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Chapter One

 


Tuesday

 


She was definitely dead. It wasn't just that
people don't usually lie there on the floor in that position; the
darkness seeping from the back of her head was a clue as well. So
much for getting to catch some of the babel tournament this
afternoon!

I looked around the main room. It was pretty
ordinary for someone living in Martynotte. The deceased woman had
afghans draped on the chairs, some artwork on the walls that
probably came from New Provincetown, and a sturdy table and chairs
set that no doubt came from Brindisi, judging by the carvings. The
stone fireplace was cool; the ashes were probably from last
evening. It looked like she had been sitting over there – that
afghan was lumped on the chair, and there was a partial cup of some
drink as well as a bookmark on the table – but no book.

"Geez, what kind of teacher has no papers to
grade? My wife is always bringing home tons of stuff, like she has
no other life!" That was Daryl. He can't work without talking. Me,
I like to check things out. Process them. No matter – today I had
Daryl with me.

"Well, we'll talk to the school. Do you see a
book anywhere?" Daryl looked at me like I was an alien, and pointed
to the bookcase (which also came from Brindisi, judging by the
ornate scroll work – she got money from somewhere besides
teaching!). Five shelves of books were upright, plus books were
lying on their sides on top of these books wherever they fit. Some
still had the Hornbaker University sticker in them (Province
& Culture, Teaching in the Multicultural Classroom),
and some were more mainstream (including the entire Kileen
series). I opened one up to see if it was a first edition. My wife
says I'm a snob. Inside this book was a label with a number and a
web site address.

"Hey! Check this out!" Daryl had a copy of
Babel Hall of Fame opened. On the inside were a label and a
number.

"This book has a label, too. There is also a
web site on the label. That means she must have a computer here
somewhere. You keep looking, while I see if I can find the book
that goes with this bookmark." My partner went into the other room
while I looked under furniture. Except for some dust bunnies, there
was nothing but empty space under the chairs. I wandered toward the
kitchen while Daryl poked around the bedroom.

"Found it!" I quickly joined him. The bedroom
looked more "city" than the main room. She had a quilt on the bed,
but she also had a modern desk with a computer on it. (I tried not
to look at the Toadee Towers posters – I wanted to forget about
missing the game!) While Daryl turned on the computer, I opened the
drawer and found an address book.

I opened it up and was thoroughly annoyed.
"M/E" and a phone number. "SMF" and a street address – but no city
or postal code. "Bookluvr" and a couple of book titles – I think.
Why can't people just fill in the little spaces exactly the way
they're written? Imagine how much easier my job would be? But no,
just this cryptic stuff. I kept flipping until I came across "Dad;"
that was at least more useful! I put the address book in the bag to
take back with me. In the meantime, Daryl did his thing with the
computer.

She had a ton of sites bookmarked; this could
turn out to be a real pain! But Daryl typed in the address on the
label inside the book. We looked at the home page and each other.
Register? Release? (We understood the Read part.) He printed the
page out and put it with the other evidence.

"We're gonna have to take the whole computer
in, ya know." Yeah, what a surprise. Daryl was practically drooling
at the chance to traipse through someone else's data.

"Fine. You take care of that; I'll go over to
the school."

 


I drove over to Hayden Carruth Elementary.
Kids in uniforms solemnly walked down the hall from one room to
another. "I'm Sr. Rose David." The principal had materialized out
of nowhere. "Oh, no, it's not what you think. Last night was
parent-teacher conferences, so they're a little subdued. By
tomorrow they'll be back to normal." I accidentally let out a sigh
of relief, which she had the good grace to pretend not to
notice.

Once we were in her office, she shut the
door. "I'm afraid I have some bad news for you, Sister. When we
went to the house to investigate, we discovered that EmmaLeigh Cook
had died. Was she at school yesterday?"

"Oh, yes. Even if she hadn't been feeling
well, she would've been here for the conferences. This is the end
of the first marking period, so she would need to explain the first
report card to the parents and let them know what is normal for
this age, nip any problems in the bud, etc."

"That would explain why she had no school
papers at home?"

"Yes."

"Did she have any, um, problem conferences?
Parents who were mad? Children who might retaliate and go overboard
maybe?"

"No, I don't think so. I saw her before she
left, although I was with a parent myself. She didn't look like
there was anything out of the ordinary. Besides, these are good
families." I probably would've believed her except that I had been
to schools where a "good family" was one that paid its tuition on
time.

"I'll need a list of her students and their
parents."

She dialed the office phone. "Mrs. Wagner,
can you get me a parent list for Miss Cook's class? Thanks." She
hung up and looked at me. "I can assure you that none of our
families did this."

"I would like to see her classroom."

"Third grade goes to lunch in a few minutes.
Mrs. Wagner will take you to it." A woman about my age handed a
paper to Sr. Rose David, who then handed it to me. I shook hands
with the principal and thanked her. Mrs. Wagner had a practice
smile on, unsure of who I was and what I wanted, but she took me to
the room and left me alone there.

There was a colorful wall with word cards on
it, shoe boxes on their sides with little forests and animals in
them, and a couple of chess sets with games in progress … and
shelves full of books. I picked up a couple, but none had labels in
them other than the name of the school or "Miss Cook's Book" neatly
written on the inside cover.

I went over to the desk and opened the center
drawer, expecting to find an orderly "teacher desk;" instead, there
were pens and rubber bands in the same place, along with paper
clips and a toy car. Pads of scratch paper and boxes of thank you
notes were placed neatly in a side drawer, but buried under
subtraction answer sheets, a book order form, and a memo about not
overusing the copy machine.

There was a large calendar on her desk, with
days crossed off. She had written for today "mail out ring." I
didn't remember seeing a package to be mailed, but I had have to
check with Daryl later to see if he came across any jewelry in the
bedroom. Suddenly the door burst open, and two girls ran toward the
coat cubbies.

"I forgot my lunch!" the smaller one declared
as she grabbed for it. Her friend watched me and narrowed her
eyes.

"Who are you?" None of that open childhood
innocence for this one!

"I'm Officer Boucli. I'm from the police
department."

"Oh. Well, she lied. I didn't steal
the markers, I just borrowed them. Anyway, I put them back right
before we went to lunch. C'mon, Micah! Let's go already!" And they
were out the door, Micah practically being dragged by her
friend.

Nothing in the desk screamed "motive"
exactly. And aside from Micah's friend, there didn't seem to be a
lot of intrigue in third grade. Still, I had to call the parents
and find out about the conferences, maybe talk to the kids. Some
teachers were chatty and some were aloof. Maybe Miss Cook was the
chatty sort.

I drove back over to the house to see if the
inventory crew was finished yet. Daryl and the computer were
already gone, but Jace was there. "Did you find any jewelry?
Especially a ring?"

"Lots of pierced earrings, including nine
that had no mate. She had one hole in each ear, but it looks like
it's been a while since she actually wore any of the earrings. She
had a couple necklaces that matched earrings. She also had a couple
rings, but nothing expensive."

"I found a note on her calendar about mailing
a ring today. Find anything that might fit?"

"Nah. The rings were in the same box as the
rest of the jewelry, and the box had dust on top, so it's not like
she even opened it recently. Sorry."

I talked to the other technicians there.
There were not any signs of forced entry, but there was also
nothing to indicate that she was expecting company. Then again, she
wasn't in her bed clothes, so there was no reason to think she
wasn't, either. I decided to go see if Daryl found anything
interesting on the computer yet.



"Her e-mail account was bookmarked. I'm still
trying to figure out what her password was, though. It would help
if it were something obvious, like a pet name or if she had kids.
Oh, I put her address book on your desk. Good luck!"

Great. We were both going to be at it a
while! I decided to see if the address for SMF was local, and if I
could get an address to match the phone number for M/E. Turns out
that a lot of people had that phone number somewhere
in the country. However, a phone in the Province of Quantez looked
like a winner: Mark Cook. A cross-reference showed the same number
belonged to Evan Birkhoff. M/E. They lived in Beritela. Daryl would
be stuck on the computer for quite a while, and I didn't really
know my way around Beritela, so Galina would be going with me.

"We'll have to stop in Reddell City. If we
get an investigation permit from the police department in the
capitol, it will make our job a lot easier. This is the Downlands."
Of course, she said this just as we approached the river. Crossing
the border rivers always gave me the creeps. Whether crossing the
Ajo into the Province of Knox or the Tanque Verde into the Province
of Quantez, the process was the same to me – like leaving for a
foreign country, but not necessarily a friendly one. I always held
my breath until I returned. Needless to say, I didn't travel much
outside Schifanella unless I had to!

"Um, just how Downland is
Beritela?"

"Oh, it's not that bad. It's not like Milton
and Thressa. I mean it's possible that these two guys are more than
just roommates. That would never happen if their town were
majorly Downland in its thinking!"

"So these guys could be freemates?" This was
a concept I could understand, at least in theory. Galina looked at
me like I was a moron.

"You will not find freemates anywhere in
Quantez. I'm not sure it's even legal there. Only permanent civil
unions. Freemates can split up without a bunch of legal hassles and
paperwork. You are not likely to find freemates outside of
Knox."

"Then…?"

"That doesn't mean they can't be a
couple – they just don't have a lot of rights as a
couple. It's tricky. They can register as a couple and apply for a
permanent civil union, which gives them the legal benefits of
couples but could also keep them from getting jobs and housing. Or,
they can just be a couple without the paperwork and without the
benefits, but living in the right place they can at least live in
peace. There are parts of Beritela that would count as the right
place, but not in most of the other Downland towns." She stared
out the window and we were both silent as we crossed the river.
Really, it just gives me the creeps. I was glad Galina felt the
same way.

I had never been to this province, and had
been OK with that. Now I didn't know what to expect. Really, I
would not have been surprised if we came over a hill and saw the
Shire, with a bunch of barefoot hobbits running around. That is
about how people from Schifanella saw Quantez. It turned out to
look pretty ordinary, though. I mean, real paved streets, buildings
that were identifiable by anyone in Knigi as being a post office,
grocer, library, etc. Still, it wasn't home.

Getting our investigation permit in Reddell
City wasn't totally awful, but it wasn't a heartwarming bonding
moment either. The capitol is physically in the Downlands, and so
is some of their thinking. For one thing, they don't trust anyone
in the other three provinces. But once we reassured them that the
murder took place in our jurisdiction and we were just looking for
information on the victim, they were more tolerable. OK, not
we. Galina never said a word, and stood behind me and to my
left -- the whole time we were outside the car. There is absolutely
nothing that would possess my wife to act that way! But this was
like a different planet culturally, and Galina knew her stuff. We
got back in the car as quickly as possible and headed out to
Beritela.



We didn't have any problems finding the
address. The man who answered the door wore a Cuppa Café uniform
and a manager's badge. "I'm Officer Tobias Boucli, and this is my
partner, Galina Petrov. We're from the Martynotte Police
Department. May we come in?" He looked at each of us for about
thirty seconds, and then glanced around before letting us in.

Mark Cook's house was set up in typical
Downlander style: you entered into a hallway, with the bedroom off
to the left, the main room off to the right, and the kitchen
straight ahead – all of which had closed doors. The only real
variations in these houses involved the number of bedrooms and if
there were bathrooms off the main room or just off the bedrooms.
The houses mirrored their style of hospitality – you only saw
whatever they wanted to show you; the rest was hidden. Mark led us
to the back of the house, to the kitchen, where we could see the
sun setting out the window.

"Is this about my sister?" He didn't sound
worried or even remotely concerned; it was just a guessing game
question.

"Perhaps. This morning we were called to an
apartment in Martynotte because a woman named EmmaLeigh Cook didn't
show up at work this morning. Is that your sister?"

"Yes. But it's pronounced like Emily, not
Emma Lee."

"Sorry."

"No problem. She's used to it. I take it she's not OK?" It still
sounded like a guessing game.

"Um, no. I'm sorry to inform you that your
sister has died, probably last night. We're wondering if you can
tell us anything about your sister's life away from school.
Friends, boyfriends or girlfriends, interests, stuff like that." We
heard the front door open, and a man's footsteps on the concrete
hall floor. Our host got up right away and walked toward the
kitchen door to intercept him. We heard Cook and another man
mumbling to each other on the other side of the closed door, and
then Evan Birkhoff entered the room with his, um, partner.

Evan prepared a hot malt drink for us while
Mark answered our questions. "EmmaLeigh had a couple friends at
work, Chelsea and Kami. Don't know their last names. She mentioned
them at the last family gathering, during the usual grilling. I
think they were real, though." He paused. "My parents live in
Thressa." He said this last part looking at Evan. I imagine Mark
made up a lot of imaginary female dates over the years, just from
the little bit Galina told me in the car on the way over.

"Was she dating anyone that you know of?
Engaged?" I was still wondering about the ring.

"Not lately. Her last boyfriend died. He had
a freak heart attack or something. That is how she ended up moving
to Martynotte – to start over somewhere. Fresh start and all."

"Totally fresh," Evan threw in. "She
was living in Komie at the time, in the mountains. Luckily for her,
school was almost out. She just had to endure the last month or so,
but it gave her time to get her teaching paperwork in order. She
had a job and a place to live before she ever told her parents that
he died."

"Any chance she was engaged to this guy?"

"Not that I know of, but you'd have to ask
Kathrinn. She might know."

"And she is …?"

"My other sister. I'll get her address for
you." Rather than a phone book, he pulled a list of names and
addresses from his wallet. Kathrinn's address matched "SMF." Maybe
she had a roommate, too.

"And her last name is?"

"Cook." So neither sister had married
yet.

"Did this boyfriend have any family? Anything
else you can tell us about him?"

"You want to know the truth? I don't even
know the guy's name. I'm not sure Kathrinn does either. All I know
is that when he died, she didn't know what to do because she didn't
know much about his family, like how to contact them even." He
looked at Evan again. "Are you going to go talk to my parents?"

"Only about EmmaLeigh. If you want to call
them first, though, that would be really helpful." He gave us the
parents' address and phone number, and we headed out to Thressa.
Galina had been silent the whole time; now she babbled non-stop in
the car, but I'm not sure what about. I was trying to sort out what
I learned so far, and it didn't create a pretty picture of the
couple we were about to visit.



The woman who answered the door was shorter
than Galina, but the minute she spoke you could tell she towered
over her children – and almost everyone else. I decided to leave
this one to Galina.

Like her son before her, Mrs. Cook led us
down the hall, past closed doors, to the kitchen. We could smell
the remnants of supper; we would have to stop and eat on the way
home. Mr. Cook wasn't visible; perhaps he was in the main room. "I
suppose we'll have to go out there and get her stuff and bring it
back. Do they even have trucks for hire in that town? I heard about
those northern Schifanella towns – they roll up the streets at
night." Actually, that is what I was thinking about this town of
Thressa – and I wanted to get out of here before the rolling
started!

Galina tried to soothe her enough to get
information, but there really was very little to get. Mrs. Cook
didn't know that much about her daughter's personal life,
dismissing the dead boyfriend as a passing fancy that had
conveniently become a moot point. "She should have been a model,
you know. But instead, she refused to cover up that hideous scar
over her eye. She could have been wearing nice clothes, had nice
things…" The woman got up and grabbed a rag. She began washing the
spotless table; the interview was over.

I drove back to the coffee shop in Beritela
where Mark Cook worked, and Galina and I ate a quick supper. "It
could be worse," Galina pointed out helpfully.

"How?"

"At least this family had English names, and
spoke English. You could understand them!"

"What do you mean?"

"Plenty of Downland families don't bother.
They speak the local language only. Some even refuse to give their
kids English name, refuse to speak the language, and change their
surnames back to the local version."

"You are kidding, right? What happened to
taking our place among modern nations and all that? And what about
the schools?"

"Lots of families here home school. Others
send their kids to a hidden school, one in someone's house. They
only speak their own language there."

I looked at Galina again, closer. "And you
grew up somewhere around here?" She looked me in the eye but said
nothing. Then she put the money for her meal on the table and
excused herself. I went to pay the bill and waited for her. I
couldn't imagine living here at all, let alone as a woman.

We were fairly silent in the car; we didn't
relax until we crossed the bridge back into Schifanella. Back at
the station, there was no note from Daryl and nothing else that
couldn't wait. Tomorrow was another day.

 


 


 



Chapter Two

 


Wednesday

 


On the way to work, I stopped at EmmaLeigh's
house to make sure the mail had been picked up, and to take another
look around. Really, you couldn't tell she had been raised a
Downlander. The house was much cozier and, well, friendlier than
that. The doors to the bedroom and bathroom had been open, and
there was no door to seal off either the kitchen or main room. But
it also didn't look like the home of a model, which had been her
mother's dream for her. There was nothing glamorous here! There was
also no mail, so I went in to work.

Daryl had the mail waiting for me; he hadn't
opened it because he was working on the computer still. He handed
me the small bundle and looked up expectantly.

"Well, her brother's name is Mark, he lives
with his friend Evan Birkhoff, and she has a sister named
Kathrinn." He smiled and went back to the keyboard.

I looked at the packet of mail in my hand.
There was a telephone bill, a charity request, and a small package.
The return address was reader1502 and nothing else. I opened it to
discover a used paperback copy of Benevolent Dictator. Inside the
front cover was one of those numbered labels. I glanced at my
partner.

"Bingo! Markevan. Not much here, though. She
gets daily weather and news headlines, it looks like. Spam. Group
mail that says Purple Egg. Renunciates – sounds like that group
down in Knox. Something about books. Hey. If she gets the weather
and headlines the same time every day, then the night she died, she
would've checked her e-mail after 8:30 to delete that day's,
because she only has yesterday's here."

"So you are thinking she died after that.
What is the book mail say?"

"OK. This one just didn't grab me very
much. I found the main character a little annoying, and decided to
go ahead and release it to someone who I know would appreciate it
more. I'm still glad to cross paths with this book, though! Thanks
for putting it in the book box! Um, that's useful."

"What's it about?"

"Oh. Here. A book named Barcelona.
What's a book box?"

"Who's it from?"

"Well, there's a link here. Oh, hey! Check it
out!"

"What? Let's see!"

"Well here is the book. Barcelona. And this
message, it's the five, six, seven, eighth message. These are
different people, except none of them have a real name."

"OK, but why is she getting this
message?"

"Um, here. This one might be her.
Tchrhce. Teacher, Hayden Carruth Elementary."

"You are just weird, Daryl. You know that,
right?"

"Really! There is a pattern to this stuff!
I'll click on the name … OK, here is a page for this
tchrhce. And it says right here, home Martynotte, Knox,
Republic of Knigi. Does't list her age, but this has to be our
girl. Uh, huh! Look at the picture." There on the page was a
photograph of a bookcase – the bookcase from Brindisi that stood in
EmmaLeigh Cook's main room.

"OK. She got this book in the mail. See if
you can find a spot that tells what to do with the number."

"Here. I'll type it here … Now it asks where
the book was found. Her town is already filled in, so I'll just
click here … now it wants me to say something. What do I say?"

"You are the computer guy!"

"OK, I'll just put in our names and phone
number and ask whoever gets this to contact us."

"Fine. I'm going to go talk to the sister.
Are you done with this thing?"

"Yeah, I guess … for now."



I made Daryl drive – he talks less then.
Still, we only had to drive to Oak Ridge. It was a little too close
to the river for my taste, but at least it was on the right side!
As I filled Daryl in on yesterday's trip, I wondered what the
mother thought of both her daughters leaving Quantez, not to
mention her son and his friend.

We pulled up in front of the address, but it
didn't look like an average home. Daryl groaned. "What?" He just
looked at me, and got out of the car. I followed him to the door,
where he glared at me before using the knocker. The woman who
answered the door was dressed almost entirely in black, except for
this white part around her face and neck and what really looked
like a plastic white bib. Oh, and she also had a white rope around
her waist. I had never been this close to a nun in the full habit
before, although I remembered seeing pictures a long time ago. I
looked at Daryl, who clearly had been this close – and who
didn't look like he was flashing back to happy memories, if you
know what I mean! While he tried to restore himself to adulthood
and leave his seven-year-old self behind, I introduced us.

"We're looking for a Kathrinn Cook. We were
given this address. Um, Sister. She might have the initials SMF
here." Talking to her was way different from talking to Sr.
Rose David, who dressed pretty normal. She looked at Daryl, and
back at me. I started to wonder if she had actually been his
teacher once.

"This way, please." We followed her inside.
We walked directly into the main room, where there were a number of
sofas and chairs, and it was made clear that this was as far as we
were going. Then Sister Whoever disappeared through a door. Daryl
was quite pale. I'm guessing he never had walk into a
convent on his to-do list.

A younger woman, I guess, came into the room.
The white part around their faces was tight enough to eliminate
wrinkles, and you couldn't see if they had gray hair or not, so the
age thing was totally a guess.

"My name is Sr. Margaret Francis. My brother
telephoned me."

"We're sorry for your loss, Sister. We need
to know if you can tell us anything about EmmaLeigh. Your brother
thought you knew more about the boyfriend who died."

"No, he was just trying to get rid of you. We
didn't even know the guy's name."

"Could they have been engaged?"

"I don't think so. Unless they planned to
elope. Otherwise, no."

"Why not?"

"You have met my mother." She didn't need to
explain further. I remember how my mother-in-law was, and she is a
nice person.

"OK, so then you don't know anything about a
ring."

"No. She didn't wear much jewelry."

"Oh. There was an entry on her calendar about
mailing a ring." I said it more to Daryl, as I was turning to
leave.

"Mailing a ring?"

"Yes, it was on her calendar for yesterday,
the day after she died. But you said…"

"I thought you meant jewelry." I was lost,
but she was thinking.

"Her calendar said mail out ring."

"That could be a book ring. She was really
into this book stuff."

"What is a book ring?"

"You send a book to the first person who
signed up for the ring, the book ring, and after they read it, they
send it to the next person, and so on, and eventually you get the
book back. That is a ring. She got all my books when I entered, and
I asked about one of them once. She said she would mail it out in a
ring, and that it would come back eventually. She thought I
shouldn't worry about such things, now that I'm a nun. It's just a
lifestyle change! It does not make me illiterate!" She glared for a
minute, and then remembered where her sister was now. "Anyway,
that's probably the ring she was going to mail. So there should be
a book ready to mail out, wrapped and addressed and whatever."

"If she wasn't going to mail it until the
next day, could she have waited until after work to package
it?"

"No, she would've gone right after school to
the post office, so she probably had it all set right after supper.
She got real orderly after that guy died."

"What do you mean, real orderly?"

"Well, it's a bit shocking when your
boyfriend suddenly drops dead. After that, she was more into a
routine, into making things as controlled and predictable as
possible. That is one of the things she liked about that book
stuff. Sending out a ring is a controlled release, and if you start
the ring, you decide who gets the book and in what order." She
paused. "What is going to happen to all her books?"

"She might have a will, especially since her
boyfriend died young. In the meantime, if you think of anything
else, please let us know. And thanks for your time."

"No problem." We stood up and the door nun
reappeared to ensure we were leaving.

"I didn't see any packages to be mailed,"
Daryl said once we were in the car. "There weren't any books at all
that weren't in the bookcase."

"Well, maybe you can go back on the computer
and find something." I knew that would make him happy. "I'll drive
out to her house again."



This was my third time at the house, and I
wasn't that sure what I was looking for. Everything looked neat and
orderly, and aside from the overfull bookcase, nothing was out of
place. I went into the bedroom and opened a dresser drawer. Things
were just crammed in haphazardly. The top drawer had socks and
underwear, but also a sweater, pillow case, towel, and a bar of
soap. The second drawer included shawls, pencils, a telephone with
no cord, hand lotion, and more socks. Everything was only neat and
orderly on the outside, just like EmmaLeigh.

I went back to the bookcase. Logically, the
books that were lying on top of other books would be the most
recent ones she had gotten. I wrote down the names of a few of
them, plus their numbers. Maybe one of them was part of the book
ring.

Next I wandered into the kitchen. The teapot
on the stove matched her mother's and Mark's. I wondered who
Kathrinn had given hers to. Whom. Maybe some of Daryl's flashback
was wearing off on me!

The cupboards and ice box were ordinary.
There was plenty of stuff jammed into a drawer. I found a cloth bag
and emptied the drawer into it to take back with me. I looked in
the trash – it was empty. Really, it didn't make sense. She had
been drinking tea, but there was no tea ball or spoon in the sink,
nor tea grounds in the trash. I never knew anyone who washed
everything – plus emptied the trash – before actually drinking
their tea! And if she was relaxing enough to be apparently sitting
with an afghan on her lap and drinking tea – with a bookmark and
thus probably reading a book, she probably wasn't expecting company
… in which case there was no reason to clean everything up first.
Her drawers showed that neatness wasn't that much a part of
her!

EmmaLeigh wasn't being very cooperative in
death. She had no answering machine for her phone, which meant no
tell-tale messages to clear things up. Nor did the phone
conveniently ring while I was there. Sometimes I really wished my
job was more like television! Actually, it was a bit odd that she
had a telephone in the kitchen and bedroom but not the main room. I
checked along the wall, and there was a phone outlet behind the
sofa. It would be perfectly reasonable for a phone to be on the
table next to the sofa. Perhaps that's what the murder weapon was.
I would have to check that out, plus get a hold of her telephone
records. With any kind of luck, she was living some double life
that her family knew nothing about.

The mailman came and went without leaving any
mail for EmmaLeigh. It was time to start talking to the neighbors.
If there weren't so many people working on the Becker case, this
would've already been handled.



The house on the left was identical to
EmmaLeigh's except for the blue window sills. A slender older woman
answered the door. She had a poncho on over her long skirt and
blouse; perhaps she was on her way out. I introduced myself and
told her why I was there.

"I'm Edith Cunningham. Skol'schu," she
answered with the formal hospitality greeting. Such a nice change
from the Downlands! We entered into the main room, and she invited
me to have a seat while she went to get tea. She returned with a
tea pot, cups, honey, and spoons. I asked her about EmmaLeigh.

"She was real polite. She wasn't from around
here, that's for sure. But she tried. And she was real interested
in fitting in, learning about local customs, holidays, food, that
kind of stuff. And she liked to read. A lot. She got a lot
of packages in the mail – books. Usually it was just one, but
sometimes a whole box of them."

"Do you know where these books came
from?"

"Some were gifts. She called them
ray-backs. I guess that is a word from her own language,
from wherever she was from. She let me borrow one once – a book of
Far Side cartoons. Then she sent it off to someone else. She did
that a lot."

"Why? Do you know?"

"No. It's just some thing she was into. She
was on the computer a lot, though. When she wasn't reading. She
would make the arrangements with the people on the computer."

"How?"

"I don't know. I only use mine to send e-mail
to my children and grandchildren. Well, maybe to play a couple
games on. But she was in touch with people she didn't know. Spent a
lot of time on it."

"These books she sent out – where did she get
them? Were they hers?"

"Some were from her sister's collection. Her
sister had a ton of books when she became a nun, and EmmaLeigh got
them, mostly since EmmaLeigh was the only one who knew her sister
was entering a convent. But she would also pick up books at yard
sales and stuff, and give those away. Sometimes she even bought
books and read them, and then sent those out too. Lots of times,
though, she would let me read those first, if she thought it was
something I had like."

When we were done, I thanked her and went to
the house on the other side. That one had orange window sills. Miss
Cook had green ones. I guess there had to be some way to
tell the houses apart! Orange Window Sill didn't answer the door,
though, so I left a note and crossed the street.

It sounded like Red Window Sill had a bunch
of kids, all under school age, all running amok in the house;
Galina could take this one! On the left of Red Window Sill, no one
answered the door, but I was fairly certain that someone was home –
and that they knew who I was. I left a note and moved on. To the
right of Red Window Sill was a house with a pink banner in the
window. I knocked on the door.

The woman who answered the door was clearly
shocked to see me; she let out a small, involuntary sound, but one
that caused a great deal of scurrying behind her. I had stumbled
across an underground beauty shop. I can't pretend to understand
all the details, but I do remember that it wasn't all that long ago
that Muslim women were not able to go to public beauty salons.
Those who wore a veil thing generally chose not to, but at some
point they were all banned by the non-Muslim majority, whether they
wore visible signs of their religion or not. It wasn't one of our
more enlightened eras. At that point, these underground beauty
shops opened up in people's houses. Although things were
technically different now, it sounded like – judging from the
scurrying – that plenty of women chose this avenue over public
shops. I told the woman answering the door that Galina, a woman,
would be coming by later. Hey, as long as she was in the
neighborhood…!



I returned to work and filled them in on what
I had learned so far. Galina and Jace went back to the neighborhood
to speak with the women, while I hoped to hear that Daryl got
everything all worked out and had at least a decent suspect or
two.

"Check this out! There is all this things on
this sidebar here. If you click on community, you get this
new list of links. OK, then I click on the forum. And here
is this list. See the red numbers? They're all the posts since the
last time she clicked on the done reading in this forum
button. She probably clicked on it last time she left, which would
help us pinpoint the last time she was here. Now look at these
names. This one here says Bookrings, Bookrays, and
Bookboxes. If you click on it, you see all these people making
requests and offering books and stuff. Now if you go back to the
sidebar, you can click on forum search." He was really
getting into playing with this, while I had been slaving away
investigating. OK, I did have a nice cup of tea.

"What I did, was I did the forum search
thing, putting her name in where it says content. Then I
clicked on this part until I got to Bookrings, Bookrays, and
Bookboxes, and pushed Search. See? Here is this list,
and you just click on one, and it's EmmaLeigh Cook's message to
someone!"

"Um, OK. Great. Anything that says what ring
she was mailing out?"

"Well, no. Not yet. But here. When I click on
her name, see how it's underlined? That is a link to her page. Now
down here, you can sort the books by all these categories, but none
of them is actually like the most recently received."

"What about recently released? What
does that mean? Given away?"

"Yeah, but look when I do that. It's not
really chronological, because some of these were released by
other people recently; she gave them away a
long time ago. And it also matters where the book is from. If you
go back to the forums list, these people are from all over the
world! If someone from Canada mails her a book, it might be
released but she does not get it herself for maybe
weeks, depending on how they sent it. So far as I can see,
there is no way to tell what she read recently or what she was
about to release."

"Great. So what good is all this,
really?"

He snorted as he rubbed his eyes. "Well, I
was thinking. We should print out the whole list of her books. We
can eliminate the books that she no longer has because the last
journal entry was made by someone else. The rest should be on her
shelf! Whatever is not, that would be the missing ring book!"



OK, so that sounded reasonable enough.
However, printing out the list proved to be bigger than it sounded!
She had a lot of books on that list! Then we had to
eliminate the ones that were in the hands of someone else. It turns
out that there were a bunch of different categories.
Traveling meant that actually, no one had the book. It had
left one person but no one else had it, or else they were not
saying. So we crossed off all the books that were marked as
traveling, as well as all the books that someone else had. That
still gave us quite a list! I marked off the few that I had written
down when I was at her house. Then I trudged back, once again, to
EmmaLeigh's.

Naturally, she didn't have her bookcase
arranged in alphabetical order. It's safe to say that it took me
quite a while to go through every single book and check it against
the list. And the whole time I was there, the phone never rang.
Just my luck! As it turns out, though, she really was missing a
book: Rolled-Up Streets. I remembered the snide comment her
mother had made, and wondered if there was a connection. Maybe
Daryl could figure out if the book was part of a ring, and the last
time she had it in her possession. At the very least, he should be
able to figure out when she got it.

Jace and Galina were waiting for me by the
time I got back, after having talked to the women across the
street. The house that sounded like it was full of children running
amok was indeed a house full of children running amok. A woman and
her children lived there, and her sister and her children
had temporarily joined them, making for quite a group. They really
had their hands full, and didn't notice Miss Cook much. They knew
she was a teacher, and that is about it. She wasn't interested in
being a potential babysitter, so they simply greeted each other if
they happened to see each other, but that was it.

The women in the underground beauty parlor
were much more interesting to Galina. The one who lived there,
Faida, said that they met at the post office sometimes. Faida
mailed packages to her sister's family in Josekistan, and EmmaLeigh
often mailed out books. Faida said that EmmaLeigh did have a
boyfriend for a while, or a male who picked her up and took her out
in the evenings, but that only lasted a couple of months, and ended
at the beginning of the year. The guy turned out to be married,
apparently. He didn't see any need to end the relationship over
such a trivial technicality, but EmmaLeigh was quite adamant, and
ended up changing her telephone number.

Jace was already out getting the information
on the previous phone record while Galina was telling us this. It
did give me a glimmer of hope, as EmmaLeigh's current phone record
was remarkably boring. She telephoned her sister once a week, her
brother a little less often, and her parents once a month. Looking
at the length of the incoming calls, though – especially the ones
that came while she was at work, told me that she really did have
an answering machine at some point. So whoever was there that night
took both the phone and the answering machine?

Now for the most part, our boss was ignoring
us. With so many people working on a high-profile case, he trusted
us to handle this murder of a woman that no one noticed much. At
least, the media wasn't very interested in it. No one was all bent
out of shape that we hadn't miraculously solved the thing in 24
hours! But I figured it was time to at least drop in on him.



"Come in, Boucli. How's your case going?"

"Well, sir, we have interviewed people and
been through her house. Her mother is not exactly going to win any
prizes, and you will not find her family on the cover of any
holiday card. She is totally into books, and there may be something
there. She does this stuff with books and the internet and the post
office. We're still working that all out. School seems fine so far,
but we really haven't talked to the other teachers or the parents
yet. Or the kids. I'm off for the holiday tomorrow, and the school
will be closed. Maybe Daryl will still work on the computer part;
I'm not sure. But when we get back, I'll start talking to the
parents of her students, and the other teachers." I was hoping he
wouldn't mention going to her old location and investigating there
as well. He didn't.

"Fine. Keep me posted." That was it. I mean,
the other case was huge.



Most people spent the holiday watching or
being in parades, and then having picnics and stuff. My wife and I
were not much for parades, though. Instead, she had the kids and
the car already packed when I got home. All I had to do was climb
in and drive to Day. We stopped at this wonderful place there,
called Camper's Paradise. Jake Bobo has been running the place for
years with his wife and making money hand over fist! They sell
camping meals for families like mine. We were headed to a rented
cabin at Lake Karyn, but before we ever got married my wife made it
clear that any vacation for one of us was a vacation for both of
us. Therefore, if we're camping and fishing, she isn't still doing
all the same work she does at home.

So at Camper's Paradise we got enough meals
to feed us the whole time – on the assumption that we just might
not catch any fish. All we had to do was heat our meals over a
campfire. It was a great system! Actually, the best part was that
at the end of fishing, you could take your fish to Bobo's and he
would do all the work part for you – cleaning them and stuff. He
would have them all prepared so when you got home, you could pop
them into the ice box and eat them tomorrow for supper. Gotta love
a place like that!

It was a long drive down to Day and Lake
Karyn, though. Inevitably, we would have to stop in Cerio for one
kid to go to the bathroom, and Lawther for the other one. They just
didn't believe in synchronized bladders, even though they were
twins. Valerie pumped the fuel at the station in Lawther while I
took Cayden inside to use the facilities.

After I washed my hands, I reached for a
towel. There tucked in behind the towel I spotted something and
pulled it out. It was a book! On the front was a label saying that
the book was free! I opened it – and there was one of those labels
with a number on it and the web site address. A bathroom seemed a
silly place to leave a book, but I took it with me.

 


 


 



Chapter Three

 


Thursday

 


We really had a great time camping and
fishing, although it would've been better if one of our neighbors
was conveniently someone who knew EmmaLeigh Cook, or especially the
parents of one of her students. As it is, our neighbors included a
youth group, a family a lot like ours, and a retired couple. No one
else was close enough for anything but waving at. The retired man
was a professor at Hornbaker University, but he taught accounting
and never heard of EmmaLeigh Cook.

 


 


 



Chapter Four

 


Friday

 


When I returned to work after the holiday, I
showed Daryl the book, Aztlan 2010. "You gonna keep it?"

"Um, no. I really don't read that much, if
you want it." Really, he was practically drooling, so I gave it to
him. He claimed to need it for evidence purposes – to see
what happened and find out more about the web site and its people.
I left him there with the Cook computer and the free book, and set
off to meet the students' parents.

Julie Aumann's parents were first.
“Skol'schu,” Mrs. Aumann greeted me. She invited me in,
although I can't say her hospitality was heartfelt. "We haven't
told the kids," she began. "They're only in third grade, after all.
We decided to just say that Miss Cook's parents needed her help and
she went back to help them. It wasn't the best plan. They were
upset that she didn't say good-bye, and they wanted to write to her
or send her parents get well cards, that kind of stuff. We should
have come up with something else, but it's too late now!" I could
tell that I would not be able to talk to the kids to find out
anything.

"Is there anything you can tell me about Miss
Cook? Anything Julie might have said?"

"No. She was quite fond of her, of course.
She was at that age." Now I got it. I suspected Julie spend a
lot of time talking about Miss Cook!

"Nothing stands out? Nothing you might have
noticed at conferences?"

"Well, her room has a computer. They all do.
The computer was on when we got there, but the screen thingy
was off, so we couldn't see what she had been working on, or
looking at – not that we're nosy, of course. But it was just
strange. If she hadn't been on it a while, then there'd just be the
screen saver on. But no, she had it turned off, so she must have
been on it right before we got there. There weren't parents there
in the slot right before us." Oh, Daryl would be thrilled to
have another whole computer to play with! I would never see him
away from his desk again! I thanked her for her hospitality, and
gave her my card in case she remembered anything else. I was fairly
sure she would throw it away as soon as I left, but still.

 


Next I met with the father of Austin Brandt.
He was home sick, and not all that thrilled to be disturbed in his
misery. He wasn't faking it either; he looked and sounded like an
advertisement for a cold remedy. “I can't tell you anything. I went
to the conference, and I felt fine then. There must have been germs
all over the desks, just waiting for some unsuspecting adult to
make contact.” He made a painful sound that combined both cough and
sneeze. After he composed himself again, he continued. “I know;
I've got four kids. They all still think sleeves are better than
hankies. I don't know how teachers handle that all day,
really.”

“Is there anything in particular that you can
tell me about Miss Cook? Any impression she made? Anything you
noticed while you were in the room, or any other time? Waiting in
the hall?”

“About the teacher? No. But there was some
guy in the hall who was all mad about something. My wife and I had
just come down the stairs, so I don't know if he came from Miss
Cook's room or the second grade room. But this guy was
really mad. He was alone, too. No wife or kid. Some people
brought their kids with them to the conferences.” He jumped up
suddenly and ran to the bathroom. I left him a note to thank him
for his help, along with one of my cards. I tried very hard
not to actually touch anything in the house. Then I let myself
out.

 


Luckily, Hayden Carruth Elementary wasn't a
huge school. Still, I had to see all the families, so I went to the
next on the list: parents of Calantha Cadiz. I wondered if her
friends called her CeeCee, but I didn't dare ask. No one was at
home, but a neighbor said that Mrs. Cadiz worked in the library
during the day. So, I drove across town as it started to rain.
Actually, I could imagine EmmaLeigh coming here and seeking solace
from the weather and the world in this building and its books.
Perhaps Mrs. Cadiz actually knew her.

“You'll find her in the children's section,”
the woman at the desk told me, as she pointed toward the stairs. I
went down and recognized her right away – Mrs. Cadiz was the woman
who helped my kids find books each weekend. My wife always referred
to her as Debbie, so I introduced myself as the father of Cayden
and Caleb. She was much friendlier than the other parents so
far.

“Ah, Miss Cook. I was so sorry to hear about
what happened. She was always in here, getting armfuls of books for
the kids. She would telephone me to let me know what they were
studying, and I would have some books ready for her. They were just
about to start studying the planets. I brought the books to school
with me at conference time.”

“Is there anything you can tell me about her?
Did your daughter get along with her OK? Did the other parents? Did
you notice anything that night?” Really, sometimes it was boring
asking the same questions over and over again. I really wanted to
just get all the parents in a classroom and ask them all at the
same time!

“Well, she loved to read, and shared that
with the kids! You could tell who had her, because she made sure
they each had a library card by the end of the first week of
school, and they certainly used them!”

“But isn't there a library in the
school?”

“Well, yes, but their time is limited there.
Part of it's spent being read to, so they don't have much browsing
time. Plus, they're not allowed to renew books, so they have to
find books that they're sure they can read in one week. After a
while, really, a lot of the kids just give up and don't check
anything out at all. It's a shame. But they love coming here. They
can talk about books – this is not the Whisper Section. I try to
get to know the kids so I can get an idea of what kinds of books
they would like. They're hungry for them! I liked my son's third
grade teacher just fine, but I really liked Miss Cook. It's a real
shame!”

Actually, it seemed like this was the first
person to be genuinely sorry that EmmaLeigh Cook had died! How
pathetic! “So about the conference?”

“Oh, everything was fine on my end. She
didn't say anything good or bad about Callie that we didn't already
know. No surprises, which is always a nice thing. Our appointment
was right after the teachers' supper break, so no one was leaving
when we arrived. There was a book sale upstairs, so we spent some
time there after the conference, and bought a book for her class
that was on her wish list. Callie picked it out. The only parents
who seemed upset while I was up there were upper grade parents.
When we went down the hall for my son's conference? There
were upset parents!”

I thanked her and left her my card. I stopped
by the deli to get lunch for Daryl and me, because if he's on a
computer, he's lucky he remembers to breathe! I gave him his
sandwich as I filled him in and let him know there was a computer
in the third grade classroom that had been on the night of her
conferences – the night she died.
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