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1 — Abstract Communications

held the thing up to the light and studied it closer.
It was a postcard.  3 ½ inches high by 5 inches wide.  Just a post-
card.  And it didn’t make the slightest bit of  sense to me.
The artwork on the front showed a pleasing living room scene, 

bright and cheery, with oodles of burgundy and gold.  Left center 
was a Christmas tree.  The artist had a nice avant-garde style with 
clean lines and colors.  I liked it.

The back contained a short message.  I give it to you exactly as 
written:

John,

Best wishes on your impending
nuptials. Things sure are liveni-
ng up for you. Say hello to the
old man for me.

Stothard Hope

I
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There were only a few problems with this pleasant Yuletide greet-
ing.  First of all, it was June.  Second, the sender failed to break the 
word livening properly at the syllable.  Not that it matters, but it 
should have been “liven-ing” not “liveni-ng.”  Lastly, I knew no one 
by the name Stothard Hope.  I would have been pretty amazed if 
anyone did.

I held it up to the light one more time and shook my head.  It 
seemed to me that spies and detectives are forever holding cryptic 
messages like this up to lights, but the process left me cold.  Maybe I 
was thinking of  a glass of  chardonnay.

It didn’t matter.  I wasn’t much of a detective and I knew even 
less about wine.  (Although, the card was a cheeky little offering and 
it did amuse me.)

If it weren’t for the part about the impending nuptials, I would 
have thought the man had gotten the wrong John Hathaway.  But my 
nuptials were impending, impending like gangbusters.  As it hap-
pened, my fiancée’s parents were arriving from England today—my 
first time meeting the prospective in-laws—and nuptials don’t get 
much more impending than that.

Contemplating their visit now, not one I was looking forward to 
with any real enthusiasm, I had barely lowered the card from my ex-
amination, resigned to put the whole Stothard Hope mystery out of 
my mind, when a cheerful smiling face with perfectly round specs 
appeared in my field of  view.

We were over by the breakfast nook, me and this face, and seeing 
it materialize before me, all white teeth and piercing eyes, I shot back 
into the kitchen island, full of  strange oaths.

“Hiya, Hath.”
I frowned.  There were many qualities about my friend Hutton I 

would have changed had I been consulted prior to assembly.  His 
aristocratic demeanor.  His ability to complicate the lives of everyone 
around him.  His goatee.  But his habit of popping in on a person 
out of nowhere would have topped the list.  I figured I must have left 
the front door unlocked when I had gone outside to get the mail.  
Not that a locked door ever made much of a difference to Hutton.  
He enjoyed picking locks.  It kept his hand in.
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However he had managed it this morning, I didn’t give him the 
satisfaction of asking.  I merely filled the kettle and offered him a cup 
of  tea.

It was his turn to frown.  I had never known any of my English 
friends to refuse a cup of real loose tea before—it’s one of the few 
things I can do well in the kitchen—but Hutton waved it aside with-
out hesitation.  He wasn’t in the market for tea.

“What were you doing?” he asked.  It was the sort of pointed 
question you’d expect from a man who didn’t believe in doorbells.

“Just trying to figure out this postcard.  Do you know anyone 
called Stothard Hope?”

He considered the name.  “Stothard Hope.  Stothard Hope.  
Sounds like a Victorian sailing ship to me,” he remarked, after a 
moment’s reflection.  “O’erwrought in an ever buffeting sea, thy fierce and 
intrepid vessel, the Stothard Hope, has come a cropper off the coast of Do-
ver.”

“Is that how the Victorians described their naval mishaps?”
“Pretty much.  They were an odd and fascinating people.”
I looked at the card again.  Aside from the details I have already 

mentioned, there was something else off about this message.  
Friends, especially male friends, tend to call me Johnny; or Hatha-
way; or, if they’re eccentric private investigators who enter people’s 
homes without so much as a knock, just Hath.  Stothard Hope had 
called me John.  He clearly wasn’t a bosom pal, and yet from his tone 
he acted as if  we had known each other for years.  Strange.

“I wonder if the ‘old man’ he refers to could be my Uncle 
George.  He’s old.”

“And getting older all the time,” agreed Hutton.  He slipped the 
message from my grasp.  “Ariadne Locke Museum,” he read from 
the small print in the lower corner.

I had noticed this too.  The card had apparently originated at the 
Ariadne Locke Museum, which I assumed was in Ariadne Locke 
State Park.  I had vaguely heard of the latter.  It was one of those 
quaint day trip spots, the kind my fiancée, Lesley, was always chirp-
ing about visiting on weekends.  You know the sort.  All lighthouses 
and picturesque New England landscapes.  If you’ve seen one—well, 
you might not have seen them all, but you’ve seen enough.
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Hutton interrupted my thoughts.  “Why were you holding this up 
to the lightbulb when I came in?”  His visit had become a regular 
inquisition.

“I don’t know.”
“You must have had a reason.”
I hesitated.  I hated explaining my methods.  “I thought it  might 

reveal something.”
“Revealed by way of  20 watt halogen?”
“Yes.”
“Did it?”
“No.”
He shook his head, as one who thought this kind of amateurish 

detective work unworthy of him.  He gave the message another con-
sidered glance.  “Hope,” he mused.

“Hope, Hutton and Hath,” I smiled.
“Hope,” he repeated, not sharing my mirth.  “I feel like I knew a 

Hope once.”
“Bob?”
“I think it was a client.  Celeste Hope, if  I am not mistaken.”
“Now that sounds like a Victorian sailing ship,” I chuckled.
He continued to ignore my bon mots.  He took an amble around 

the kitchen island, straightening cups of cooking utensils as he went.  
He had clearly gone into PI mode now.  Making mysteries out of 
molehills was one of his occupational hazards.  “It is intriguing, 
though.  I wonder if  it’s a code.”

I didn’t know what he meant by this, and said as much.
“Perhaps this Hope was trying to deliver a message to you,” he 

clarified.
I pointed out that he had delivered a message to me: a message 

about nuptials.
Hutton frowned.  “I’m talking about beyond nuptials here, Hath.  

Beyond the message itself.  Perhaps it contains some hidden signifi-
cance.”

This was actually why I had held it up to the light, but declined 
to go into all that again.  I asked him what he meant.

Hutton was growing impatient with the question.  The problem 
was, I don’t think he knew what he meant himself.  He twirled a pie 
server between his thumb and forefinger, his eyebrow arching ever so 
slightly above the curved rim of his glasses.  “I know, check the post-
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age stamp.  Unless I miss my guess, you’ll find it’s some rare and 
wonderful specimen, worth five hundred thousand smackers, if not 
more.”

I checked the stamp.  Stothard’s choice, I showed Hutton, was a 
duck, worth approximately .32 smackers.  “Or it was,” I added, “be-
fore he gummed it on a postcard.”

The great postcard debate began to wind down here.  Hutton, 
while refusing to concede that he sought conspiracy everywhere, 
agreed that sometimes a postcard is just a postcard.

He glanced at his wristwatch (I don’t wear one myself—never 
had a need).  “Aren’t you meeting your future in-laws for brunch in 
ten minutes?” he asked.

I cursed my lack of wristwatch.  All this banter on cards and 
nuptials had made me late.

Decades of never arriving anywhere on time had left Hutton 
quietly unaffected.  “I thought you may want a ride.  The house isn’t 
far, but it can be tricky to find for the uninitiated.  GPS is hopeless.”

The house he alluded to belonged to a buddy of his.  It was out 
on the water, had ample guest quarters, and Lesley had the run of it 
for as long as her parents were in town.  Pretty nice of this buddy, I 
thought.  I would have had her folks here but was put off the idea by 
Lesley herself.  Reassuring her parents that I was a hell of a fellow 
would be hard enough, I was told, without asking them to interact 
with me on one of my groggy mornings.  A ludicrous concern, really, 
for I rarely got up before noon.

Bruised feelings aside, I actually liked the idea of the separate 
house.  It fit my strategy for the weekend to a T.

My plan, in a nutshell, was to smother Lesley’s parents in com-
pany.  I knew they would detest me; but if I could obscure myself in 
a swirl of humanity, ducking behind friends and neighbors and stay-
ing half out of view the entire time, I might be able to get through 
the visit without any bloodshed.  Hutton’s friend’s place sounded like 
the perfect venue for this.

As far as the guest list was concerned, I had Hutton inked in 
from the start, and not simply because he was providing the house.  
Another Brit couldn’t do any harm; even if that Brit had a wad of 
wavy blond hair and a tiny blond beard of  the bohemian artist type.

Along with Hutton, our go-to gal was Lesley’s friend Ate Fleet 
(pronounced Ah-tee).  I would have said Hutton’s friend Ah-tee but I 
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had no idea where the two of them stood just then.  Were they 
friends or something more?  I had it from the female perspec-
tive—meaning Lesley, getting it from Ate—that she and Hutton had 
recently considered “taking their relationship to the next level.”  But 
then they had decided not to take it to the next level, then they sort 
of had, and then they sort of hadn’t, and I pretty much tuned out 
there.

Hutton, meanwhile, had mentioned only last month that every-
thing was proceeding swimmingly with Ate on the romance side, 
slow but steady; which in male-speak meant he had struck out on 
multiple occasions but she hadn’t actually slapped a restraining order 
on him or shot him in the kneecap with a high-powered rifle.

Everyone has their own interpretation, I guess.
In any event, Ate was to be key for us this weekend.  For one, she 

had offered to pick up Lesley’s folks from the airport and drive them 
to Hutton’s friend’s place.  This gave Lesley more time to settle in at 
the temporary digs and me more time not to be picking up Lesley’s 
folks.

I know—playing chauffeur is a job a future son-in-law probably 
should have embraced, and I gladly would have, too.  (Well, I’d have 
done it.)  But the girls up top had benched me there as well.  Ate, it 
turned out, did this for a living now.  She had recently become some 
variety of hospitality specialist or something, I forget what exactly; 
but whatever it was, taking a load off the weary traveler was her 
bread and butter.  I was happy to give her the work.

Running through the setup in my mind one more time, I sud-
denly remembered something.  “Weren’t you supposed to go with 
Ate to the airport?”

Hutton waved aside the question with a weary gesture.  He was 
doing a lot of  weary waving that morning.

“There was a little snag there,” he said, selecting a plum from the 
bowl and giving it a meditative polish on his cashmere shirt.  I could 
have told him it would cover it with lint.

“Snag?  What kind of  snag?”  I didn’t like snags.
“Nothing.  It’s fine.  Ate’s got us covered.  She does this for a liv-

ing now, you know.”
I knew she did it for a living!
“But you’re British, Hutton—”
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He paused in his chewing long enough to tell me that he was well 
aware of  this.

“—and I was counting on you to welcome Lesley’s folks and re-
mind them of  jolly old England.  What the hell happened?”

“Professional obligation.  No biggie.”
“I thought you said you had no cases?”
He nodded his head dolefully.  The private detective business, he 

agreed, had slowed down considerably as of late.  “Everyone is work-
ing out their own intrigues.  I blame the Internet.”

“Then what?”
“I thought I had a lead on something.  Turns out I didn’t.”
“So you just abandoned her?”
“I wouldn’t say that, no.  In a way I was there.”
I scowled at this answer.  It sounded far too metaphysical for my 

mood.
I started to speak again but he waved his plum at me.  “Ate of all 

people should understand.  Just look at her father.”
I had no desire to look at her father, and no clue what Hutton 

was babbling about.  It didn’t matter.  I had no interest in whether 
Ate understood or not.  It was whether Lesley understood, and I al-
ready had the answer to that.  She wouldn’t.

“This is just spectacular,” I said.  “Where are my keys?”
“I thought I was the one offering you a ride?”
“Fine, I’ll ride with you.”
“I have the Wrangler today.”
“Fine, we’ll go in the Wrangler.”
“Ate had me pick up a few trays of food.  You don’t mind balanc-

ing a few trays of  food in your lap, do you, Hath?”
“I’ll see you there,” I said, shaking my head again.  The way that 

woman was constantly having him jump through hoops was really 
pretty sad.

I grabbed an envelope of spa certificates Lesley had asked me to 
purchase for our guests, snagged the necktie she had told me to wear 
against my wishes, and located my car keys.

“I can follow,” I informed him.
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Between brooding on Hutton and his snags, and almost getting 
sideswiped by him as I backed my “Electric Blue” MINI Cooper S 
out from the garage, I wasn’t really paying all that much attention to 
the rest of my surroundings.  If I had been I might have given a little 
more thought to the black sedan idling in a space across the street.  I 
had noticed it when I had gone out to get the mail, and there it was 
twenty minutes later, still idling.  That’s a long time to idle.

I hardly gave it a second look now.  Hutton had the lion’s share of 
my concentration at the moment.  I could have sworn I saw him eat-
ing some kind of fancy crab doodle in his rearview mirror.  He 
would later deny this.  But that didn’t change the fact that we had no 
fancy crab doodles at brunch.
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