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Reader reviews:

"I thoroughly enjoyed this book--the author
has a nice sense of place, a great ear for dialogue, the characters
are real and likeable, and the tension is just right. The dog helps
solve the crimes, but not in an unbelievable or un-doglike way."
(Leslie A.)

"I loved this book! I started it over lunch
yesterday and could hardly bear to put it down. There are multiple
layers to the plot and lots of great stuff with the dog,
Rochester--named after the character in Jane Eyre. I loved the book
and hope there will be more stories with Steve and Rochester in the
future." (Annette M.)

"It was a good read and a bargain for my
Kindle at 1.99. The book is a well-written mystery and I recommend
it. I especially enjoyed how Rochester won over Steve, the
reluctant dog owner." (Rebecca H.)
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Chapter 1 – Three Shots

 


Santiago Santos sat down at my kitchen table
to examine the audit trail on my laptop. One of the conditions of
my computer use while on parole was the installation of keystroke
software, which tells Santos, my parole officer, which keys have
been pressed, and which windows they were pressed in. It captures
emails, usernames, passwords and chat conversations, and only he
has the password to see what’s been recorded.

While I made coffee for both of us, he looked
at the log. “Computer looks fine,” he said, pushing it away as I
brought two mugs to the table. In the Pennsylvania state parole
system, officers visit parolees at their homes. I’d been to his
office in Bensalem, for my first visit and to fill out paperwork,
and he’d been out to my townhouse in Stewart’s Crossing once a
month since then.

Like many computer hackers, I had little
formal training. I had a bachelor’s and master’s degrees in
English, but I’d never taken more than a couple of introductory
courses in programming.

Yet I had a talent for it. I could sit down
in front of a screen, hit a couple of keys, and find my way into
even the most secure website. I never sent anyone a virus, and I
never caused malicious mischief; all I ever wanted to do was find
hidden data, explore protected directories, read confidential
memos. It was knowledge I was after, not material gain.

Try convincing a judge of that.

My skills had brought me cash, an underground
reputation—and a year’s sentence in a minimum-security prison. The
corrections system in the state of California was operating at
maximum capacity, so as a non-violent offender I was released after
six months, with two years on parole.

By the age of forty, I’d lost my career, my
marriage, and both my parents. So I’d left Silicon Valley and come
back home, to Bucks County, PA, to regroup and start over. Just
before his death, my father had moved to a townhouse in River Bend,
a development on the edge of Stewart’s Crossing, and I took the
place over when I was paroled.

One of the conditions of my parole was that I
find a career that did not involve regular computer work. I was
allowed to use the internet only to send and receive emails, to
look for work, and other ordinary purposes—reading the New York
Times, playing solitaire, and so on. Every time I turned on my
computer, my fingers itched toward forbidden sites, but I held
back, not least because of the tracking software.

Santiago Santos opened a file folder he’d
brought with him and gave it a quick glance. He’s Puerto Rican,
with a bachelor’s degree in sociology from Drexel, and looks like
an amateur boxer, about 5-8, stocky, with muscular forearms. I
wasn’t sure which of those characteristics helped him most in
dealing with his clients.

“How’s the writing going?” he asked.

When I returned to Pennsylvania, I began
trying to develop a freelance technical writing business. I had ten
years’ experience, but I knew the felony conviction I’d have to
admit to on job applications would lead to a constant stream of
rejection from potential employers. As a freelancer, I could avoid
the kind of paperwork that would keep me from full-time
employment.

“OK. I got a new project last week, modifying
a manual for a blood pressure machine. If I do a good job with
this, they’ll have me update all their documentation.”

“You know about that?” he asked. “Blood
pressure machines?”

I sat down across from him. My own blood
pressure was high; I worried about saying the wrong thing in front
of him, about his power to violate my parole and send me back to
prison in California. “I’m just cleaning up the grammar, making
sure the steps are easy to follow,” I said. “If I have any
technical questions about how the product works, I email the
project manager.”

He nodded. “And how about your teaching?”

Shortly after returning to Bucks County, I’d
seen an ad for adjunct faculty at Eastern College, my undergraduate
alma mater. Because the department chair had been a favorite
professor of mine, he took pity on me and gave me a safe, if
temporary, job as an adjunct instructor in the English department,
which enabled me to pay my bills. “OK. Lots of papers to grade. A
lot of these kids don’t understand basic grammar.”

“Big problem these days,” Santos said, taking
a sip of his coffee and nodding in appreciation. Ten years in
Silicon Valley had made me a coffee snob; I bought the best beans,
ground them myself, used filtered water. “Most of my clients can’t
even write a resume or a decent letter applying for a job.”

“I’m not surprised. If college kids can’t
write…”

“More of my clients are like you these days,”
he said. “Professional guys, guys with careers and college.” He
looked up at me. “Any chance of getting a full-time job at
Eastern?”

I shook my head. “Not with a felony on my
record. And even if I didn’t have that little problem, you need a
PhD to get a full-time job at Eastern, and right now, they’re only
hiring minorities.”

Oops. Was I supposed to say something like
that in front of a Hispanic person? Santos didn’t say anything, but
it was probably just another black mark in my file.

“Your contract goes until when—May?”

“Yup. It doesn’t look like they’ll have any
work for me this summer; their enrollment goes way down, and
preference goes to the full-time faculty. But I’m hoping I can go
back in the fall.”

He made some notes in the folder, then looked
up at me. “The last time we talked, you said that this teaching job
was temporary, just a stopgap until you got your business going. I
don’t want you to put too much emphasis on it, if it can’t lead to
something full time. You’ve got to focus on developing your client
base. You’ve got what, three actual clients?”

I nodded.

“Any one of those decides to cut back, you
could end up in financial trouble. And guys in financial trouble
are vulnerable to getting into legal trouble.”

I swallowed hard and shifted in the stiff
wooden chair.

“By the time I see you next month,” he said,
“I want you to have a plan together for developing your business.
How you’re going to exploit your contacts, build your client base.
Financial projections for the next six months.”

I had avoided most people I knew before my
conviction out of embarrassment, but the need to pay bills—and stay
out of jail—is a powerful motivator. “I can do that.”

“Good. I’m not trying to be a hard-ass,
Steve. I want you to succeed. But if you don’t have a plan in
place, you’re going to fail. And you know what failure means,
right?”

I knew. If I didn’t provide the means to
support myself, the State of California would take over, returning
me to that drafty cell at a state prison and three lousy meals a
day.

Santos stood up. “Let’s say four weeks from
today, same time, same station,” he said.

As soon as he left, I grabbed my parka and
went out for a walk. The March weather had been cold, windy and
damp for a week or more, and it was a struggle to motivate myself
to keep up my regimen of morning and evening walks, part of my
program to keep from sitting around the house brooding. That
evening, though, I wanted to get outdoors and shake off the tension
his visits always bring.

I often like to walk alongside the nature
preserve that backs up against River Bend in the evening. There’s a
long stretch between River Road and the guardhouse, and when I’m
there I can imagine I’m in the midst of a wilderness instead of the
middle of suburbia.

I waved at the old guy manning the gate, and
then side-stepped a big pile of poop, left behind by a dog
belonging to one of my neighbors. Probably one of those who
ostentatiously carried plastic bags but never stooped to using
one.

Many of my dog-owning neighbors liked to walk
along the preserve, including my next-door neighbor, Caroline
Kelly, who owned a golden retriever named Rochester. I guess the
smells out there are more interesting than the ones on our street,
even though it’s lined with maples and oaks and nearly every house
has a dogwood or lilac tree or a flowerbed filled with the first
daffodils and tulips of spring.

I was brooding about the ever-present
possibility that I’d be sent back to prison when I heard three
short bangs that sounded like someone was shooting off
firecrackers, but without the whistle and the whine. The sounds
stood out because the rest of the night was so silent—not even a
distant siren or the roar of a motorcycle.

A fast-moving black SUV roared past me a
moment later, skidding gravel. Rochester came galloping up toward
me as soon as it had gone, the handle of his extension leash
bouncing behind him the way a convict in a cartoon might drag his
ball and chain.

I knew it was Rochester because of the madras
bandana that Caroline kept slung around his neck. “Hey, boy, hey,”
I said, reaching out to grab him. “Where’s your mom? How’d you get
away from her?”

As soon as I had hold of his leash, Rochester
executed a sharp 180-degree turn and started running back the way
he’d come, this time dragging me along with him. “Rochester! Stop!”
I called. “Sit, boy, sit!”

I’d never cared for Rochester. I guess it was
clear to him that I didn’t like dogs, and he made it his personal
mission to reinforce that opinion. He did a good job of it, too. He
was too big, too enthusiastic, too shaggy. Whenever I stopped to
talk to Caroline, Rochester tried to jump on me, and Caroline
couldn’t keep him in line. She took him for obedience lessons every
Saturday, but his exuberance still overwhelmed his manners.

He had huge paws and a big head. His fur was
fine and attached itself to me if I even passed within five feet of
him, giving my lint brush lots of use. He had big jowls, too, and
there was usually a line of drool hanging from them he was happy to
wipe off on me. His paws were often muddy, and somehow the tip of
his tail was always wet, and when he whipped it against my leg it
stung like the touch of a wasp.

Galloping down the street, he ignored my
commands to stop, but quickly I saw why he was in such a hurry.

A narrow, grassed-over path from the access
road into River Bend led off to an old Revolutionary War cemetery
at the edge of the preserve. Caroline had told me she often took
Rochester up that path, and cars used it to turn around when they
realized they were approaching the entry to a gated community.

As I neared where the grassy path met the
roadway, I saw Caroline Kelly lying on the ground. All the activity
of the past few minutes formed into a pattern in my head—the shots
fired, the speeding car, the loose dog. I looked around as
adrenaline raced through my veins. Was the shooter still there? No,
he or she must have left in the car that passed me.

I walked up to Caroline, and leaned down next
to her. Blood seeped out of her jacket, and there was a growing
pool next to her leg. I remembered learning in college biology that
if the femoral artery, running through the thigh, was severed, you
could bleed out in a matter of minutes.

“Caroline?” I asked. “Caroline, can you hear
me?” I had no idea how to do CPR and I was worried I’d do the wrong
thing, somehow hurt her further.

I watched for a minute but could not see any
rise and fall in her chest. I flipped open my cell phone, my hands
shaking, and found my friend Rick Stemper’s cell number. Rick was a
police detective in Stewart’s Crossing, and I knew he’d tell me
what I should do.

Rick and I hadn’t been great friends at
Pennsbury High; I think we’d shared a couple of classes together.
But when I’d been back in town for a few weeks, I was standing in
line at The Chocolate Ear, a new café in the center of town, when I
thought the guy behind me looked familiar. By the time I had my
extra-hot tall coffee, his name had come to me.

“Rick?” I asked. I stuck my hand out. “Steve
Levitan.”

He’d put on a few pounds since high
school—but hadn’t we all. Otherwise he looked the same; unruly mop
of brown hair, broad shoulders, athletic build. There were bags
below his eyes and a couple of laugh lines around his mouth, but in
general, he looked pretty good. “Hey, long time no see,” he’d said,
and we’d started to fill each other in on the intervening
years.

He had joined the Stewart’s Crossing police
department after graduating from Penn State with a degree in
criminal justice. His ex-wife liked worrying if her hubby would
come home at night, and once Rick moved from beat cop to
plainclothes, she couldn’t muster up the enthusiasm any more. Six
months after he’d made detective, she had dumped him for a fire
fighter

We’d bonded over mutual bitterness. I
remember him asking that day, “If a tree falls in the forest and
kills your ex-wife, what do you do with the lumber?”

I laughed. “Are you still in contact with
her?”

“As far as I’m concerned, she’s moved to
Whoragon,” he said. “And I don’t mean Portland.”

“Somebody’s shot Caroline Kelly,” I said,
when Rick answered his phone. “My next-door neighbor. I think she’s
dead.” My voice was higher than normal, and I was panting for
breath after that quick run with Rochester.

“Whoa, Steve, hold on!” Rick said. “Where are
you?”

I described the spot, between River Road and
the entrance to River Bend. “I’m on my way,” he said. “Did you call
911?”

“Not yet.”

“Do it.” He disconnected, and I called the
emergency number.

The dispatcher was calm and professional. She
led me through what had happened and where I was, and promised to
send police and an ambulance.

All the while, Rochester paced around me,
alternating between barking and whimpering. He’d strain to go over
to Caroline’s body, then when I pulled him back he’d jump up on me,
as if he was trying to convince me to do something more than just
wait for the police to arrive.

I shivered in the cold, damp breeze, starting
at every noise, worried that whoever had shot Caroline hadn’t been
in that car, that he was still lurking in the wooded preserve. But
the one-two punch of a visit from Santiago Santos, and the
discovery of Caroline’s body, had knocked all the initiative out of
me. All I could do was sit on the ground with the big golden dog
next to me, and wait for whatever fate had in store.
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Chapter 2 - Rochester

 


I remembered the first time I’d met Caroline,
a few months before. Moving back to Pennsylvania from Silicon
Valley had been more expensive than I’d anticipated, and I’d run
through a lot of the money my dad had left me. The townhouse was
paid off—but there were still utilities and taxes and the business
of putting food on the table.

It was December 15 and I was just about ready
to put on a paper hat and practice saying, “Would you like fries
with that?” when I stumbled on an opening for adjunct faculty at
Eastern College, my alma mater, a ‘very good small college’ just
upriver from Stewart’s Crossing. I had to get up to the college as
soon as possible that morning to meet with the department chair
before the college closed down for Christmas break.

I rushed through a quick shower, cut my chin
while shaving, and didn’t realize that I’d forgotten a belt until
I’d locked the door behind me. I was opening my beat-up BMW sedan,
the one I’d bought new twelve years before, when out of nowhere a
huge golden beast came galloping toward me. I might have taken it
for a lion if not for the long red tongue lolling out of its mouth
as it ran. I heard a woman call, “Rochester! Come back here!”

The beast, which appeared to share its name
with Jack Benny’s valet, pinned me against the car, placing its
large paws on my chest and licking my face. My CV and transcript
pages went flying.

“Rochester! Down!” The woman pulled the dog’s
collar, and he fell to the ground, where he began sniffing my feet.
“I’m so sorry,” she said. She wore a maroon turtleneck, pressed
jeans and expensive sneakers. “I thought he was upstairs, and when
I opened the front door he shot out past me.”

Rochester rolled over onto his back, and the
woman reached down to rub his belly. “You’re just a little too
friendly, aren’t you, Rochester?” she asked.

She stood and stuck her hand out. “Hi, I’m
Caroline Kelly. I live next door.”

Our townhouses were connected in a pod of
sixteen—eight backing on eight. My kitchen wall abutted Caroline’s
living room, and sometimes when I was fixing dinner I heard her
come home and greet her dog, and for a moment or two—but just that
long—I missed having someone to come home to. Not my ex-wife, you
understand. Just someone.

Then I looked down and realized Rochester had
left muddy paw prints on my khaki slacks. Too late, no time to
change. “Sorry, I’m in a rush,” I said. “Job interview in—” I
looked at my watch “twenty minutes.”

She called “Good luck!” and held Rochester’s
collar as I backed down the driveway. After that, we’d seen each
other out walking. Ours was a friendly community, lots of joggers,
walkers, and dog owners, and I nodded to her as often as to any of
the other neighbors.

Poor Caroline. We’d talked, and I’d
entertained the idea that I might ask her out to dinner sometime,
when I felt a little more comfortable mentioning my parole on first
dates. I felt sad that her life had been extinguished, and that I’d
never had the chance to get to know her better.

While I waited, the occasional car passed,
heading in or out of River Bend, and every time I heard the crunch
of gravel I thought Rick or the ambulance was arriving. The night
was quiet, and a brisk wind rose up, moving the clouds across the
sky. Rochester sat on his haunches and began howling, and even
though I didn’t like him, the mournful tone pierced my heart.

There was a coppery smell in the air that I
thought might be Caroline’s blood, mixed with auto exhaust and a
swampy tang rising from the canal, a few hundred feet away, beyond
a narrow wooded area. I felt sick, but I managed not to throw up.
Between keeping watch for Rick and trying to control Rochester, I
had too much to do to indulge my distress. Darkness fell, but there
was a three-quarter moon shining, and I could make out the outline
of Orion and his fiery sword.

Rick was there first, followed by Fire Rescue
and a blue and white squad car with “Stewart’s Crossing Police”
emblazoned on both sides. I stood off to the side, holding
Rochester’s leash, as he strained and barked, wanting to know what
was going on with his mom.

Two guys spilled out of the ambulance and
assessed Caroline’s situation. Because they didn’t load her up and
speed away, I could tell that my initial thought was correct—she
was dead.

The two officers in the squad car set up a
perimeter around the area and Rick called for crime scene
investigators. For the next couple of hours there was a flurry of
activity—lights being set up, people searching, evidence collected,
photos taken.

I couldn’t remember the last time there had
been a homicide in Stewart’s Crossing. It’s the kind of small town
that falls under the radar most of the time. We were named for a
guy who ran a ferry service across the river, the eighteenth
century equivalent of being called Yellow Cab, PA. Our most famous
citizens are a minor soap opera actress and a professor at
Princeton University who studies why chameleons change color. The
VFW post runs a Memorial Day parade, where the kids from the high
school drama club dress up as wounded veterans, teenagers wrapped
in bloody bandages, hobbling on crutches, plastic guts spilling out
of their T-shirts.

When I was in high school, our chapter of the
Future Farmers of America set up a demonstration farm in the
parking lot of the high school. Jeff DiSalvo’s prize bull got loose
when Jeff was attempting to demonstrate gelding, and it trampled
the chicks, the ducklings and two lambs. That was about the extent
of the violence in Stewart’s Crossing.

Since we’d reconnected, Rick and I often met
up for a beer at The Drunken Hessian, a place we’d always wanted to
get in when we were under age. Now that we were old enough, some of
the thrill had worn off, but that’s the way it is with most things.
When he came over to talk to me, he reminded me of the only other
homicide in town during our lives, a shooting that had taken place
there while I was in California. “But we do a lot of accident
investigation and reconstruction,” he reassured me. “We have a
crime lab and access to a lot of sophisticated equipment through
the county.”

By then, the coroner’s office had taken
Caroline’s body away, and Rochester had stopped straining and
jumping. Instead, he sat on his haunches at my feet, alert to
everything that was going on. Rick pulled out his notepad and had
me walk him through everything I’d seen or heard, starting with the
three shots. Then he nodded and said, “Good. Now I need you to tell
me everything you know about Caroline.”

“It’s not much,” I said. “I moved into the
townhouse in November, but I didn’t meet her until just before
Christmas. She works for a bank in center city, but I don’t know
the name. I know she has a degree in English from SUNY, and an MBA,
but I don’t remember from where.” My voice warbled a little, and I
still felt panicky.

“OK, take it easy, Steve. That’s her
dog?”

I nodded. “She was walking him.”

“She do that same time every day?”

“Pretty much.” I saw him write that down, and
my brain ran off. So somebody had been watching her, waiting to
kill her. Oh, my God.

“Steve?” I heard Rick say, though I was busy
imagining horrible scenarios for poor Caroline. “Stay with me,
here.”

I came back to the present. “Sorry. You were
asking?”

“She have any regular visitors? A boyfriend,
maybe?”

I shook my head. “She mentioned a guy from
New York,” I said. “I saw his car in her driveway one weekend-- a
black Porsche Cayenne.”

He asked a lot more questions, and I found it
sad that I knew so little about Caroline after living next to her
for five months. “OK, why don’t you go home now?,” he said. “I know
where to find you if I need anything else.”

I was being dismissed, which was fine with
me. “What about the dog?”

“What about him?”

“What do I do with him?”

Rick shrugged. “Can you keep him until we
find out next of kin, see what plans she made?”

“I’m not a dog person. I don’t know how to
take care of one.”

“You feed it, you walk it, you pick up after
it,” Rick said. “Smart guy like you, college professor, you can
figure it out.”

I looked at Rochester. He was a big, hairy,
slobbering beast, but he’d just lost his mother, and I remembered
the piercing sound of his howls. I could keep him for a day or two.
“You’ll call me when you know what to do with him?”

“Will do,” he said.

When I tugged on Rochester’s leash and said,
“Come on, boy, you’re coming to my house,” he strained to go where
Caroline’s body had lain, but I reined him in. He looked up at me,
in the glare of the police car’s headlights, and in his face I
thought I could see an understanding. His mother was not coming
back. He was stuck with me, at least for a while.

As we walked home, I was lost in thought
about Caroline, and Rochester kept stopping every few feet to sniff
or lift his leg. As my house came in sight, and with it Caroline’s
right next door, I remembered that Rochester had to have food,
bowls, toys—who knew what else. All of it locked up inside
Caroline’s townhouse.

We’d swapped house keys after we met, though
I’d never had cause to use her key before. Rochester planted
himself in her driveway and would not be moved onward, no matter
how I tried to convince or drag him. He agreed to walk up to the
townhouse’s courtyard, and I let him in through the gate, then
pulled it closed behind him.

“I’ll be right back, boy, I promise,” I said.
“I have to get the key.”

He lay down and rested his head on his front
paws, regarding me with a baleful glance. “I promise,
Rochester.”

I hurried to my own door, trying to remember
where I’d stored Caroline’s key. I thought it was in my kitchen
junk drawer, and I pawed through the take-out menus, loose screws,
flashlight batteries and plastic doodads until I found it. I wasn’t
quick enough, though; I heard Rochester start to howl next door as
I rushed out.

“I’m coming, boy!” I called. I jumped through
the flowerbed between the houses and showed my head over the gate.
He leaped up and launched himself at me as I walked in.

“I didn’t leave you,” I said, reaching down
to scratch behind his ears. “I had to get the key.” He rewarded me
with a smear of drool across my leg.

I opened the front door and turned on the
light in the living room. I shivered as I realized I was walking
into a dead woman’s house, but there was no getting around it. I
needed Rochester’s stuff.

The cushions of the black lacquer futon were
covered in a fine layer of golden hair and the Courier-Times
had been tossed atop the matching coffee table. A bookcase made of
planks and black-painted blocks spanned one long wall, filled with
books.

I followed Rochester into the kitchen, where
I started assembling his stuff. There was a lot of it. Food and
water bowls, and a half-full twenty-pound bag of dry dog food. A
shelf of vitamin bottles, dog shampoo, leashes and collars and flea
products. Scattered around the floor were a variety of heavy
plastic dog toys and rawhide bones in various states of
chewing.

Caroline’s model has a small bedroom off the
living room, which she had fitted out as an office, and I found a
big empty box there, beneath a sign that read, “I want to be the
kind of person my dog thinks I am.”

I was loading the box when the front door
burst open and I heard someone say, “Police! Don’t move!”

I froze like a statue. Rochester, however,
did not obey. He rushed toward the door, barking. Then I heard a
voice say, “Hey, boy, how did you get in here?”

“Rick?” I called. “It’s me, Steve.”

Rick came around the corner from the entry,
his gun drawn. One of the uniformed cops was behind him. When he
saw it was indeed me, he holstered it. “What are you doing in
here?”

“You told me to keep the dog,” I said. I
motioned toward the box I was packing. “I needed his stuff.”

“How’d you get in?”

“We traded keys a while ago.”

“You’re disturbing a crime scene,” the
uniform said.

“I saw the crime scene, Officer,” I said. “It
was out beyond the guard house, and there was lots of blood.”

“The dog’s got to eat,” Rick said. “Let him
get the stuff.”

Rick sent the uniform back out to his car,
and picked up the box for me, when it became evident that Rochester
wasn’t budging unless I had his leash, and I couldn’t manage both
dog and box.

The street was dark and silent. After six
months in prison, I loved the freedom of coming and going as I
pleased, and I relished the quiet and serenity I felt under the
canopy of stars. But the sense of peace I’d always found in River
Bend was gone now that violent death had paid a call.

Rick left the box just inside my gate and
returned next door. I hurried the dog across to my house, opened my
front door, and unhooked Rochester’s leash. He bounded ahead of me,
his nose to the floor, sniffing every inch of my downstairs as I
carried his stuff inside and piled it on my kitchen table.

The last time I’d been around dogs much was
when I was in college, back when it seemed everyone wore flannel
shirts and blue jeans and had little dogs named Trotsky. I wasn’t
quite sure what to do with such a huge creature, but I figured he
had to be hungry.

“You eat yet?” I asked, when Rochester came
to sit on his haunches and stare at me. “Probably not. How much of
this do you get?”

I peered at the bag, which was printed in
both English and French. I established that he was indeed a
“chien de grande race,” or large breed dog, and followed the
instructions. I poured half a cup of the dry chunks into one metal
bowl and filled the other from the tap. I put both down on the
floor by the sliding glass doors that led out to my patio, and he
attacked the food with gusto.

I stood and watched him for a minute. In the
space of a few hours I’d seen my neighbor murdered and inherited
custody of a seventy-pound dog with a voracious appetite. All in
all, not a typical day. And I still had papers to grade. I didn’t
have much appetite for dinner myself, so I opened my backpack and
spread my work out on the kitchen table. With a big sigh, Rochester
sprawled out at my feet, and while I alternated grading papers with
worrying about Caroline and wondering what had happened to her, he
slept.

 


 


~~~

 


 



Chapter 3 – Romantic Hero

 


I gave up on grading around nine o’clock, and
went upstairs to my bedroom. When he moved into the townhouse, my
dad had sold all the furniture I grew up with and bought everything
new, including a queen-sized pillow-top mattress on top of an
elevated sleigh bed. It’s pretty high, but like him, I’m tall and
have long legs so it never bothered me. Rochester hopped his front
paws up to the edge of the mattress but couldn’t seem to leverage
his whole body up. That was fine with me.

“Your bed is downstairs,” I said. “This one’s
mine.”

He looked at me. As I started pulling off my
shirt, he went down to all fours again, and padded out of the room.
“Good boy.”

Then I heard him running. He came hurtling
back into the bedroom, and with a flying leap ended up on the bed,
where he settled down and stared at me. “Did you sleep in your
mother’s bed?”

He did not respond, but he kept his eyes on
me. “Oh, well, it’s only for a day or two.” I stripped down to my
shorts and got into bed, pushing him over to one side. “You can
stay, but you’ve got to share.” He seemed to agree.

Lying there, thinking of Caroline, I
remembered the only time I’d been in her townhouse before that
night. I’d gotten the job at Eastern, and on my way home from
teaching, I often stopped at my favorite spot in town, The
Chocolate Ear café, for a raspberry mocha—a reward for reading and
grading my students’ ungrammatical papers. The owner, a pastry chef
from New York named Gail Dukowski, used the best quality beans,
Guittard chocolate syrup, and home-made whipped cream, and despite
my coffee snobbery I’d been seduced by the sweet drink. The fact
that she was pretty and liked to flirt was a plus.

A lot had changed in Stewart’s Crossing
during the years I’d been away. The feed store had been replaced by
a real estate office, the local bank names had been painted over
with national ones, and doctors had taken over several of the old
Victorians. America’s three obsessions: property, money and health,
all sandwiched together in a downtown area that still has one
traffic light, though a steady stream of Land Rovers, BMWs, and
Volvos are always circling, competing for the few available parking
spaces.

One of the best changes was the opening of
The Chocolate Ear. In the 1960s, the old stone building on Main
Street was a hardware store where my father bought the odd nail or
high-intensity flashlight, and then when it closed it sat derelict
for a long time until Gail, who had grown up in neighboring
Levittown, returned to Bucks County and opened the café. She
painted the interior a pale yellow, which made the room seem sunny
even in winter, and decorated the walls with vintage posters
advertising chocolate products, many of them in French. The white
wire tables and matching chairs seemed like they’d come direct from
Paris, though they’d been padded with cushions more comfortable to
American bottoms.

The café always smelled of something
delicious—lemon tarts, strawberry shortcake, or hot chocolate
topped with cinnamon. The glass-fronted case was filled with
exquisitely decorated pastries—petit fours covered in white fondant
with tiny sugar flowers, individual key lime tarts scalloped with
whipped cream, fudge brownies studded with walnuts and chocolate
chips. The signature cookie was a chocolate version of the elephant
ear, a curly pastry with a rich cocoa flavor. An industrial-quality
Italian coffee machine churned out mochas, lattes and cappuccinos,
filling the room with the sound of drips and foams.

Usually I stayed at the café to savor my
drink, but one Friday in late January there was a water leak in the
kitchen, and the sound of the plumber banging away wasn’t conducive
to grading. So I took my coffee back home, and as I stepped out of
the Beemer, clutching the paper cup and a pile of student essays,
Rochester came out of nowhere once again, this time trailing his
leash behind him.

I saw him coming too late, and the coffee and
the papers went flying in opposite directions. Caroline was very
apologetic, helping me collect all the paper, and then she offered
to make me a coffee to replace the one I’d lost. “I have a great
espresso machine and I never get to use it,” she said.
“Please?”

I didn’t want to face grading without my
treat, so I agreed. “I’m so sorry he attacked you again,” she said,
pushing the golden retriever in the door ahead of us. “I took today
off to practice handling him. I’ve wanted a dog for ages, but it
wasn’t until I moved out here that I had a place for one. He came
from a rescue group—can you imagine someone wanting to give up a
sweetheart like Rochester?”

I understood why someone might want to get
rid of a gargantuan beast like him—what I couldn’t see was getting
him in the first place. “Is that where you went to college?” I
asked, as we walked into the kitchen. “Rochester?”

“No, he’s named after Rochester in Jane
Eyre.”

In that moment, I knew a lot about Caroline
Kelly. Though full-figured, she had a pretty face, and she dressed
well and knew how to use makeup and hairstyle to her advantage. The
low-necked sweater she was wearing accentuated her cleavage, and I
liked the way her jeans hung low on her hips. I figured she was
educated, because she knew Jane Eyre, and successful,
because townhouses in River Bend start around $300,000.

True to her word, she had a very fancy
espresso machine. “I’ve got Kona beans in the freezer,” she said,
opening the door and pulling them out. “I’ll just slip some in the
grinder.”

I started to like Caroline even more. A woman
who appreciated good coffee was a real find. My ex-wife, also known
as “The Jewish American Princess of Darkness, Satan’s Favorite
Squeeze,” only drank iced tea, heavily dosed with artificial
sweeteners. She used to bitch about the smell of coffee in the
house, saying it made her nauseous. I’d have to give up brewing my
own each time she was pregnant.

Caroline’s kitchen was full of the latest and
most high-end appliances, everything shiny stainless or bright
primary colors. I noted her top-of-the-line Kitchen Aid stand
mixer, a hanging tray of copper-bottomed pans, and a wooden block
of German knives.

Caroline’s coffee offerings included a half
dozen unopened bottles of syrup, from vanilla to orange to
raspberry, and a couple of twist-top canisters of toppings. While
she bustled around making the coffee, I looked around her house
from the vantage point of her kitchen table. The kitchen was at the
front of the house, with a big picture window that looked out on
the street. The butcher block table matched the blond wood of the
cabinets.

Her decorating was minimalist with a touch of
Southeast Asia—a single bamboo screen, teak and bleached linen,
with the occasional statue of a grinning monkey or a reflective
Buddha. When I asked, she told me that she’d lived in Korea for a
couple of years as a teenager, and it had formed her sense of
style.

I could even see it in the way she
dressed—very simply, with just a hint of Asian influence. She’d
traded her usual sneakers for black Japanese sandals with white
socks, and around her wrist she wore a thick gold bracelet she told
me was made of Thai gold. “They call it a baht bracelet,” she said.
“That’s the Thai money. A friend of my dad’s in the service had
one, and he used to joke that if you were ever captured in the
jungle you could break a link off to bribe the chief to let you
go.”

I wondered if she’d seen that friend of her
dad’s as the same kind of romantic hero as Rochester—like Michael
Douglas in Romancing the Stone, or Harrison Ford as Indiana
Jones. It would be hard for an average guy to match up to those
role models—a desk job in Philadelphia or some Bucks County hamlet
doesn’t lend itself to larger-than-life escapades. But maybe she’d
like a guy with a criminal record—even if it was only for computer
hacking. I filed that thought away for the future.

I heard the buzz of the coffee grinder, and
then a percolating noise as the brown liquid dripped into the glass
pot. Rochester came over and rested his big golden head on my leg,
leaving behind a trail of drool and a fine coating of blonde hairs
on my black jeans. He settled into a heap in the doorway that led
back to the living room. Yet another reason to have a dog, I
thought—to create an obstacle course in your own home.

As we drank our coffee, we traded bits and
pieces of background. I mentioned my divorce and relocation, but
left out the part about meeting Santiago Santos at a nondescript
office building in Doylestown and showing him the ways I was
becoming a solid citizen. I learned she had relocated from New York
to take a job in finance with a bank in Philadelphia, an easy
commute from the train station in Yardley, the next town
downriver.

“There’s a guy I used to date who lives in
New York, and I see him now and then, but it’s nothing serious,”
she said. “But other than him, the guys I’ve met around here are
total washouts. You know, sometimes I feel like behind my back
someone has enrolled me in the Dork of the Month Club, and every
few weeks, instead of books or CDs or baskets of fruit, I get some
dufous standing at my door, wearing high-water pants, a pencil
folder in his shirt pocket, and one of those ribbon things running
around behind his head holding his glasses in place.”

I laughed. Of course a guy like that couldn’t
match up to a man who wore a gold baht bracelet, knew how to shoot
a semi-automatic weapon and how to perform first aid on a sucking
chest wound. Could I? Or would I end up another on Caroline’s list
of losers, the computer geek who was too dumb to avoid prison?

While we talked, Rochester remained sprawled
on the white tile floor in the doorway, snoring softly. At one
point his body began to twitch and he made some whimpering noises.
“He’s probably chasing ducks in his dreams,” Caroline said.
“There’s a dog park in Leighville, and I’ve taken him there a
couple of times, but I spend the whole time making sure he doesn’t
try to hump every other dog.”

The way she looked at him was so sweet and
loving; I could tell she and the big golden had a strong bond, and
I envied that a little. Some people like dogs, I figured, and some
didn’t. I was one of the ones who didn’t. And I wasn’t willing to
accept the chaos that a dog would bring into my life. I was still
enjoying my solitude, the way I didn’t have to answer to anyone but
Santiago Santos.

“I guess I should get home,” I said then.
“I’ve got a stack of freshman comp essays to grade on ‘a food that
has a personal meaning to me.’ I figure I’ll be reading a lot about
pizza and burgers, while correcting dangling modifiers, unyoking
fused sentences, and introducing my students to the concept of
punctuation and its place in the grammatically correct
sentence.”

Remembering Caroline, I felt a few
long-ignored stirrings. Just my luck; I find a smart, pretty woman
who’s single and maybe interested in me, and she gets killed before
I can even think of making a move.

The next time I ran into Caroline it was at
The Chocolate Ear, on a Saturday morning. The usual suspects were
there—the people who always seemed to be hanging around the café
when I stopped by. My childhood piano teacher, Edith Passis; Gail,
the café owner; and her grandmother Irene.

I stepped up in line behind Caroline, noting
the Oriental simplicity of her white blouse, black jacket, and
black slacks. With her hair pulled up into a knot, she looked fresh
and pretty, and I wondered again if she’d go out with me, if I
asked, and if the parole would be a deal-killer.

We started to chat while we waited, and then
sat down across from each other at one of the white wire tables.
“I’m still finding my way around,” she said, breaking a biscotti
and dipping it in her coffee. “The other day I got lost trying to
find my way to Newtown on the back road.”

Her fingers were long and delicate, with a
French manicure on the nails. I’ve always been a sucker for a woman
with beautiful hands. “If you need to know how to find anything,
just ask,” I offered. “I know my way around.”

“But you’ve lived here less than I have.”

“I grew up here. I was born in Trenton, but
my parents relocated to Stewart’s Crossing when I was two.”

“And you’ve been here ever since?”

“College upriver in Leighville; New York for
nine years; then Silicon Valley for ten. I’ve been back here a few
months, but in many ways it seems like I never left.”

“I wish I had a home town,” she said. She
clasped her coffee cup in both hands. “I was an Army brat, and we
moved around a lot. People say it must have been romantic to live
overseas, but not when all you ever saw was a military base.”

“Where do your parents live now?”

“My dad was killed in the first Gulf War,”
she said. “And my mom died last year. So it’s just me.” She smiled.
“And Rochester, of course.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “My mom died about the
time your dad did, and then my dad sold our house and bought the
townhouse next to yours for his retirement. Did you know him? He
didn’t get to spend much time there. He only lived in the townhouse
for a few months before he passed away.”

“I think I said hello to him a couple of
times,” Caroline said. “I’m sorry I didn’t get to his funeral. I
know some of the other neighbors went.”

How could I tell her that the State of
California had prevented me from looking after him in his final
illness, had even kept me from his funeral? “It was a busy time,” I
said, trying for vagueness.

Caroline left a few minutes later, and then
Edith came over to sit with me. “Do I seem more confused to you
lately, Steve?” she asked.

“Confused? No, why?”

“I feel so distracted. It’s been hard for me
to concentrate on reading or playing the piano. And I’ve been
losing track of my finances, too. I’m worried someone might be
stealing from me, because checks have gone missing.”

I contemplated Edith’s decline as I cupped
the white china mug which held the remains of my raspberry mocha.
She had been a friend of my parents, and I remembered her at
parties at our house, her black hair teased into a beehive. She
wore glasses that feathered up at the edges and thigh-high black
leather boots.

Edith had become a touchstone for me in the
few months since I’d been back, and it worried me that she might
not be around much longer. I had lost so many people who had
mattered to me – both my parents, my ex-wife, many friends who
hadn’t wanted to stand by me while my case made its way through the
court system. I wasn’t ready to lose Edith, too.

“Sometimes I think maybe it’s just that I’m
getting confused,” she continued. “I don’t know what to think. And
it’s all so disturbing, after Walter worked so hard to leave me
well-fixed.”

I’d heard about criminals who preyed on the
elderly, scammers who needed help moving money into the country or
who promised elaborate yet unnecessary home repairs, which
evaporated once the money had been paid. But Edith Passis had
always been so smart and confident. I couldn’t believe someone was
taking advantage of her.

I looked out through the mullioned windows at
Main Street, thinking about what I could say. Edith must have been
over eighty, and still lived in the same small bungalow where she’d
spent a lifetime giving piano lessons to local kids. I remembered
sitting at her upright piano, struggling to master the simplest of
songs. For three years, my parents forced me to trudge to Mrs.
Passis’s house once a week, until they gave me up as a lost cause.
Back then, she’d had true Black Irish looks—coal-black hair, pale
white skin and bright blue eyes. When I returned to Stewart’s
Crossing, though, I discovered her hair had gone stark white, and a
medication she took tinted her skin a salmon-pink. The blue eyes
were still as fierce and blue, though. Though I’d never say it to
her face, I thought she looked like a gerbil, as if she ate chopped
lettuce at every meal and lived in a pile of shredded
newspaper.

Her fingers were arthritic now, so she could
no longer keep up with her students, and she’d given up all but the
most advanced pupils, those she could help by ear. In addition,
once a week she drove upriver to Eastern to tutor a couple of
advanced piano students.

She had always been so strong and vibrant,
but that day, she seemed to have shrunk and faded. “I’m just
finding it harder and harder to remember things,” she continued,
shaking her head. “I saw you talking to Caroline earlier. Gail told
me that she was a CPA. I was thinking of asking her to help me sort
things out.”

“That’s a great idea, Edith. She seems like a
nice person.”

“I can’t imagine who could do this to me,”
Edith said. “I don’t have any children, you know, and none of my
nieces or nephews live anywhere in the area. But I think Caroline
could help me.”

I was relieved. If anyone was cheating Edith,
Caroline would be able to help her. She wasn’t my responsibility,
of course, but my parents were dead and she had no children, and I
felt a connection to her that went back many years, to dust motes
dancing in the sunlight as I struggled to master Scott Joplin and
“The Caisson Song.”

Lying restlessly in bed, Rochester snoring
lightly next to me, I worried about Edith, and wondered if Caroline
had been able to figure out what was wrong before she died. I
resolved to call Edith the next morning and let her know what had
happened to Caroline, and see how she stood.

Then I turned on my side and tried, once
again, to fall asleep.
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Chapter 4 – The House Guest

 


Just before I dozed off, Rochester jumped
down and made himself comfortable on the tile floor in the master
bathroom—choosing a spot where he could, by raising an eyebrow,
keep tabs on me. In the morning, I woke around seven-thirty,
stretching and rubbing the sleep from my eyes. Rochester’s head
bobbed up next to me, his front paws planted on the mattress.

I’d almost forgotten about the events of the
night before. But seeing him there brought it all back. “I suppose
you want to go for a walk,” I said, yawning.

His head banged on the mattress a couple of
times. I took that for a yes.

But by the time I had pulled on a pair of
sweat pants, an Eastern t-shirt, socks, sneakers and a fleece-lined
jacket, Rochester had crawled under my bed and didn’t want to
leave.

I lay down on the floor next to him. A few of
his golden hairs had already lodged in my carpet, and I sneezed.
“Come on, boy, let’s go.” I reached a hand under the bed to stroke
the top of his head. “I know, you had a rough day yesterday. I did,
too. But you’ve got to go out for your walk.”

I looked up at the clock on my bedside table.
“And I have to get to class soon. So that means we have to go walk
now.”

He just lay there looking at me. I grabbed
the metal chain around his neck and pulled. He splayed his front
paws out to slow the motion, but I knocked them inward with my
other hand and kept pulling. By the time I had his head out from
under the bed he’d given up and was moving forward under his own
steam.

Before I could get up, he was climbing on top
of me, trying to lick my face. “Get off of me, you big moose!” I
said, laughing. “This is all some big game to you, isn’t it?”

He took off down the hall while I was still
getting up, one hand on his leash, and it was like a slapstick
routine, me tumbling and stumbling as I struggled to get my footing
while being dragged along by a big golden beast. It was no use
being angry with Rochester; as soon as you got the steam going,
he’d do something to make you laugh.

We got out the front door, and stopped in the
courtyard while I turned and locked up. The gate to the driveway
was still closed, and Rochester and I were confined in a narrow
area together. Without warning, he jumped on me, placing his front
paws on my stomach and his big head just below my face. The move
was enough to knock me back against the door.

For a moment I thought he was begging me not
to make him go out again, where the bad people had hurt his
mommy—but then I realized it was just another game. “Get down, you
big moose,” I said, and I pushed down on the top of his head. I’d
swear he snickered at me as I opened the gate, and then he took off
at Indy 500 pace for the end of the driveway.

A walk with Rochester was a lot different
from the walks I took myself. He powered down the street, at the
end of the retractable leash, stopping frequently to sniff or pee.
Just when I caught up, he took off again. I’d only brought one
plastic bag with me, but he didn’t care, and left samples of his
handiwork in three separate spots. After the first, I’d tossed the
bag, so for the second and third drops I had to stand around
looking guilty and hoping we could escape unnoticed.

The sun had just risen, and there was frost
on the lawns, sparkling in the early light. All around us, I heard
River Bend awakening—courtyard gates opening and closing, mothers
calling kids, car doors slamming and engines starting up. It was
shaping up to be a cool, cloudless day; a bluebird swooped into an
oak tree ahead of us, and a squirrel chattered as he jumped from
tree to tree.

I was struck with a terrible sadness.
Caroline would not see this day. She would never walk Rochester
again on a crisp morning like this, filled with the promise of
spring. She would never drive down to the station in Yardley for
her train to Philadelphia, or come home in the gathering twilight
to the welcome of her dog.

It was amazing how fast a life could come
apart. Within a year, I’d turned forty, then lost my father, my
job, my freedom, my marriage and, as part of the divorce, my home
in Silicon Valley. I’d struggled to put my life back together—but
Caroline wouldn’t have that chance. There were some body blows you
couldn’t recover from.

We saw a few neighbors, and waved, but
everyone seemed to be in a hurry to leave for work. It wasn’t the
same as in the evening, when people stopped to say hello or share
information. Rochester and I did a big circuit of the neighborhood,
staying away from the area where Caroline had been shot, and
returned to my driveway, where I picked up the newspaper.

Rochester sprawled on the kitchen floor,
panting, and I refilled his water bowl. He jumped up, lapping the
water and spilling half of it on the tile floor, then settled down
again to watch me.

While I waited for the water to boil for my
morning oatmeal, I scanned the pages for news of Caroline’s murder.
I found a tiny report in the “Crossing Connections” section that a
woman had been shot and killed along the perimeter of the park.
Police were investigating and were waiting to release her identity
pending notification of relatives.

I poured a half cup of food into Rochester’s
bowl and replenished his water supply, then showered and dressed
for work. It was a Wednesday, which meant that I taught technical
writing from 9:30 to 10:45, and freshman comp from 11:00 – 12:15. I
usually hung around for while after that, chatting with colleagues
and making myself available in case one of my students had the
uncharacteristic desire to discuss his or her lack of course
progress with me. “You be a good boy, Rochester,” I said, as I was
leaving. “Take a nice long nap and I’ll walk you when I get
home.”

Rochester had taken up a position under my
dining room table, and from there he watched me leave. From the
car, I used my cell phone to call Rick and see if he knew where
Rochester was going, but all I could do was leave a message.

I called technical writing my alphabet class,
because the students ran from Alyssa Applebaum to Layton Zee—who
insisted on the first day, “Call me Lay. All my buds do.”

I wasn’t Layton’s bud, but I refrained from
saying so. He was an interesting case; he came to class every day,
did the in-class work, and joined in the discussions. But he never
handed in any papers. He reminded me of a kid I knew when I was at
Eastern, who supplied half the campus with a variety of
recreational drugs and who was his own biggest customer. He had
gone on to run his own cosmetics business, so perhaps there was
hope for Lay Zee.

All through class I kept thinking about
Caroline Kelly and wondering what could have caused someone to kill
her. I love to read mysteries, and quite often the solution is
right there under the detective’s nose, but the author drags out
the discovery just to fill up two hundred pages. In those cases I
figured out who did it long before the detective did, and often
gave up on the book when it seemed like I was looking over the
shoulder of an idiot.

But it wasn’t so easy in real life. All
morning I was distracted, lecturing from rote and answering
questions with half my brain. Could it have been something as
simple as an angry ex-boyfriend? I hadn’t lived next door to
Caroline long enough to know much about her life beyond the dog and
the guy with the Porsche Cayenne who’d come to stay one
weekend.

She was a creature of habit, as dog owners
often are—walking Rochester every day and night at the same
time—which Rick seemed to think had made it easy for someone to
find the right time and place to shoot her. But why? What hidden
secrets lay behind the ordinary façade she presented to the
world?

Years of reading mysteries had taught me that
even the blandest-seeming person can have hidden traumas,
long-dormant issues that percolate to the top and cause horrific
actions. I knew, for example, that Caroline was a military brat,
and that she’d spent time in Korea as a teenager. Had something
from her past come back to haunt her? Had her Southeast Asian
connections influenced more than just her furniture and jewelry?
What if a high school classmate had become a high-level drug dealer
and she’d been laundering money for him through her bank?

I shook my head to clear it. I was being
ridiculous. The chances that my quiet next-door-neighbor was an
accountant by day and a drug smuggler by night were about as good
as the chances that Mary and I would get back together and live
happily ever after—which is to say so small that it could only be
seen with an electron microscope.

Freshman comp passed in the same sort of fog,
and after class I went up to the faculty lounge, where I saw Jackie
Devere, a full-time professor I’d become friends with, making
herself a cappuccino. “You’re lucky you didn’t get shot, too,” she
said, when I told her what had happened. “If you’d been a few
minutes later it might have been you.”

“I never thought about that. I just assumed
they were shooting at her.”

“But why would someone shoot her?” she asked.
“You said she was quiet.”

I shrugged. “You know the saying. Still
waters run deep. Though if that’s the case, we’ve got a lot of
Mindanao Trenches here at Eastern.”

“The poor dog,” she said. “To lose her
mother, and then be caged up in a strange house.”

“He’s not caged up,” I said. “He can go
anywhere in the house he wants.”

“You didn’t put him in a cage?”

“He’s not a circus animal.”

“I don’t mean a cage. I mean a crate. You
leave a young dog like that in a crate during the day so he doesn’t
tear up the house while you’re gone.”

I remembered seeing a big metal box in
Caroline’s kitchen. At the time, I’d been so concerned with getting
Rochester’s food, and then with the police, that I hadn’t thought
to wonder what it was doing there.

“I think I’d better get home,” I said. I
grabbed my cell phone and beat-up leather backpack and hurried to
my car, giving up on the idea of meeting with any phantom students.
All the way home I imagined seeing my house in shreds when I opened
the door.

It wasn’t too bad. Rochester had gotten hold
of a stuffed bear my ex-wife had given me one Valentine’s Day, its
paws wrapped around a box of chocolates. That year I’d given her a
book of Spanish love poems in translation. She’d taken one look at
the book, then appropriated the chocolate. The bear had been with
the stuff Mary had packed up and shipped to Stewart’s Crossing
while I was in prison, and I’d never gotten rid of it. I guess I
needed to remind myself that I’d loved someone once, and been loved
back.

Bear stuffing was scattered around my tile
floor. The head was under the dining room table, three paws lay in
the kitchen, and Rochester was still working on the torso when I
came in.

“Not yours!” I said, trying to tug the poor
bear out of his mouth. He wouldn’t give it up. “Listen, mister, you
are a guest in this house. And not for much longer, either. Now
give me that bear!” I pulled and tugged, and what was left of it
exploded into a pile of fluff.

As soon as I had the living room cleaned up,
I called Rick. “I need to take this dog wherever he’s going,” I
said. “Soon.” I ranted for a couple of minutes about the stuffed
bear, but even to my ears it sounded dumb.

“She didn’t make any arrangements,” Rick
said, when I let him get a word in. “Her only living relative is a
great-aunt in upstate New York. She’s too old to take him. I’m
interviewing the co-workers later. Maybe one of them will want
him.”

“What do I do in the meantime?”

“If you don’t want to hold on to him, you can
always take him to the pound.”

I hung up and looked at Rochester. He lay at
my feet, his head on his paws in a gesture that seemed to say he
was sorry. My anger deflated. “It was time for me to get rid of
that bear anyway. But you’re going into that crate from now on,
mister.”

I dragged him out to the courtyard to wait
while I went next door to Caroline’s. I knew it wasn’t the crime
scene, and Rick hadn’t told me to stay out, so I figured it was OK
to go over there and get the crate. Caroline’s doormat read, “Who
are you? Why are you here? What do you want? Go away!” I’d never
noticed it before, and I laughed as I let myself in.

Once inside, I couldn’t resist a detour to
check out the bookcase. As I’d expected, it was filled with a
combination of English lit books and popular best-sellers, leaning
towards female authors and romantic plots. Jane Eyre was
filed alphabetically under Bronte, and I decided I’d borrow it for
a few days and refresh my memory of her dog’s namesake.

It was creepy snooping around a dead woman’s
home. And I couldn’t ignore that what I was doing was snooping. I
was looking for some more dog toys to keep Rochester from chewing
up my stuff—but along the way I was noticing that Caroline’s closet
was filled with business suits and white blouses, that her library
of DVDs leaned toward romantic comedies, and that all her diplomas
were framed and hung on the wall of her office.

A laptop computer sat on her desk, and I was
tempted to turn it on and snoop around. Maybe there was a clue
lurking there on the hard drive, an electronic diary that expressed
her fears, a date book with a fateful meeting. But Santiago Santos,
sitting on my right shoulder, told me it was wrong. I wasn’t a cop,
so I had no busy trying to figure out who killed Caroline. Leave
that to the police.

And don’t leave your fingerprints on any
unauthorized computers.

I flattened the cage and carried it back to
my house, with Jane Eyre and the rest of Rochester’s toys,
along with doggie toothpaste, shampoo, and a whole plastic bucket
of grooming supplies. I wasn’t planning to brush his teeth, trim
his nails, or use any of the other expensive products, but I
figured I’d have them prepared for his next owner. I played
tug-of-war with Rochester for a while, until he got bored and went
back to sleep under the dining room table.

I went up to my office—in my model, it’s on
the upper level—and checked my email. There were a couple of
messages from my tech writing clients, and I had a small project
that kept me busy until it started getting dark, when I took
Rochester for a walk. This time I had plenty of grocery bags with
me, and I found I enjoyed having some company.

True, I didn’t go as fast with Rochester as I
did alone, and I didn’t appreciate having my arm yanked out of its
socket when he saw a dog or cat or squirrel he wanted to play with,
but I was getting accustomed to him. I would be sorry to see him
go—but go he would.

My ex-wife had always said I was too
self-centered to be in a relationship. She was probably right; at
least, I didn’t go along with every decision she made and every
idea she had. She always said she was the flexible one, who
accommodated herself to my moodiness, and my need to spend quiet
hours reading. By the time I got out of jail and moved to Stewart’s
Crossing, she’d already latched onto the guy who would be husband
number two.

I didn’t begrudge her any happiness. We both
felt we had settled for each other—we’d been in our late twenties
when we met, living the single life in cheap rentals in iffy
Manhattan neighborhoods, and the dating pool was growing narrower.
Those who hadn’t already been snapped up seemed to still be single
for a reason.

Her neuroses blended with mine—she liked to
clean, and I was a mess; she spent every penny she earned and
needed me to keep her on a budget—the usual routines. If she hadn’t
asked for a divorce, I think we’d still be married. Unhappy, for
sure, but carried along by relationship entropy. The way space junk
continues to circle the earth long after it’s been ejected or blown
apart.

Did I regret that old life? The one where I
was moving up the corporate ladder, married to a pretty,
intelligent woman, with the hope that we’d start a family? I tried
not to feel sorry for myself. I had taken those proverbial lemons
and made lemonade, and if the brew was a little tart now and then,
I just pursed my lips and got on with things.

After our walk, I went back to the computer,
outlining a fire safety manual for a warehouse client. When I
looked up, it was bedtime, and I went to find Rochester for a quick
walk before we settled in. I found him on the dining room floor,
with my cell phone in his paws.

“Rochester!” I yelled. “What are you doing?
Dogs don’t need cell phones!”

He leaned his head down and put his paw over
it. “Oh, you think if you can’t see me then I can’t see you? You’re
about as smart as one of my students.”

That’s when I saw that the bottom half of the
phone was a mangled mass of metal and plastic. “Rochester! That was
my phone!”

I pulled it away from him. “Bad dog! Not
yours!” I looked around for a newspaper I could roll up to whack
him with, but all my papers were already in the recycling bin. I
settled for a couple more “bad dogs” and then surveyed the phone.
It was not salvageable. I couldn’t even call Rick Stemper to
complain because the only place I had his cell number was plugged
into my phone.

“What am I going to do with you?” I asked.
“Do you know the words ‘animal shelter’? That’s where you’re going
if you don’t shape up and behave.”

He looked at me and cocked his head.

“You’re not the sharpest knife in the drawer,
are you?”

I found his leash where I’d left it on the
dining room table, and it was as if somebody had plugged him into
an extension cord. He turned into a manic creature, jumping and
skittering around on the tiles like a kangaroo on crack.

“Life is all a big game to you, isn’t it?” I
said, when I grabbed hold of his collar and clipped the leash on.
“Well, the rules are different here, pal.”

My god. I was channeling my father. That was
one of his favorite mantras, the idea that the world was not fun
and games, that one day life was going to give me a big punch in
the teeth and he wasn’t going to pay for the orthodontia.

When Rochester and I returned from our walk,
I tried to coax him into his crate, but he wasn’t having any of it.
He scampered to the landing halfway up the stairs, where he stopped
and watched me. After a quick attempt at dog-proofing, I turned out
the lights downstairs and climbed up to the second floor. Rochester
was under my feet the whole way, and when we got to the top of the
stairs, he took off toward my bedroom. As I followed, I saw him
take another flying leap and land on my bed, and he wasn’t
budging.

“All right,” I said, standing by the side of
the bed, trying to be stern. “But tomorrow when I leave for work
you’re going into that crate.”

He looked like he would go along with that. I
picked up Jane Eyre and got into bed, planning to read for a
while, but Rochester wanted to crawl all over me and be petted—so
my plans changed. “Are you a good boy?” I asked, ruffling his ears.
“Is Rochester a good boy?”

He finally had enough reassurance, and
retreated back to the end of the bed. He was still there when I
turned the lights out.
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Chapter 5 – The Break-In

 


I’m not sure if it was Rochester’s leap from
the bed that woke me, sometime after two a.m., or his
barking—probably a one-two punch. “Rochester! Shut up!” I said. I
jumped out of bed and went looking for him. He was in the office,
where my house backed onto Caroline’s, barking at the wall.

“Are you crazy?” I asked, grabbing his
collar. “You’re going to wake up the whole neighborhood.”

He wiggled out of my grasp and ran back to
the bedroom. When I followed, I saw him jumping into the Roman tub
in the master bathroom, and leaning his paws against the window
frame. “What’s the matter, boy? What do you see?”

I stepped into the tub and stood next to him.
From that angle, we could just see a corner of Caroline’s bedroom
window—and the pinpoint of a flashlight moving around in the
darkness inside. “Good boy!” I said, patting his head before I
jumped out of the tub and rushed to the phone to call 911.

I reported the burglary in progress, and
thought about getting out my dad’s 9 millimeter handgun from the
bedside table and standing watch at Caroline’s front door until the
police arrived. Of course, since I’d never mentioned to Santiago
Santos that I owned a gun, and it was probably a violation of my
parole, I didn’t think that was a good idea, especially because I
was neither Starsky, nor Hutch. So I returned to the window with
Rochester, where we watched and waited. The pinpoint of light was
gone, and I started to worry that I had imagined it. Suppose the
police showed up and there was no one inside Caroline’s house.
They’d think I was crazy.

A squad car pulled up five minutes later, red
and blue lights flashing. By then I was dressed and went outside to
meet them. “You called this in?” asked the female officer, whose
badge identified her as P. Reinhardt.

“I saw a light moving around inside there.” I
pointed up at the master bedroom window. “And my dog—well, it’s
really her dog—he heard something and started barking.”

That wasn’t the order things happened, but I
was nervous.

“You’re sure no one’s home?” Officer
Reinhardt asked.

As we walked up to the front door, I
explained about Caroline. The entrances in River Bend have glass
sidelights on either side of the door, and the glass panel next to
Caroline’s doorknob had been smashed. The door was unlocked.

Reinhardt used a handkerchief from her pocket
to open the door. From behind her, I saw that the living room was a
shambles—books strewn all over the floor, the sofa cushions slit
and stuffing everywhere.

“It wasn’t like that this afternoon,” I
said.

She and her partner went inside, while I
waited by the street. She came down a few minutes later. “The
upstairs was trashed, too,” she said. “There’s no one there
now.”

She called for a crime scene investigation,
and Rick Stemper showed up a while later, wearing a pair of jeans
and a polo shirt and looking like he’d just rolled out of bed. It
was a replay of the previous night—cops everywhere, Rick asking me
questions. This time he took my fingerprints, to eliminate them, he
said.

My pulse started to race. I’d had my prints
taken in California, of course, which meant that when Rick entered
them in his system, my record would pop up. I thought about telling
Rick about my incarceration and parole—but it wasn’t the time.

It had never been the time. All those nights
at The Drunken Hessian, the times we ran into each other at The
Chocolate Ear or at the grocery, I’d kept from mentioning it. I was
lonely, and Rick was my only friend in town, and I thought that he
wouldn’t want to hang out with me if he knew about my record.

So I kept quiet. I did say, “You know I was
there yesterday. I went back again this afternoon.”

Rick raised an eyebrow. “Just can’t stay
away, can you?”

I explained about the crate, and that I’d
gone through the house, looking for Rochester’s toys. I didn’t
mention looking through her closet or her books—I didn’t think he’d
understand. I was glad that I hadn’t touched her computer. I could
just see Santiago Santos raising his bushy eyebrows as he asked me
to explain what I was doing with my neighbor’s computer, when the
conditions of my parole restricted me to a single laptop with an
audit trail.

That alone might be enough to violate my
parole and send me back to California as a guest of the state.

While Rick and the male officer performed a
complete search of the townhouse, I stood outside with Rochester,
making small talk with Officer Reinhardt. “We see this kind of
thing now and then,” she said. “Somebody dies, and it gets in the
paper, and some jerkwad takes that as an open invitation to rip the
dead guy off.”

It didn’t seem like that kind of burglary to
me. A jerkwad like she was describing would want to get in, steal
whatever was handy, and get out. But I kept my mouth shut.

It was close to four-thirty that morning
before I took Rochester back to my own house. “You’re a good watch
dog,” I said, leaning down to stroke his head. “You heard somebody
and you warned me. That’s a good dog.”

As I sat on the floor, stroking his golden
fur, I felt all the nervous energy and adrenaline of the last few
hours catch up with me, and I yawned. And then I started to think.
It was clear this wasn’t the kind of obituary-motivated robbery
Officer Reinhardt thought it was. After all, the
Courier-Times hadn’t even identified her. Somebody was
looking for something in Caroline’s house—that’s why they had
ripped open the pillows and the couch and dumped the contents of
the drawers.

Was the burglar the same person who’d killed
Caroline? If so, what had he been looking for? Had he found it?
What if he hadn’t—would he be back?

What if it was Rochester he was looking for?
Or what if he thought I had whatever it was—would he come after me
next? I couldn’t confess these feelings to Rick; it just wasn’t a
guy thing to do. So I sat and told Rochester instead. I worried,
and petted the dog, and the acid feeling in my stomach dissipated a
little—but not that much.

The next morning I was on auto-pilot. I took
Rochester out for a walk, then sat in the living room with him
watching mindless morning TV shows. My mystery fiction class
doesn’t meet until 12:30 on Tuesday and Thursday, and I use those
mornings for grading papers or working on client projects. But I
was exhausted, and my brain was still having trouble wrapping
around everything that had happened.

At eleven-thirty, I motivated myself to get
dressed for work. When I was ready to head out, I stood by
Rochester’s crate and asked him nicely to go inside.

Surprisingly, he did.

I felt better about leaving him alone, but my
brain was still fuzzy from lack of sleep, so I stumbled through my
mystery fiction course and hurried back home as soon as I could,
stopping at the cell store for a new phone on my way. They were
able to move the SIM card from the old phone to the new, so I
didn’t lose any numbers. I went right back to bed after taking
Rochester out for a quick pee, and he joined me up there for a
mid-afternoon nap.

When I awoke, I was too restless to stay in
the house. It was sunny and crisp outside, and I thought maybe a
good long walk would help clear my head. I got Rochester’s leash,
and he began jumping around the living room floor in a repeat of
the previous night’s performance. This time, though, I refused to
chase him. I sat in a kitchen chair and waited for him to come to
me.

“I guess you do want to go for a walk, too,
don’t you?” I asked when he did. However, as soon as I tried to
clip the leash onto his collar, he ducked his head between his
paws.

“Is this a game? I try and hook you up and
you hide from me? You know, even if you can’t see me, I can still
see you.” I was able to wrestle him enough to get his leash on, and
I grabbed a jacket and a couple of plastic bags.

It took a lot longer than usual to walk up to
The Chocolate Ear. Rochester believed it was his duty to sniff out
every detail of every other animal who had passed by, and he was
strong and stubborn when I tried to drag him along. It was a
beautiful afternoon, the sun sitting high in a bright blue,
cloudless sky, and though the air was chilly there was no breeze
and it felt warm out in the sun.

Every bush, every tree trunk, every fire
hydrant needed to be investigated. He peed over and over again,
making me wonder how much liquid he had stored up in his bladder.
“Can Rochester come in?” I asked when we reached the café, sticking
my head in the door.

Gail, her grandmother Irene, and Edith were
all sitting at a big round table, along with Gail’s high school
friend Ginny, a stay-at-home mom and part-time real estate agent
who also helped out at the café as needed. I remembered that I had
meant to call Edith and tell her about Caroline, make sure that her
financial troubles had been figured out. But I’d just
forgotten.

“Of course,” Gail said, jumping up. “But what
are you doing with him? I have some pumpkin biscuits in the back
just for him.”

I told them about Caroline when Gail returned
a moment later with a biscuit, and Rochester settled on the floor.
Since the Courier-Times hadn’t identified Caroline the day
before, they didn’t know what had happened. “I read that a woman
was killed by the nature preserve,” Irene said. “But I had no idea
it was Caroline. The poor, poor girl.” She touched her iron-gray
hair, which was always shellacked into a big globe around her
head.

As we all fretted about Caroline’s terrible
fate, Gail made me a café mocha with a couple of pumps of raspberry
syrup, and brought me a slice of lemon cake to go with it. She wore
a man’s white shirt with the sleeves rolled up over a pink tank top
and jeans. “You need something sweet,” she said. “You’ve been
through a lot.”

“I just can’t believe it,” Ginny said,
shaking her head. “It’s so tragic.”

“You don’t know the half of it,” I said.
“Last night, somebody broke into her townhouse. Rochester woke me
up barking.”

There was a collective gasp around the table,
and I described the events of the previous evening. “You must be
exhausted, dear,” Edith said, reaching over to pat my hand. Her
fingers were long and pale, twisted from arthritis, and her hand
was cool to the touch.

“What a terrible thing,” Ginny said. “Do you
think it was someone who knew Caroline? It just seems so random.
Any of us could be shot any time.” She crossed her arms over her
cream-colored sweater.

“And I always thought Stewart’s Crossing was
so safe,” Gail said. She and Ginny had grown up in Levittown, a big
suburb on the other side of the railroad tracks from Stewart’s
Crossing. Burglaries and even the occasional shooting were much
more common over there.

“No place is safe,” Irene said. “When it’s
your time, it’s your time, and no doubt about it.”

“I’m with Gail and Ginny,” I said.
“Especially after last night. It’s spooky just to go outside after
dark. If I didn’t have to walk Rochester, I’d stay in the house as
soon as the sun went down.”

“That’s what Caroline was doing, walking
Rochester,” Ginny said.

“Enough,” Irene said. “Ginny, you should ask
Rick if he knows Caroline’s next-of-kin. Maybe you can get the
listing on her townhouse.”

“Grandma!” Gail said, in a scandalized
tone.

“The world goes on,” Irene said. “When you
get to be my age you’ll realize that. It’s a terrible thing that
poor girl is dead, but somebody’s got to sell her house, and it
might as well be Ginny.”

We talked about Caroline, but none of us had
any insight into who might have killed her or why someone had
trashed her house. “Stewart’s Crossing isn’t the same place it
was,” Edith said, shaking her head. “Every week you read in the
newspaper about a house broken into, a car stolen. Last week a boy
I taught to play Chopin was stabbed at the junior high by a boy
from another class.”

“Rick told me that Caroline’s murder was the
first since the shooting at The Drunken Hessian,” I said. “That
didn’t make me feel any better.”

That was another sad story. Johnny Menotto, a
guy who’d been a few years ahead of us at Pennsbury High, had come
back from the first Gulf War with a lot of problems. He freaked out
at loud noises and sudden movements, and imagined persecution all
around him. He’d lost his job and his marriage—just like me—only
he’d ended up hanging out at The Drunken Hessian, a bar slash
tourist trap in the center of town. A plaque outside said that an
inn of some kind had been on that spot since the Revolutionary War,
and the décor hadn’t much changed, except for the introduction of
indoor plumbing. The sign depicted one of the Hessian soldiers whom
Washington had surprised at Trenton on Christmas day, looking like
he’d had quite a few too many.

It was the kind of dive that looked innocent
on the outside, sucking in the clueless tourists with quaint charm
and delivering flat beer and overcooked burgers served in plastic
baskets shaped like Stewart’s ferry boat. Johnny had gotten to be a
pest, bugging the tourists for change and harassing them about
Republican politics. The night bartender, a high school science
teacher picking up extra cash because he and his wife had a baby on
the way, had asked Johnny to leave a couple of times.

One night Johnny returned an hour after
leaving, with a sawed-off shotgun, which he used to blow the poor
bartender away. The tragedy had rocked Stewart’s Crossing, and my
father had relished the chance to tell me all the gory details.

“It’s still a terrible world,” Edith said.
“It makes me glad I never had children.”

“I feel just the opposite,” Irene said
placidly. “It’s a terrible world, so I’m glad I had children and
grandchildren who can do their part to make it better.”

I didn’t know how I felt. The door hadn’t
closed yet on my fatherhood possibilities, though I suspected my
ex-wife had been right when she said I was too self-centered for
fatherhood. Look at how much just taking care of Rochester had
changed my life—and that was only for a few days.

The dog in question rolled over on the floor
below me, resting his head on my foot. I chatted with the women for
a while longer, and just before I left Gail gave me a half-dozen of
the pumpkin biscuits in a plastic bag, all of them shaped like her
signature ear. Then Rochester and I made our way back to River
Bend—slowly, as usual.

In the newspaper the next morning, there was
a brief follow-up article, which identified Caroline and said that
the police were still following leads in her murder. There was an
obituary, too; she was being shipped to upstate New York, where her
parents were buried and her great-aunt lived, but there was going
to be a memorial service at a church near her Center City office in
two weeks.

All that day, when I tried to sit at the
kitchen table to grade papers, Rochester draped himself over my
feet. If I sat at the computer, he lay behind me and curled his
legs around the chair so that I couldn’t move. Throughout the
weekend, when I came home after being away—even if I’d just run to
the grocery for a single item—it was as if I’d abandoned him and
then come back just as he was about to lose all hope.

Sometimes I felt like he was sucking up all
the oxygen in the house. It was always all about him—feed him, walk
him, pay attention to him. He was worse than Mary had ever been—at
least she had her own career, her own clique of girlfriends who
believed every mean thing she said about me and who sympathized
with her in a way I couldn’t seem to. All Rochester had was me.

On Sunday afternoon, after three days of
calling at random times, I got hold of Rick Stemper again. “That
dog has chewed up my cell phone, a pair of glasses, a stuffed bear,
and a pair of socks,” I said. “Find some place for him before he
chews me out of all my belongings.”

“Sorry, nobody seems to know what she wanted
to do with him, and nobody I talked to wants him,” he said. “You’ll
just have to take him to the pound.”

“Did you find out who killed her yet?”

He sounded distracted, like he was listening
to another conversation in the background. “We’re still pursuing
leads,” he said. The background noise disappeared, and Rick was
there again. “Hey, would you do me a favor?”

“What?”

“Caroline’s mailbox key is on her kitchen
table. Could you pick up the mail for the next few days? Just until
the great aunt can get her act together?”

“Sure.”

I lost him again, I could tell. “Great.
Listen, I’m following another case right now, but I will let you
know if anything new comes up.”

I thanked him and hung up the phone. “I guess
we’ll never know what happened to your mom,” I said to Rochester,
who was lying at my feet. “But now, what do I do with you?”

He looked up at me with his brown doggy eyes.
His mouth was open and his tongue hung out, and it looked about as
close to a smile as a dog can get. Maybe I’m reading into it, but
it looked like he was asking if he could stay with me.

I remembered conversations I’d had with the
Wicked Witch of the Valley. We’d talked, off and on, about getting
a dog, but she worried she’d get stuck doing all the work. “You’re
just not a caretaker, Steve,” she’d said.

“I can take care of you,” I said, leaning
down to scratch behind Rochester’s ears. “Don’t you think so,
boy?”

In answer, he rolled over onto his back so I
could rub his stomach. I got down on the floor next to him. “I know
I’m not as self-centered as Mary thought. I can take care of a
dog.” He squirmed under my touch, and his head lolled to the side,
his long tongue rolling out. “I can take care of you. What do you
say, boy? You want to stay with me?”

Rochester rolled around to his feet and
started to climb on me, licking my face. “I guess that’s a yes,” I
said, laughing.
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Chapter 6 – Romeo

 


I’d forgotten how much snow fell in Eastern
Pennsylvania during the winter, and it was disorienting to navigate
familiar roads when they were covered in white. Landmarks
disappeared, and cars without snow tires skidded on the ice. That
weekend, the snowfall was so heavy that Eastern almost closed down,
only deciding to open after Sunday was sunny.

Driving to Eastern on Monday morning, River
Road was still dangerous, and I narrowly saved myself from a skid
on a patch of black ice. It was with great relief that I pulled
into the newly-plowed parking lot, where a group of two dozen
students, bundled in down vests and colorful knit caps, waved signs
which read “Olive Us Love Olives” and “Bring Back the Olives.”

The week before, the administration had
announced that in a cost-cutting measure, olives would no longer be
available on the salad bar in the dining hall. The saving to the
college was estimated at $100,000 a year.

I didn’t even eat olives when I was in
college, and I marveled that these students were giving up sleep
time or study time, cutting classes or jobs, to march around in the
parking lot protesting about olives. As I got out of my car, a
campus police patrol car pulled up and two cops got out, wielding
polyethylene shields and metal batons, as if they were breaking up
a demonstration in Watts or South Central rather than Leighville,
PA. One of them spoke into a microphone, though the words were
garbled and unintelligible.

The group’s chant changed to “Down with
Pigs,” and for a minute I thought it had morphed into some kind of
anti-bacon demonstration. Then I realized somebody was channeling
the SDS, circa 1969. Since that was even before my time, I hurried
on toward Blair Hall, as the two campus cops began banging their
batons against their shields, and I heard sirens approaching.

I had been back at Eastern three months by
then, but it still seemed like an alien world. I’d be walking
along, talking to a student, and look up to realize I had no idea
where I was. The bookstore had moved, the student union expanded
beyond recognition. The concrete sidewalks were often icy, and the
grassy shortcuts full of unsuspecting dips.

I walked to my freshman comp class, which
meets in a second-floor room in Blair Hall. Tall, gothic-arched
windows along one side let in the light and give students the
chance to look outside in case I’m boring them. Fluorescent lights
hang on pendants around the room, and a rich wooden wainscoting
runs around the perimeter of the room, a legacy of our long history
of deep-pocket alumni. The chairs, though, are a relic of the
seventies, with a slanted arm attached to one side just at the
right angle to dump an unsuspecting student’s laptop into his
lap.

From outside the classroom, I could hear
raised voices, though I couldn’t tell what the arguing was about,
and as soon as I opened the door the voices stopped. Tension hung
in the air, until Menno Zook raised his hand and said, “Are we
allowed to bring animals to class?”

Menno had a short beard, and often wore
overalls and white t-shirts. Give him a straw hat and a horse and
buggy, and he’d be at home in the Amish country.

“He’s not an animal, he’s a dog,” Tasheba
Lewis said. Since I wasn’t there to teach biology, I didn’t think
it necessary to correct her.

Tasheba is one of my sharper students, which
is like saying there were worse dictators in history than Nero or
Attila—weak praise, at best. She has skin the color of cinnamon and
straight brown hair, and carries herself with an air of privilege.
“This is Romeo,” she said, lifting him out of a Burberry traveling
bag on the chair next to her.

“One of the great lovers in literature,” I
said. I decided not to address Menno’s question, but instead to
shift our emphasis back to something close to English composition.
“Romeo, Romeo, wherefore art thou Romeo?” I turned and wrote that
phrase on the blackboard. “Notice that there’s no comma after the
word thou,” I said, when I turned back to the class. Romeo the dog
sat next to Tasheba, who wore a matching Burberry tennis visor, as
if she was planning to head from English class to her next match.
Like most of my students, she paid more attention to her attire and
her social life than to her class work. “Anybody know why?”

No one seemed to know why there was no comma.
“Let me repeat it for you,” I said, and I did. “The key is in the
word wherefore.” I put the chalk down and brushed the dust off my
hands. “In Shakespeare’s time that word meant ‘why.’ So Juliet’s
asking ‘Why are you Romeo?’ not ‘Yo, Romeo, where are you?’”

The class laughed. Take a forty-something
white-bread English professor, and drop in a word or two of urban
slang. It’s a sure laugh-getter, and sometimes it wakes them
up.

“Can someone tell me the basic plot of
Romeo and Juliet?”

Open-ended questions like that are always
iffy. Is anyone awake enough to consider it? Did any of them study
Shakespeare at the expensive private schools that are Eastern’s
biggest feeders? Did they recognize the undercurrents of violence
that ran through Shakespeare’s works were the same ones that passed
through our lives—parking lot protests, court cases, jail time and
death?

I looked around the room, which had filled up
in the last few minutes. By then, I knew all the students by name,
though the two slim girls with matching long dark hair who sat next
to each other tripped me up. One was Dianne and one was Dionne, and
I just marked them both present if at least one was there.

The lovebirds in the back row were Billy
Rubin, who wanted to be a doctor, and his girlfriend, Anna Rexick,
who wanted to be a nurse, specializing in eating disorders. She was
painfully skinny, as if she lived off bird seed and water.

There were three Jeremys, two Melissas, two
Jennifers, and two Jakes. Almost all of them looked like generic,
interchangeable college students, distinguished only by piercings
and hairstyles.

Jeremy Eisenberg raised his hand. “Romeo
loves Juliet but their families don’t get along so eventually they
kill themselves,” he suggested. He had a shaggy mop of brown hair,
shorn close to the scalp on both sides, a torn Butthole Surfers
t-shirt, a studded dog collar around his neck and many earrings, as
well as an eyebrow ring and a tongue stud.

“Close enough,” I said. “So Romeo has gained
this reputation as a great lover.” I walked over toward Tasheba,
whom I always imagine was named after the Japanese electronics
manufacturer. She’s the kind of young woman who always has a brand
name plastered across her body, whether it’s Juicy Couture,
Rocawear, or whatever’s hottest at the moment. “Tell me, has Romeo
been neutered?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Ah, irony! The great lover can’t consummate
his love!” The class laughed. “But who can define irony for
me?”

Melissa Macaretti disapproves of any antics
in the classroom. She’s a bulky young woman with mousy brown hair,
wearing kilts and Fair Isle sweaters—the kind with the embroidered
yoke that was popular back when I was a student—and she’s often
frowning. “The use of words to express something
different from and often opposite to their literal meaning,” she
said, and I suspected she had some kind of electronic dictionary
stuck away in her purse. But then, she always spoke that
way.

“Exactly. So Romeo’s name is ironic. He’s a
lover who can’t love. Let’s think about the readings in our
description unit. Where else have we seen irony?”

There was a general restlessness, as students
stared down at their desks, holding their bodies rigid, as if the
slightest movement might cause me to call on them. At times like
that I felt like my class was full of wild creatures, and at the
slightest provocation they could turn on me. Joaquin and Wakeem,
athletes who lurked in the back row, always wore T-shirts with
aggressive sayings on them, things like “Fuck Authority,” and other
phrases that were probably the titles of hip-hop songs. Though I
was only forty-two, they made me feel as old and frail as a
90-year-old with a walker.

We made it through the rest of the class,
though I can’t say for sure what else we covered. Part of my brain
was still focused on the student demonstration, and another part
was obsessing about Caroline Kelly.

Just as I was gathering my papers, Menno
raised his hand again, and without waiting for me to call on him,
said, “Professor, you never answered my question. Are we allowed to
bring animals to class?”

Everyone stopped their hurried packing to
look up at me. “I don’t know what the college’s policy is, but as
long as Romeo is quiet, it’s OK with me.” I waited a beat, then
said, “But I’m not grading his papers.”

Everyone except Menno laughed, and they all
scurried out, like shaggy, pierced rats leaving a sinking
classroom. On my way up to the third floor, I overheard a student
in the hallway say, in a plaintive voice, “I can’t believe he
smoked crack. We made a new year’s resolution.”

The faculty lounge is a sunny room on the top
floor of Blair Hall, lit by metal-framed skylights. The department
secretary, Candice (“Don’t call me Candy”) Kane, a Wiccan whose
love for the natural world exceeds any tiny bit of affection she
might harbor for humans, has a green thumb, and she tends a series
of spider plants in hanging baskets. Cabinets full of coffee
filters and paper plates hang over a sink, with an adjacent
refrigerator. A half-dozen round tables, with straight-backed
wooden chairs, complete the room.

I joined Jackie Devere at the cappuccino
machine and began preparing myself a café mocha. “I had a new
student in my freshman comp class this morning,” I said.

“Three months into the term?” she asked. “Let
me guess. He had some kind of elaborate excuse why he hasn’t come
to class. His dog ate his computer?”

“Close. The new student is a dog.”

She looked at me. “Now, Steve. I know that
you are not trying to tell me that you have some butt-ugly girl
student in your class. Because if you are, butt-ugly is a much
better term than dog.”

“No, a real dog,” I said. “In a Burberry
carrying case. He even has a matching plaid bow in his hair. I’m
not sure what breed he is; one of those little fluffy things.”

“Are you sure it’s a boy dog?”

I nodded as I pulled the hot water for my tea
out of the microwave. “Yup. His name is Romeo.” I paused. “And he
expressed his opinion of the class with a lifted leg on the way
out.”

Jackie grew up on the mean streets of Newark
before escaping to Rutgers and the world of English literature. At
twenty-nine, she’s petite and slim-hipped, a mix of street-smart
woman and super-educated college professor. If not for her brain,
you might even mistake her for a college senior.

“He’ll probably end up being one of your
smarter students,” she said. Jackie was quite a coup for Eastern;
our department chair, Lucas Roosevelt, had been plagued by the lack
of diversity in his faculty, and no matter how hard he’d tried, it
was tough to convince smart, well-educated African-American or
Hispanic faculty to come to the Pennsylvania countryside for a
second-tier college.

Jackie’s family still lived somewhere around
Newark, and she thought Eastern was close enough but not too close.
She also said she preferred Eastern’s emphasis on teaching over
research, but I’m sure Lucas opened the department’s wallet,
too.

We retired to her office once our beverages
were complete, a room that might have been considered spacious had
it not been lined with overflowing bookshelves, the floor a
minefield of piled books. Two gothic-arched windows, similar to the
ones in my classroom, framed one wall of Jackie’s office, with the
original leaded panes. They were poorly sealed, and let a stream of
cold air float into the office, which Jackie counteracted with a
very illegal space heater under her desk.

I knocked into one of the piles as I followed
her in, and a couple of books toppled to the ground. “Occupational
hazard of teaching six courses a term,” she said. “You don’t get
much time to organize.”

The standard course load for a full-time
professor like Jackie was four courses, though Jackie had told me
she’d taken on the extra load for the cash.

As an adjunct, I could only teach three
courses, or the IRS would think of me as a real employee instead of
an independent contractor and demand that the college give me pesky
little benefits like life and health insurance, a department
secretary to do my photocopying, and lunch on Eastern once a
semester. That was a shame; adjunct pay barely covered my mortgage
and car payment. If I had a full-time teaching gig, Santiago Santos
would stop bugging me about my future plans. But then, if I didn’t
have a felony conviction, I wouldn’t have Santiago around at all.
So all in all, my problems were more my fault than Eastern’s.

I moved a torn jiffy bag to the trash,
spilling nasty gray fluff as I did, and sat across from Jackie. In
the background I saw a photo in which she cuddled with her black
dog, a mix of German Shepherd and woolly mammoth.

“I’m so glad you’ve adopted a dog,” Jackie
said. “Living by yourself is not healthy.”

“I decided yesterday that he can stay,” I
said. “We’ll see how it works out. Dogs are so needy. Walk me, feed
me, pet me. The great thing about being divorced is that you don’t
have to cater to anyone else. ‘No, honey, that dress doesn’t make
you look fat. No, honey, I don’t mind driving two hours, while you
nap in the front seat, so that you can argue with your mother in
person.’”

“Cranky, party of one,” she said. “Your table
is now ready. Seriously, you get selfish living by yourself. It’s
good to put yourself out there for another creature. Didn’t you
ever have a pet?”

“Mary Queen of Snots had a cat,” I said. “A
fluffy Persian that hated me. For ten years that cat hissed at me
every time I walked past. What a pity she died just a few months
before Mary and I divorced.”

“I thought your ex was Jewish. Her name was
Mary?”

“Her Hebrew name is Miriam, which means
bitter. Need I say more?” I looked at my watch. “Back to the
grind,” I said. “I have tech writing in five minutes.”

“I have the next period free,” Jackie said,
“If you can call having a stack of essays from African American Lit
to grade ‘free.’”

“Free at last, free at last,” I said. “Thank
god almighty, we are free at last.”

“Go to class,” she said, and waved me out of
her office. The nasty gray fluff clung to my pants as I walked
away.
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Chapter 7 – Sniffing and Searching

 


When I sat down to work on Tuesday morning,
Rochester came into the office, sniffed around, and then settled at
my feet. But every half hour or so, he’d wake up, sit up on his
hind legs, and try to stick his face onto the keyboard.

“Rochester, this is getting old,” I said,
pushing him away with my knee after about the fourth time. “Is
there something on the Internet you want?”

I looked at the page on my screen. I’d been
at Google, searching for some information for a client, and a light
bulb went off over my head. Why didn’t I Google Caroline? Maybe
there was a clue online that would lead Rick to her killer.

At the time, I didn’t even think about
Santiago Santos, or wonder if he’d care what I was doing. I put
“Caroline Kelly” in quotation marks, so that Google would search
for it as a phrase, and brought up over 31,000 hits. Even adding
extra key words, such as “Quaker State Bank” and “accountant,”
didn’t get me much in the way of results.

None of the other commercial engines were
much help either—Yahoo, MSN, Netscape, Metacrawler—there was just
too much out there. I searched by her phone number, her corporate
title, even with “golden retriever” as an additional search term. I
either got too much, or nothing.

You search for my name online, and even
though there are other Steve Levitans out there, you can find
me—ghostly reminders of website work I had done in the past, for my
job, my legitimate clients. But Caroline Kelly? Nothing.

Rochester woke up to check on my progress,
stretching his long legs first and yawning, then sticking his big
golden head up by the computer keyboard. “Nothing yet, boy,” I
said. “But I’m not done, not by a long shot.”

The thrill of the search was back. This was
what I had loved to do back in Silicon Valley. When Mary and I
first moved to California, I was unable to find a job. I adjuncted
for a while, then took a temporary gig providing technical support
for a software company called Mastodon Systems. After a year, I’d
been offered a full-time job doing technical writing. Every time
they developed a new program for data entry or job tracking, I
wrote the manual. I wrote all their HR policies, and created a book
with procedures and responsibilities for each position at the
company.

In addition to my writing, I had a specialty
in information. I built (or had built for me) tools that I could
use to search our massive databases for documents, customer orders,
even employee information. I found, with a little tweaking, that
these tools could be used not just in-house, but on the big, broad
Internet as well.

The big furry monster rolled over, popping
the cord that connected my in-home network. “Rochester!” I said. I
nudged him with my foot and he rolled away. When I plugged the cord
back in, I went through the process of initializing the network,
which included viewing all possible connections. Since the
townhouses at River Bend share common walls, I can often see my
neighbors’ networks, and connect to them if I want, as long as
they’re not password-protected.

While I waited I remembered Santiago Santos,
and started to worry about what he would say when he viewed my
audit trail. I was supposed to be working on a business plan, not
playing amateur sleuth. I remembered seeing Caroline’s laptop in
her home office. If I used her laptop, and another neighbor’s
network, there was no way anything could be traced to me.

Looking back now, I see that was the first
step in a long process. I knew I was violating my parole, and I
knew the consequences could land me in jail. But I had to know what
happened to Caroline. For me, and for Rochester.

My problems had begun at Mastodon. If one of
our competitors had some interesting information about new
products, and they didn’t take care to secure it—well, then that
was almost the same as public record, wasn’t it? I learned how to
use back doors into protected sites, and I learned how to sniff out
unprotected ports on home computers that I could use to launch my
searches.

I began to make some money on the side doing
freelance work, finding information. Mary and I had been trying to
have a baby, and it was around that time that she discovered she
was pregnant. I took on a few questionable jobs to build up our
savings. And then, two months later, Mary miscarried.

I tried everything I could think of to make
her feel better. When I told her we could try again, she began to
sob. When I asked her to consider our faith, that perhaps God had a
plan for us, she hit me. The only thing that made her feel better
was retail therapy.

We both made good livings, and we had always
maintained separate bank accounts and credit cards, with a joint
account for household bills. So I didn’t realize how much money
Mary had been spending until about six months later, when I
accidentally opened one of her credit card bills, thinking it was
mine.

Between massages, manicures, expensive shoes,
designer clothes, and a pocketbook named after a British vocalist,
she’d rung up the debt of a small country. I confronted her that
night, and after days of arguing we worked out a plan. She agreed
to speak to a counselor, and I helped pay off her debt.

Things got better for a while, and then Mary
got pregnant again. She did everything the doctor suggested,
including quitting her job to stay at home, without stress. It
didn’t work, though; she miscarried a second time.

This meltdown was worse than the first. Mary
was convinced that she could never have children, and she was angry
that she’d quit her job only to end up childless. I was scared she
was going for another spending spree, so I hacked into the three
major credit bureaus and put a flag on her account, trying to keep
her from getting any new credit cards.

I thought it was a pretty harmless little
hack. I wasn’t trying to steal anything, after all, just keep my
wife from dragging us down into debt again.

The judge saw it differently, especially when
all three credit bureaus filed briefs against me.

***

Caroline’s laptop was buried under a pile of
papers in her office. Bringing it back to my house, I plugged it in
and connected to one of my neighbors’ networks.

My first target was Quaker State Bank. A
little investigation showed me just how I could slip past their
ineffective security—though before I did anything, I checked that I
wasn’t being lured into a “honey pot,” a system set up to trap
hackers who are attracted to a site. We’d had one of those at
Mastodon.

It appeared to be part of our network, a
gateway that would let you into our customer and employee
databases, but instead captured the IP address and other data from
any computer that tried to access it. We belonged to a consortium
of software companies, and we shared those IP addresses and
forwarded them to the police for further investigation.

I copied some files to Caroline’s computer
from a set of disks that Santiago Santos would not have approved
of, and then set my sniffers to work finding an open port on an
unsuspecting user’s computer that I could use to launch my
surveillance of the bank. I ground some beans and brewed myself a
cup of coffee while I waited.

Rochester followed me downstairs, guarding
the entrance to the kitchen for me. By the time my coffee was
ready, I had to step over him to get to the stairs—and he scrambled
up and followed me. When I got upstairs, I saw the sniffers had
discovered a couple of open ports I could use.

When you go online, you should be protected.
There are a lot of guys like me out there in the world.

I took a sip of coffee, burned my tongue, and
sat down at Caroline’s laptop. A half hour later, I was reviewing
QSB’s employee records—only for Caroline Kelly, though. I
discovered she made $80,000 a year, that she had eight vacation
days remaining in the calendar year, and that she had left a life
insurance policy in the amount of double her salary to her
great-aunt, who lived in Utica, New York.

Her job title was director of corporate
accounting, and she’d been promoted three months previously. I
followed a hyperlink to a description of her job, which was about
as interesting as watching Rochester shed hair all over my sofa. I
clicked another hyperlink from there, and took another sip of my
cooling coffee.

That new link was much more interesting. It
seemed that Caroline’s boss had been fired and she had been named
to replace him. There was mention of some corporate
impropriety—wisely, not spelled out in the document—and a note that
the fired employee, whose name was Eric Hemminger, was going to sue
the bank.

I opened another window and Googled Eric
Hemminger. I got a couple of hits, including one that indicated he
had filed a lawsuit in Pennsylvania Commonwealth Court for unfair
termination.

I’m not good enough—or dumb enough—to try and
hack into any government database. I did some searching through
legal means, including the Lexis/Nexis database I have access to
through Eastern, but couldn’t find anything more about Hemminger’s
suit.

What if his anger toward Caroline had gone
beyond legal means? I didn’t know why he’d been fired or if he’d
held a grudge. But I bet whoever had taken over Caroline’s job
would know. I pulled up the bank’s website and searched for
employees. Caroline’s name was still listed.

I picked up my cell and dialed her office
number. The phone rang for a while, and then a voice mail system
picked up. A woman with a soft Hispanic accent said, “Evelina
Curcio,” and then the system’s mechanical voice continued “is not
available now. At the sound of the tone, please leave a
message.”

I hung up. Back at the bank’s website I found
that Evelina Curcio was an assistant vice president – the most
common, and most meaningless, title at a bank. I wrote her name
down and decided to think about how to approach her.

I could tell from her name and accent that
she was Hispanic. There had been a report on the news a few weeks
before that blacks and Hispanics were uncomfortable talking to the
police—even just as witnesses. They were less likely to report
crimes committed against them, and they were less apt to provide
information than white, non-Hispanics were.

I could tell Rick what I had found—but would
Evelina Curcio talk to him? Maybe not. But I could go to the
memorial service for Caroline the following week, and strike up a
conversation with Evelina. Who knew what she might know?

When I gave up on the bank, I found a website
for military brats, a place where you could type in your father’s
posts and then search for kids you might have known whose parents
were posted at the same time and place.

Their information was in an SQL database; I
didn’t even need to hack to get into it. Caroline had signed up,
using “Rochester” as her password, and I was able to generate a
complete list of the military bases where her father had served,
along with the names of the international schools she had attended
in Korea and Germany, as well as the public schools in the Florida
panhandle and in North Dakota.

“Your mom got around,” I said to Rochester,
and he came over to me and nuzzled his head against my knees.

I wasn’t sure why I was taking the time and
the risk to look into Caroline’s life and death. On the one hand, I
felt bad that I hadn’t gotten to know her better while she was
alive. She was my neighbor, and I’d found her attractive. I suppose
you might have called her a friend, or at least an acquaintance.
Maybe getting to know more about her now would help me feel better
about her death.

I needed to focus on my business plan. But
the lure of information was so seductive that I kept on surfing and
hacking long after I should have stopped. I justified it by saying
that I might find something important I could give to Rick.

When I looked at the clock, it was almost
time to leave for class. Rochester refused to get into the crate,
and I worried about leaving him alone in the house. So I decided to
take him to Eastern with me. If Tasheba could bring Romeo to class,
what was to prevent me from bringing Rochester?

First, though, I had to convince him to get
into the front seat of the BMW. He preferred sitting on the front
floor, resting his head on the seat. As I drove I reached over and
petted him, and tried to keep the drool from staining my cloth
upholstery.

I’d just put him on the leash in the faculty
parking lot when I saw Jackie Devere. “Is this the dog?” she asked,
leaning down to pet him. Rochester sat on his haunches and
submitted to having his neck rubbed.

“Yeah, I thought I’d bring him to class with
me today.”

“You can’t do that, Steve. Haven’t you
noticed the signs?”

She pointed to one a few feet away from us,
at the entrance to the lot. “No animals permitted on the Eastern
campus,” it read.

I’d never noticed it, because it had never
mattered before. “What am I going to do?” I asked. “I have to teach
in ten minutes.”

“I’ll take him up to my office,” she said.
“You can pick him up when your class is over.”

“Thanks.” We walked together to Blair Hall,
Rochester stopping to sniff and pee. “I never thought about it,” I
said. “I told you that girl brought her dog to freshman comp.”

“There’s a difference between a little dog
you can stick in a purse and a big moose,” she said. “I’d never
bring Samson here.”

All the way to Blair Hall, I kept looking
around for college security, expecting them to come roaring up in a
little golf cart and insist that Rochester leave the campus. We
made it without incident, though when I handed his leash to Jackie
he gave me a look that spoke volumes about abandonment.

I hurried through my presentation on resumes
and cover letters and galloped up the stairs to Jackie’s office on
the third floor. I needn’t have worried; Rochester was sprawled
between piles of books.

“As long as you’re up here, you should take
him to the dog park,” Jackie said.

“Where’s that?”

“Down by the river at the foot of the hill.
Just below Birthday House.”

“You want to do that, Rochester?” I asked.
“You want to go to the dog park?”

He tried to do one of his crazy kangaroo
jumps, which was just about impossible in Jackie’s crowded office.
He knocked over a pile of papers, and when I picked it up I saw one
by Menno Zook on the top. “You have Menno, too?” I asked.

“Last term,” she said. She reached down to
rub Rochester’s neck as I hooked his leash. I should have gone
right home and worked on my business plan, but I felt like playing
a little hooky. If my students could throw together their papers at
the last minute, I could delay my business plan for a few more
days.

Rather than walk through campus to Birthday
Hall, I scrambled Rochester back into the Beemer and drove down to
the river.

Tasheba Lewis was lounging just inside the
dog park fence watching Romeo sniff the butt of a Doberman
Pinscher, who seemed to be enjoying the experience. “Hi, Mr.
Levitan,” she said as we walked in.

Rochester began trying to hump poor little
Romeo. I tugged on his leash and pulled him off. “Rochester!
Sit!”

“Oh, I know Rochester,” she said. “I thought
he belonged to a lady.”

“My next-door neighbor,” I said. “Did you
know her?”

Tasheba picked Romeo up on her lap and sat
down on an ornately-scrolled wrought-iron bench. Rochester put his
head right in her lap to continue sniffing Romeo’s private
parts.

“Just here at the park,” Tasheba said. “She
liked to talk about skin care.”
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