You held it in your hand?”
“One of George’s snoop missions.  I was working in the foyer and he was working in one of the bedrooms upstairs, then he came back with a surprise for me to look at.  We both gawked at it, it was so beautiful and impressive.  We didn’t know what it was worth, but it was worth more than either of us had ever held.”
“Where did George ever find that?  It wasn’t locked up or anything?”  Deb was amazed.
“On the dresser, he said.  Same as the photos before.  Alan was so casual about everything, George just walked in and there it was.  He brought it down to show me but put it back after a few minutes.”
We all smiled in disbelief of Alan’s carelessness.
“You call that casual,” Deb noted to Ruth, “I call it apathetic.  Almost pathetic.”
“But there was a copy made, don’t forget.”  It was the only rationale I could come up with.  “Alan probably left the copy on his dresser and that’s probably what you had.”
“Copy?  What I held sure didn’t seem like a copy!”  Ruth was surprised.  “A high-quality copy,” explained Deb, “Zirconia.  You could never tell.”
“Suzette was supposed to be wearing the copy on Pageant night, but Alan claimed they had been switched.  When Suzette vanished, the genuine choke did too, according to the Rosters.”  As I was saying the words I knew it all could have been a ruse.  Alan may have snagged the genuine from the start.
Ruth seemed a little thrown about that.  She had never allowed for the fact that there was a copy floating around and it seemed to matter to her.  I didn’t know why it would, but I guess any detail that might shed light on her missing husband would naturally be of interest to her.
We had to get going so we wound things up.  As Ruth was clearing the table, she picked up my discarded tea-bag envelope and looked at it curiously.  Then at me.
“Is this the tea you had?”
I nodded.  It was pretty good.  She smirked.
“I hope you’re near a bathroom today.”
Then it dawned on me.  “Smooth Move” evidently didn’t have reference to one’s choice of tea. 
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There was a lot to mull over but it would have to wait.  I don’t know quite what Ruth had in mind when she suggested I start snooping, but what I had in mind for today was definitely going to put me over the edge in that department.
It was about twenty after eight when I arrived at the Roster’s.  I didn’t even have a line for the intercom but quickly found I didn’t need one.  The security gate was open.  As I proceeded down the driveway it became clear why.  Two Bristol Police cruisers, a County Animal Control van and, yes, the County Sheriff’s car were scattered about the area.  I was hoping the Sheriff’s car would have brought a deputy, not Foley himself, but why should things go easy?
I knocked on the door and Anna was right there.  I asked what was going on, playing dumb.
“Somebody keel dogs last night.  Buglars.”
I acted surprised.  “Dogs?  You have dogs?”
“Si, two.  Had two dogs.”  A look of shock remained on Anna’s face.  “They be both keeled chasing after croook.” 
“Mr. Sinera.”  A loud voice boomed forth. It was Foley.
I turned and smiled.  “Sinara.  It’s Mark Sinara.”  I smiled even bigger.  “Like Sinatra, only better.”  It was the Italian in me.
He walked slowly over to me.  I still couldn’t help but think he was a pussycat, but he insisted on playing the heavy.  It was the Irish in him.
“Funny that we should run into each other so soon,” he bellowed.
“Funny?” I acted quizzical, figuring two can play.  “I don’t get it.  What’s the punch line?”
I noticed he wasn’t laughing either so ‘funny’ was obviously a poor word choice.  
“The Roster’s had a little excitement last night.  Cost them their two dogs.”
I acted surprised.  “That’s terrible,” I said.  May they rest forever, I thought, not sharing even a moment of tinged conscience.  You train a dog to kill and you’ve pretty much doomed him to it too.
He approached me eye to eye and lowered his voice substantially.  “I want you to tell me that you were never within five miles of this place last night.” 
Interesting approach I thought.  Inform the suspect how they can beat the rap.  No wonder he never solved the Wilkins case.
“I was eating out with friends.”
“Where?”
“I’d rather not say.  If the Roster’s overhear me, they’ll think they’re paying me too much.”  I still couldn’t get over the $225.00 tab for three people.  Tijuana Flats has earned my loyalty.
Foley stared me down not taking any guff.
“The Cheesecake Place in Providence Place,” I said quietly.
He raised an eyebrow.  “Great mint juleps,” he remarked, accepting my alibi immediately.  I knew he never suspected me; he just wanted to give me a hard time.  After describing to me briefly what happened, he even smiled and departed saying, “Keep your nose clean.”
I hung back striking up a conversation with Anna to see what she knew.  There had been no cameras and that was my biggest relief.  She said a neighbor had spotted a white Miata in the area about the right time.  I tried to think what a paint job might cost.  Sea green would be nice.
A Bristol police officer had laid a clipboard down not far from me.  He had written the word, “Suspects” at the top and was telling a fellow officer he had listed names of everyone that had been in or around the property for the last couple weeks.  I strained to see if my name had made the list and at first sight it didn’t.  Then I spotted it, crossed off.  The only one crossed off.  He had scribbled a note alongside that said, “just the paperhanger”.  I smiled.
Of all days to have police everywhere.  I needed to follow my hunch about George and it had to be today.  It had to be when I’d be papering in the spare bedroom next to Alan and Joan’s room.  All I could do was hope they would clear out soon, because if I was spotted, I’d be up for a more serious crime than trespassing and killing canine.
I set up my table and planned my layout carefully.  I had to plan it so that exactly two strips would cover the old cut-out patch in the wall.  I laid it out and started in on the common wall next to the master bedroom, working up to the old patch.  Once I got to it, I went back to the corner and continued in the other direction keeping busy until the house cleared out.  People kept popping in on me out of curiosity, a hazard of the trade, and with the police here today I attracted more attention than usual.
Joan was the first to pop in.
“I thought you’d be done in here yesterday.”  
“I’m only human,” I responded.  “I only look like Superman.”
She typically said nothing, took in a good look at what was up and began to walk out.
“Sorry to hear about your dogs,” I said.  I lied.
She just flipped her hand and blew it off.  My sentiments exactly.
Two hours later, Arthur appeared.  
“You do very good work, Mr. Sinara.”  He threw me a half smile.  
“Thanks.”  I really liked this guy.  I wanted to talk to him but didn’t know where to start.  He knew it too, so he started to leave.  Nothing slow about him.
“Milkman.”  I waited for a reaction and didn’t have to wait long.  He stopped, turned only his head and his eyebrows went up as if to say, “Yes?”
“I heard that was your nickname.  Good tag,” I said and gave him a thumbs up.
“How did you hear that?” he asked in a genteel manner.  I knew he’d ask.
“What we call ‘scuttlebutt’,” I replied, “down at the wallpaper store.  It was a rumor, and I thought I’d try it out.”
He nodded acceptance.
“What’s it mean?  If you don’t mind me asking.”  I was only the paperhanger.  We guys can get away with a lot.
He turned, meditatively.  With eyebrows still raised he explained, “I’ve always risen early.  When I was a kid, my mom dubbed me that because it would be either the milkman or me that woke her up.”  Then he looked at me more sternly, but still kind.  “Did you have other suspicions?”
“Nothing I could think of.”  
Something was clicking.  He took several short steps my way and began talking about his childhood and from there it blossomed.  His mother had died when he was a teenager, his father when he was twenty-six.  He spoke as if they were good memories, and he seemed well adjusted to me.  I could think of no reasons for the rumors that put him as disabled and slow.  Other than a slight favoring to one side in both his arm and leg, he seemed as sharp and as able as anyone.
“Is it true you’re older than your brother?” I asked.
He nodded yes.
“He’s more visible though,” I interjected, “in a public way, that is.  I’ve seen him in the press since I was a young teenager.  He’s everywhere.”  
Arthur paused, as though he were pondering something. 
“That’s because I’m smarter.”  He left it at that and excused himself with a slight smile on his face.  
I sensed no rivalry or bitterness, rather a resolve that he had chosen a better path by keeping a low profile.  If I thought he was going to turn out to be the criminal in this puzzle, I might have stopped right now.  But I didn’t think he would, so I pressed on.
After a few hours the house seemed quiet, so I went to my van for some paste, really checking to see if the police were gone.  They were and the house seemed as quiet as normal, so I’d only run the risk of Anna or a stray Roster coming in on me.
Back in the room I pasted two strips and hung them both over the patch spot., but I only smoothed down the top half.  I set my big ladder up to block the door, which would give me time if anyone wanted to come in.  I ripped off two pieces of masking tape, pulled the bottoms of the strips off to the side exposing the patched area, and taped them up.
With a sharp sheet rock knife, I cut through where a square had been cut out twenty-three years ago before being patched and hidden.  I was repeating George’s moves except I didn’t have to cut through paper I had already hung and then piece in a patch.  My way was easier.
The square section came out easily revealing the back of a safe.  “Hers”, not the big one.  I stared at the top and saw exactly what I expected to see.  You old sleuth you, I thought to myself.  Evidently George had wanted to see what was in the safe after discovering it.  I figure he must have come in when he was alone in the house, cut out the wall section and very carefully cut through the top of the safe with his torch.  He kept it neat, cutting exactly on the corner edges.  He had practiced enough on medicine cabinets, so he had it down pretty good.  Since the safe was low, no one would ever notice the burn marks along the inside top edges.  Their view would always be down, missing any telltale signs of the top having been cut through.  When he was done, he replaced the top and, this did surprise me, duct-taped it on!  I couldn’t believe he just used duct-tape, but there it was after all these years, securely holding the top on as neatly as you please.  Then he replaced the wall square, joint-compounded it smooth and double-cut his wallpaper patch in.  What he took out of the safe is anyone’s guess.  The choke?  I doubt it.  Wouldn’t that be kept in the other safe?  Maybe he didn’t take anything.  The more I learn of Artist George, the more I think he was also Curious George.
I listened for footsteps.  If anyone came in now I’d be croaked.  The large ladder was in place, blocking the door, and I’d have some time to cover myself, but I’d have to move fast and quietly.  I undid the duct-tape on the top of the safe, ripping it in a few places because of its age.  I had brought masking tape to put it back on with thinking it would have to do.  Great minds think alike.  Almost.
The top lifted off clean and I took out my pocket Mag Lite.  I had no idea what I was looking for, any clues would have been gone long ago, but I was driven.  I wanted to get to the bottom of things and if George had really broken in this way, I was following.
The top shelf had mostly papers and documents.  I lifted them out and scanned them quickly.  Insurance policies, a couple of bankbooks, some warranties and a deed to some property in Aspen.  I thought that might be as far as I would get but on a whim I tried lifting the shelf out.  To my surprise, it lifted.  It might have been called a safe, but it wasn’t a whole lot different from a medicine cabinet.
My light revealed a velvet pouch and some jewelry boxes: Three ring boxes, a necklace box and a box in between those sizes.  At the bottom was what looked like some silk lining, probably rich peoples shelf lining.  It was rolled up.  As long as I was here, I knew I had to check out the pouch and boxes.  What kind of a snoop do you think I am?  I decided to check the pouch first as it was the largest.
I untied the cord and spread the top open.  Just as I turned it over to remove the contents, I heard his footsteps.  Then I heard the doorknob turn and the door hitting the ladder.  Then I heard his voice.
“Mr. Sinara, are you in there?”
My heart raced.  At the same time Alan Roster spoke, the contents of the pouch spilled into my hands.  I glanced down in panic to see what it was.
The choke.
My heart stopped.  I quickly grabbed the safe top and wall section and along with the choke and pouch, threw everything under a bundled-up drop cloth.  
“Yes,” I managed, “just a minute.  I need to move that ladder.”
I ripped off the two pieces of tape that I had holding each strip of paper back, letting both pieces fall back into place, re-covering the exposed safe and the hole I had made.  With about three quick strokes I smoothed out the paper, pressing it against the wall so that a breeze wouldn’t flutter it.  I pounded my chest to get a heartbeat.  Resuscitated, I raced to the ladder, moved it and opened the door to a furious Alan Roster.  He’s not used to being locked out of part of his home.
“Are we working or sleeping?”  He greeted me in his usual amiable way.
“Working, Al,” I said, using his first name again to goad him.  I had had it with respect.  Maybe if I irritated him he’d leave.  He glared at me but didn’t leave.  I was out of breath from panic and I’m sure it was noticeable.
“When are you expecting to start the stairwell?”  he asked.
“Well, if it’s like the rest of this job, when you tell me.”  I cast a quick look over my shoulder to make sure everything was covered.  My heart stopped again.  It had been a mistake to quickly smooth down the paper.  The paper was tight to the wall and hugged the edges of the cut out wall section.  The entire square hole was telegraphing through and a blind man could have spotted it!
“Well, I’d like you to start it tomorrow,” he ordered.  “We’re having important guests next Tuesday and I don’t want to take a chance on it not being done.”
I could hardly hear what he was saying.  My ears were ringing from blood pressure that was off the charts.  We were positioned all wrong.  The safe was to my back and his front.  How could he not see it?  Any second his eye is going to casually peruse the wall and I’m dead.
“Is that a scratch?” I pointed to the lower part of the wall in back of him.  His eyes followed and I scooted to the wall.
“Oh no, it’s just a shadow.”  I rose to face him having turned him around.  That will buy me a few seconds, but sooner or later he’ll turn to look at what I’ve done.
“I was sorry to hear about your dogs.”  I was thinking as fast as I could, taking a chance that maybe he liked the dogs.  
“They were good animals,” he said with almost a tear in his eye.  “I’ll miss their companionship.”  
I nodded.  Maybe dogs do take after their master.
“No clues as to who might have done it?”  I stole another quick glance at the wall and to my terror noticed the top corner of the right strip beginning to pull away.  I hadn’t smoothed it down permanently or trimmed it, so it was just a matter of time before it would peel away and drop.  I thought it would make it longer than this though.
“No, but they’ll get caught.  I’ve worked with Sheriff Foley for many years, and I have great confidence in him.”
“Really,” I couldn’t believe he made that statement, “so he’s solved other cases for you?”
“Not for me.  He doesn’t work for me.  But being in the jewelry business, I’ve seen him work on many cases.  Some theft, some fraud.  I’m well aware of his abilities.”
I wanted to ask him about the missing choke from ’78 but that might set him off.  Especially if he’s the one that washed off George’s drawing.  He’d suspect that I was up to something.  I glanced quickly to the wallpaper strips.  It looked like it had peeled another two inches.  I’d give it thirty seconds tops before the entire strip comes cascading down.
“That must be interesting work.”  I couldn’t think of anything meaningful to say.  My mind was racing, my heart pounding and my head about to explode trying to think of a way to get him out of the room.
“You must have been working hard,” he said, almost respectfully, “you’re all out of breath.”
“Yeah, I think I need a drink of water.”  I went to the door and hoped he would follow. ”Could you get me a glass, do you think?”  That was stupid.  Asking Alan Roster to get me a glass.  I’ll bet no one has asked him to get them anything in his entire life.  Except Joan.
“Ask Anna,” he bristled, “she can help you.”
He seemed put out that someone would ask him to do something.  He shook off the insult and brusquely walked past me and out the door.  Maybe it wasn’t so stupid.  A distinct sound of a wallpaper strip cascading down and onto the floor could be heard and he didn’t miss it.  He didn’t know for sure what it was that he heard, but I sure did.  I’ve heard the sound many times.  But it caught his interest and he was about to return to see for himself.  
“I’ll take care of that first,” I said, holding up my hand and nodding toward where the sound came from.  “The last strip I hung needs a little attention.”  He went his way.
I slammed the door shut, moved the ladder back in place and headed to the safe.  With no time to waste, I put everything back into the safe except for the choke and its pouch.  I taped the metal top back in place just like George had.  I fitted the square wall section back in, quickly compounded the edges smooth and smoothed out the whole mess.  As fast as I’ve ever done before, I re-pasted the fallen strip, re-hung it, and trimmed it into place.  Then I turned my attention to the diamond choke.  Placing it back in its pouch, I rolled it in the middle of a drop cloth, placed it in a five-gallon bucket and headed to my van.  I buried the bucket in my van so no one, NO ONE, would find it.  Then I scurried back, my heart still pumping like it was an Indy race engine on home stretch. 
I’ve never finished a room as fast in my life as I did that room.  With the last strip up and trimmed, I was gone.
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