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Dedicated to Joan Hamilton & Larry Hodge

and all my horse pals at Kalarama Farm


 
Cast of Characters

Mary Minor Haristeen (Harry), the young postmistress of Crozet, whose curiosity almost kills the cat and herself

Mrs. Murphy, Harry’s gray tiger cat, who bears an uncanny resemblance to authoress Sneaky Pie and who is wonderfully intelligent!

Tee Tucker, Harry’s Welsh corgi, Mrs. Murphy’s friend and confidante; a buoyant soul

Pharamond Haristeen (Fair), veterinarian, formerly married to Harry

Mrs. George Hogendobber (Miranda), a widow who thumps her own Bible!

Market Shiflett, owner of Shiflett’s Market, next to the post office

Pewter, Market’s fat gray cat, who, when need be, can be pulled away from the food bowl

Susan Tucker, Harry’s best friend, who doesn’t take life too seriously until her neighbors get murdered

Big Marilyn Sanburne (Mim), queen of Crozet

Rick Shaw, Albemarle sheriff

Cynthia Cooper, police officer

Paddy, Mrs. Murphy’s ex-husband, a saucy tom

Simon, an opossum with a low opinion of humanity

Herbert C. Jones, Pastor of Crozet Lutheran Church, a kindly, ecumenical soul who has been known to share his sermons with his two cats, Lucy Fur and Elocution

Hogan Freely, President of Crozet National Bank, a good banker but not good enough

Laura Freely, a leading guide at Ash Lawn, she is Hogan’s wife

Norman Cramer, a respected executive at Crozet National Bank, whose marriage to Aysha Gill set Crozet’s gossip mill churning

Aysha Gill Cramer, a newlywed, who watches over her husband like a hawk

Kerry McCray, Norman Cramer’s still-flickering old flame, who is beginning to smolder

Ottoline Gill, Aysha’s mother, who keeps an eye out for social improprieties—and an eye on her new son-in-law


 
Introduction

While researching Virginia’s historical shrines for my mysteries, I’ve learned even more about human history but nil about ours.

One of you nonfiction pussycats reading this ought to write the animal history of America. All life-forms are important, but it’s hard to get enthusiastic about fish, isn’t it—unless you’re eating one.

Do pay attention to the fact that humans had to create government because they can’t get along with one another. Cats don’t need Congress. There’s enough danger in life without listening to a gathering of paid windbags. From time to time you might remind your human that he or she is not the crown of creation s/he thinks s/he is.



Ta-ta

SNEAKY PIE
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Cozy was the word used most often to describe the small town of Crozet, not quaint, historic, or pretty. Central Virginia in general, and Albemarle County in particular, abounded in quaint, historic, and pretty places, but Crozet was not one of them. A homey energy blanketed the community. Many families had lived there for generations, others were newcomers attracted to the sensuous appeal of the Blue Ridge Mountains. Old or new, rich or poor, black or white, the citizens of the town nodded and waved to one another while driving their cars, called and waved if on opposite sides of the street, and anyone walking along the side of the road was sure to get the offer of a ride. Backyard hedges provided the ideal setting for enriching gossip as gardeners took respite from their labors. Who did what to whom, who said what to whom, who owed money to whom, and, that glory of chat, who slept with whom. The buzz never stopped. Even in the deepest snows, a Crozetian would pick up the phone to transmit the latest. If it was really juicy, he or she would bundle up and hurry through the snow for a hot cup of coffee, that companion to steamy gossip shared with a friend.

The hub of the town consisted of its post office, the three main churches—Lutheran, Baptist, Episcopal, and one small offshoot, the Church of the Holy Light—the schools—kindergarten through twelfth—Market Shiflett’s small grocery store, and Crozet Pizza. Since a person worshiped at one church at a time, the goings-on in the other three might remain a mystery. The small market provided a handsome opportunity to catch up, but you really had to buy something. Also, one had to be careful that Market’s fat gray cat, Pewter, didn’t steal your food before you had the chance to eat it. Schools were a good source, too, but if you were childless or if your darlings were finally in college, you were out of that pipeline. This left the post office the dubious honor of being the premier meeting place, or Gossip Central.

The postmistress—a title which she preferred to the official one of postmaster—Mary Minor Haristeen rarely indulged in what she termed gossip, which is to say if she couldn’t substantiate a story, she didn’t repeat it. Otherwise, she was only too happy to pass on the news. Her unofficial assistant, Mrs. Miranda Hogendobber, the widow of the former postmaster, relished the “news,” but she drew the line at character assassination. If people started dumping all over someone else, Mrs. Hogendobber usually calmed them down or plain shut them up.

Harry, as Mary Minor was affectionately known, performed her tasks wonderfully well. Quite young for her position, Harry benefited from Miranda’s wisdom. But Harry’s most valuable assistants were Mrs. Murphy, her tiger cat, and Tee Tucker, her Welsh corgi. They wallowed in gossip. Not only did the goings-on of the humans transfix them, but so did the shenanigans of the animal community, reported by any dog accompanying its master into the post office. Whatever the dogs missed, Pewter found out next door. When she had something to tell, the round gray cat would run to the back door of the post office to spill it. Over the last few years, the cats had banged on the door so much, creating such a racket, that Harry installed a pet door so the friends could come and go as they pleased. Harry had designed a cover she could lock down over the animals’ entrance, since the post office had to be secured each night.

Not that there was much to steal from the Crozet post office—stamps, a few dollars. But Harry diligently obeyed the rules, as she was a federal employee—a fact that endlessly amused her. She loathed the federal government and barely tolerated the state government, considering it the refuge of the mediocre. Still, she drew a paycheck from that bloated government on the north side of the Potomac, so she tried to temper her opinions.

Miranda Hogendobber, on the other hand, vividly remembered Franklin Delano Roosevelt, so her perception of government remained far more positive than Harry’s. Just because Miranda remembered FDR did not mean, however, that she would reveal her age.

On this late July day the mimosas were crowned with the pink and gold halos of their fragile blossoms. The crepe myrtle and hydrangeas rioted throughout the town, splashes of purple and magenta here, white there. Not much else bloomed in the swelter of the Dog Days, which began on July 3 and finished August 15, so the color was appreciated.

So far, less than two inches of rain had fallen that month. The viburnums drooped. Even the hardy dogwoods began to curl up, so Mrs. Hogendobber would sprinkle the plants early in the morning and late in the evening to avoid losing too much moisture to evaporation. Her garden, the envy of the town, bore testimony to her vigilance.

The mail sorted, the two women paused for their morning tea break. Well, tea for Harry, coffee for Miranda. Mrs. Murphy sat on the newspaper. Tucker slept under the table at the back of the office.

“Is this a honey day or a sugar day, Mrs. H.?” Harry asked as the kettle boiled.

“A honey day.” Miranda smiled. “I’m feeling naturally sweet.”

Harry rolled her eyes and twirled a big glob of honey off the stick in the brown crockery honey pot. She then removed the teabag from her own drink, wrapping the string around it on the spoon to squeeze the last drops of strong tea into her cup. Her mug had a horse’s tail for a handle, the rest of the cup representing the horse’s body and head. Miranda’s mug was white with block letters that read WHAT PART OF NO DON’T YOU UNDERSTAND?

“Mrs. Murphy, I’d like to read the paper.” Miranda gently lifted the tiger cat’s bottom and slid the paper out from underneath.

This action was met with a furious grumble, ears swept back. “I don’t stick my paws on your rear end, Miranda, besides which there’s never anything in the paper worth reading.” She thumped over to the little back door and walked outside.

“In a mood.” Miranda sat down and looked over the front page.

“What’s the headline?” Harry asked.

“Two people injured on I-64. What else? Oh, this Threadneedle virus threatens to affect our computers August first. I would be perfectly happy if our new computer were fatally ill.”

“Oh, now, it’s not that bad.” Harry reached for the sports page.

“Bad?” Mrs. Hogendobber pushed her glasses up her nose. “If I do one little thing out of sequence, a rude message appears on that hateful green screen and I have to start all over. There are so many buttons to punch. Modern improvements—time wasters, that’s what they are, time wasters masquerading as time savers. I can remember more in my noggin than a computer chip can. And tell me, why do we need one in the post office? All we need is a good scale and a good meter. I can stamp the letters myself!”

Seeing that Miranda was in one of her Luddite moods, Harry decided not to argue. “Not everyone who works in the postal service is as smart as you are. They can’t remember as much. For them the computer is a godsend.” Harry craned her neck to see the photo of the car wreck.

“What a nice thing to say.” Mrs. Hogendobber drank her coffee. “Wonder where Reverend Jones is? He’s usually here by now. Everyone else has been on time.”

“A thousand years is as a day in the eyes of the Lord. An hour is as a minute to the rev.”

“Careful now.” Miranda, a devout believer although those beliefs could occasionally be modified to suit circumstances, wagged her finger. “You know, at the Church of the Holy Light we don’t make jokes about the Scripture.” Miranda belonged to a small church. Truthfully, they were renegades from the Baptist church. Twenty years ago a new minister had arrived who set many parishioners’ teeth on edge. After much fussing and fuming, the discontents, in time-honored tradition, broke away and formed their own church. Mrs. Hogendobber, the stalwart of the choir, had been a guiding force in the secession. When the offending minister packed his bags and left some six years after the rebellion, the members of the Church of the Holy Light were so enjoying themselves that they declined to return to the fold.

A tiny rumble at the back door announced that a pussycat was entering. Mrs. Murphy rejoined the group. A louder rumble indicated that Pewter was in tow.

“Hello,” Pewter called.

“Hello there, kitty.” Mrs. Hogendobber answered the meow. When Harry first took over Mr. Hogendobber’s job and brought the cat and dog along with her, Miranda railed against the animals. The animals slowly won her over, although if you asked Miranda how she felt about people who talk to animals, she would declare that she herself never talked to animals. The fact that Harry was a daily witness to her conversations would not have altered her declaration one whit.

“Tucker, Pewter’s here,” Mrs. Murphy said.

Tucker opened one eye then shut it again.

“Guess I won’t tell her the latest.” Pewter languidly licked a paw.

Both eyes opened and the little dog raised her pretty head. “Huh?”

“I’m not talking to you. You can’t be bothered to greet me when I come to visit.”

“Pewter, you spend half your life in here. I can’t act as though it’s the first time I’ve seen you in months,” Tucker explained.

Pewter flicked her tail, then leapt on the table. “Anything to eat?”

“Pig.” Mrs. Murphy laughed.

“What’s the worst they can say if you ask? No, that’s what,” Pewter said. “Then again, they might say yes. Mrs. Hogendobber must have something. She can’t walk into the post office empty-handed.”

The cat knew her neighbor well because Mrs. Hogendobber had whipped up a batch of glazed doughnuts. As soon as her paws hit the table, Harry reached over to cover the goodies with a napkin, but too late. Pewter had spied her quarry. She snagged a piece of doughnut, which came apart in marvelous moist freshness. The cat soared off the table and onto the floor with her prize.

“That cat will die of heart failure. Her cholesterol level must be over the moon.” Mrs. Hogendobber raised an eyebrow.

“Do cats have cholesterol?” Harry wondered out loud.

“I don’t see why not. Fat is fat. . . .”

On that note the Reverend Herbert Jones strode through the door. “Fat? Are you making fun of me?”

“No, we’ve been talking about Pewter.”

“Relatively speaking, she’s bigger than I am,” he observed.

“But you’ve kept on your diet and you’ve been swimming. I think you’ve lost a lot of weight,” Harry complimented him.

“Really? Does it show?”

“It does. Come on back here and have some tea.” Mrs. Hogendobber invited him back, carefully covering up the doughnuts again.

The good reverend cleaned out his postbox, then swung through the Dutch counter door that divided the public lobby from the back. “This computer virus has everyone’s knickers in a twist. On the morning news out of Richmond they did a whole segment on what to expect and how to combat it.”

“Tell us.” Harry stood over the little hot plate.
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“No. I want our computer to die.”

“Miranda, I don’t think your computer is in danger. This seems to be some sort of corporate sabotage.” Reverend Jones pulled up a ladderback chair. “The way I understand it, some person or persons has introduced this virus into the computer bank of a huge Virginia corporation, but no one knows which one. The diseased machine has to be a computer that interfaces with many other computers.”

“And what may I ask is interface? In your face?” Miranda’s tone dropped.

“Talk. Computers can talk to each other.” Herb leaned forward in his chair. “Thank you, honey.” He called Harry “honey” as she handed him his coffee. She never minded when it came from him. “Whoever has introduced this virus—”

Miranda interrupted again. “What do you mean, virus?”

The reverend, a genial man who loved people, paused a moment and sighed. “Because of the way in which a computer understands commands, it is possible, easy, in fact, to give one a command that scrambles or erases its memory.”

“I don’t need a virus for that,” Miranda said. “I do it every day.”

“So someone could put a command into a computer that says something like, ‘Delete every file beginning with the letter A.’ ” Harry joined in.

“Precisely, but just what the command is, no one knows. Imagine if this is passing throughout the state in a medical data bank. What if the command is ‘Destroy all records on anyone named John Smith.’ You can see the potential.”

“But, Herbie”—Miranda called him by his first name, as they had been friends since childhood—“why would anyone want to do such a thing?”

“Maybe to wipe out a criminal record or cancel a debt or cover up a sickness that could cost them their job. Some companies will fire employees with AIDS or cancer.”

“How can people protect themselves?” Mrs. Hogendobber began to grasp the possibilities for mischief.

“The mastermind has sent faxes to television stations saying that the virus will go into effect August first, and that it’s called the Threadneedle virus.”

“Threadneedle is such an odd name. I wonder what’s the connection?” Harry rubbed her chin.

“Oh, there will be a connection, all right. The newspeople are researching like mad on that,” he confidently predicted.

“One big puzzle.” Harry liked puzzles.

“The computer expert on the morning show said that one way to protect your information base is to tell your computer to disregard any command it is given on August first.”

“Sensible.” Miranda nodded her head.

“Except that most business is transacted by computer, so that means for one entire day all commercial, medical, even police transactions are down.”

“Oh, dear.” Miranda’s eyes grew large. “Is there nothing else that can be done?”

Herbie finished his tea, setting the mug on the table with a light tap. “This expert reviewed the defenses and encouraged people to program their computers to hold and review any commands that come in on August first. If anything is peculiar, your review program can instruct the computer to void the suspicious command. Naturally, big companies will use their own computer experts, but it sounds as though whatever they come up with will be some variant of the review process.”

“I always wanted to put VOID on my license plate,” Harry confessed.

“Now, why would you want to do a thing like that?” Mrs. Hogendobber pursed her lips, seashell pink today.

“Because every time my annual renewal payments would go through to the Department of Motor Vehicles, their computer would spit out the check. At least, that’s what I thought.”

“Our own little saboteur.”

“Miranda, I never did it. I just thought about it.”

“From little acorns mighty oaks do grow.” Mrs. Hogendobber appeared fierce. “Are you behind this?”

The three laughed.

“You know, when I was a young doctor I had a big Thoroughbred I used to hunt named On Call,” Herb reminisced. “When someone phoned my office the nurse would say, ‘Oh, I’m sorry, the doctor isn’t in right now. He’s On Call.’ ”

Harry and Miranda laughed all the more.

“So what’s the scoop, Pewter?” Tucker asked, then turned her attention to Mrs. Murphy. “I suppose you already know or you’d have pulled her fur out.”

With that faint hint of superiority that makes cats so maddening, the tiger twitched her whiskers forward. “We had a little chat on the back stoop.”

“Come on, tell me.”

Pewter sidled over to the dog, who was now sitting up. “Aysha Cramer refused, to Mim Sanburne’s face, to work with Kerry McCray for the homeless benefit.”

Mim Sanburne considered herself queen of Crozet. On her expansive days she extended that dominion to cover the state of Virginia.

“Big deal.” Tucker was disappointed.

“It is. No one crosses Mim. She pitched a hissy and told Aysha that the good of the community was more important than her spat with Kerry,” the rotund kitty announced.

“Oh, Aysha.” Tucker laughed. “Now Mim will give her the worst job of the benefit—addressing, sealing, and stamping the envelopes. They all have to be handwritten, you know.”

“And all this over Norman Cramer. Mr. Bland.” Pewter giggled.

The animals caught their breath for a moment.

“Boy, it’s a dull summer if we’re laughing about that tired love triangle,” Mrs. Murphy said wistfully.

“Nothing happens around here,” Tucker carped.

“Fourth of July parade was okay. But nothing unusual. Maybe someone will stir up a fuss over Labor Day . . .” Pewter’s voice trailed off. “We can hope for a little action.”

Mrs. Murphy stretched forward, then backward. “You know what my mother used to say, ‘Be careful what you ask for, you might get it.’ ”

The three friends later would remember this prophecy.
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Ash Lawn, the Federal home of James and Elizabeth Monroe, reposes behind a mighty row of English boxwoods. When the fifth president and his lady were alive, these pungent shrubs probably rose no higher than waist level. The immense height of them now casts an eerie aura yet lends an oddly secure sense to the entrance. The formal entrance isn’t used anymore; people must pass the small gift shop and arrive at the house by a side route.

The warm yellow clapboard creates an accessibility, a familiarity—one could imagine living in this house. No one could ever imagine living in the beautiful and imposing Monticello just over the small mountain from Ash Lawn.

Harry walked among the boxwoods and around the grounds with Blair Bainbridge, her new neighbor—“new” being a relative term in Crozet; Blair had moved there more than a year ago. A much-sought-after model, he was out of Crozet as much as he was in it. Recently returned from Africa, he had asked Harry to give him a tour of Monroe’s home. This irritated Harry’s ex-husband, Fair Haristeen, D.V.M., a blond giant who, having repented of his foolishness in losing Harry, desperately wanted his ex-wife back.

As for Blair, no one could divine his intentions toward Harry. Mrs. Hogendobber, that self-confessed expert on the male animal, declared that Blair was so impossibly rugged and handsome that he had women throwing themselves at him every moment, on every continent. She swore Harry fascinated him because she seemed immune to his masculine beauty. Mrs. Hogendobber got it more than half right despite arguments to the contrary from Harry’s best friend and her corgi’s breeder, Susan Tucker.

Mrs. Murphy chose the shade of a mighty poplar, where she scratched up some grass, then plopped down. Tucker circled three times, then sat next to her as she eyed the offending peacocks of Ash Lawn. The shimmering birds overran the Monroe estate, their heavenly appearance marred by grotesquely ugly pinkish feet. They also possessed the nastiest voices of birddom.

“Oh, how I’d like to wrestle that big showoff to the ground,” Tucker growled as a huge male strutted by, cast the little dog a death-ray eye, and then strutted on.

“Probably tough as an old shoe.” Mrs. Murphy occasionally enjoyed a wren as a delicacy, but she shied off the larger birds. She prudently flattened herself whenever she perceived a large shadow overhead. This was based on experience because a redtailed hawk had carried off one of her tiny brothers.

“I don’t know why President Monroe kept these birds. Sheep, cattle, even turkeys—I can understand turkeys—but peacocks are useless.” Tucker jumped up and whirled around to bite something in her fur.

“Fleas? It’s the season.” Mrs. Murphy noticed sympathetically.

“No.” Tucker grumbled as she bit some more. “Deer flies.”

“How can they get through your thick fur?”

“I don’t know, but they do.” Tucker sighed, then stood up and shook herself. “Where’s Mom?”

“Out and about. She’s not far. Sit down, will you. If you go off and chase one of those stupid birds, I’ll get blamed for it. I don’t see why we can’t go into the house. I understand why other people’s animals can’t visit, like Lucy Fur, but not us.” The younger of Reverend Jones’s two cats, Lucy Fur, was aptly named as she was a hellion.

“Bet Little Marilyn would let us through the back door.” Tucker winked. She knew Mim Sanburne’s daughter loved animals.

“Good idea.” The cat rolled in the grass and then bounded up. “Let’s boogie.”

“Where’d you hear that?” Tucker asked as they trotted to the side door. A bench under a small porch made the area inviting. No humans were around.

“Susan said it yesterday. She picks up that stuff from her kids. Like ‘ABC ya’ for when you say good-bye.”

“Oh.” Tucker found the semantics of the young of limited interest, since every few years the jargon changed.

Underneath Ash Lawn’s main level, docents dressed in period costumes spun, wove, boiled lard for candles, and cooked in the kitchen. Little Marilyn—Marilyn Sanburne, Junior, recently divorced and taking back her maiden name—was the chief docent at Ash Lawn this day. Although only in her early thirties, the younger Marilyn had contributed a great deal financially to Ash Lawn as well as to the College of William and Mary. The college maintained the house and grounds of James Monroe and provided most docents. Little Marilyn was a proud alumna of William and Mary, where she had switched majors so many times, her advisers despaired of her ever graduating. She finally settled on sociology, which greatly displeased her mother, and therefore greatly pleased Little Marilyn.

As Harry had graduated from Smith College in Massachusetts, she was not one of the inner circle at Ash Lawn, but the staff was good at community relations, so Harry and her animals felt welcome there. Of course, everyone at Ash Lawn knew Mrs. Murphy and Tucker.

The other docents that July 30 were Kerry McCray, a pert strawberry-blonde and Little Marilyn’s college roommate; Laura Freely, a tall, austere lady in her sixties; and Aysha Gill Cramer, also a friend of Little Marilyn’s from William and Mary. As Aysha had been married only the previous April, in a gruesome social extravaganza, it was taking everyone a bit of time to get used to calling her Cramer. Danny Tucker, Susan’s sixteen-year-old son, was working as a gardener and loving it. Susan was filling in at the gift shop because the regular cashier had called in sick.

A scheduling snafu had stuck Aysha and Kerry there at the same time. The two despised each other. Along with Little Marilyn, the three had been best friends from childhood all the way through William and Mary, where they pledged the same sorority.

After graduation they traveled to Europe together, finally going their separate ways after a year’s time. They wrote volumes of letters to each other. Kerry returned to Crozet first, getting a job at the Crozet National Bank, which had started locally at the turn of the century but now served all of central Virginia. Little Mim followed soon after, married badly, and then divorced. Aysha had returned to Albemarle County only six months ago. Her impeccable French and Italian were not in demand. Career prospects were so limited in this small corner of the world that marriage was still a true career for young women, providing they could find a suitable victim.

The friends picked up where they had left off. Aysha, a bit chubby when she was younger, had matured into a good-looking woman bubbling with ideas.

Little Marilyn, recovering from her divorce, was still blue. She needed her friends.

Kerry, engaged to Norman Cramer, often invited Aysha and Little Marilyn out with them for dinner, the movies, a late night at the Blue Ridge Brewery.

Weedy and timid, Norman possessed a handsome face framing big blue eyes. He, too, worked at the Crozet National Bank as the head accountant. Excitement was not Norman’s middle name, so everyone was knocked for a loop when Aysha snaked him away from Kerry. No one could figure out why she wanted him except that she was in her thirties, disliked working, and marriage was an easy way out.

Her mother, Ottoline Gill, far too involved in her daughter’s life, seemed thrilled with her new son-in-law. Part of that may have been shock from ever having a son-in-law. She had despaired of Aysha’s future, declaring many times over that a girl as beautiful and brilliant as her darling would never find a husband. “Men like dumb women,” she would say, “and my Aysha won’t play dumb.”

Whatever she played or didn’t play, she captivated Norman with the result that Aysha and Kerry were now bitter enemies who could barely speak to each other in a civil tone of voice. Norman, away from Aysha’s scrutiny, would be pleasant to Kerry, although she wasn’t always pleasant back.

Marilyn sent Aysha to work downstairs, packing Kerry out to the slave quarters. It eased the tension somewhat. She knew each one would seek her out in the next day to complain about the mix-up. Kerry would be easier to console than Aysha, who liked nothing better than to have someone at an emotional disadvantage. However, Aysha enjoyed being a docent for Ash Lawn and Marilyn would mollify her, for her sake as well as the good of the place. Bad enough to have Aysha fuss at her, but coping with that harridan of a mother was real hell. And if Ottoline picked up the cudgel, then Marilyn’s own mother, Mim, would become involved, too, if for no other reason than to put the pretentious Ottoline in her place.

Mrs. Murphy, tail to the vertical, felt the cool grass under her paws. Grasshoppers shot off before her like green insect rockets. They’d jump, settle, then jump again. Usually she would chase them, but today she wanted to get inside the historic home just to prove she wouldn’t be destructive.

As the day drew to a close, most of the tourists had left. A few lingered in the gift shop. The staff of Ash Lawn began closing up. Harry and Blair had entered the house to see if Marilyn needed any help.

A distant roar grew louder. Then a screech, burp, and cutoff announced that a motorcycle had pulled into the parking lot, not just any motorcycle, but a gleaming, perfect black Harley-Davidson. The biker was as disheveled as his machine was gorgeous. He wore a black German World War II helmet, a black leather vest studded with chrome stars, torn jeans, heavy black biker boots, and an impressive chain across his chest like a medieval Sam Browne belt. Wraparound black sunglasses completed the outfit. He was unshaven but handsome in a grungy fashion.

He sauntered up the brick path leading to the front door. Tucker, now on the side of the house by the slave quarters, stopped and began barking at him. Both animals had left the side door to see what was going on.

“Shut up, Tucker, you’ll spoil my strategy,” the cat warned. She was lying flat by the public entrance just waiting for it to swing open when the visitor entered so she could dart in. Whoever opened the door would let out a yelp as she zipped between their legs. Then they’d have to chase her or cajole her. Harry would have a fit and fall in it. Someone would think to bribe her with food or perhaps fresh catnip from the herb garden. Mrs. Murphy had it all planned. Then she glanced up and saw the Hell’s Angel marching toward the door. She decided to stay put.

He opened the door and Little Marilyn greeted him. “Welcome to the home of James and Elizabeth Monroe. Unfortunately our hours are ten to five during the summer and it’s five-thirty now. I’m terribly sorry, but you’ll have to come back tomorrow.”

“I’m not going anywhere.” He brushed right by her.

Laura heard this exchange from the parlor and joined Marilyn. Harry and Blair remained in the living room. Aysha was downstairs in the summer kitchen and Kerry was closing up the slave quarters.

“You’ll have to leave.” Little Marilyn pursed her lips.

“Where’s Malibu?” His guttural voice added to his visual menace.

“In California.” Blair strode into the front hall.

The biker sized him up and down. Blair was a tall man, broad-shouldered, and in splendid condition. This was no push-over.

“You the resident comedian?” The biker reached into his vest and pulled out a little switchblade. He expertly flipped it open with one hand and began to pick his teeth.

“I am for today.” Blair folded his arms across his chest. Harry, too, stepped into the hall behind Blair. “These ladies have informed you that Ash Lawn will be open tomorrow morning. Come back then.”

“I don’t give a frig about this pile. I want Malibu. I know she’s here.”

“Who’s Malibu?” Harry wedged forward. It occurred to her that the biker’s pupils were most likely dilated or the reverse, and he wore sunglasses to cover that fact. He was on something and it wasn’t aspirin.

“A thieving slut!” the biker exploded. “I’ve tracked her down and I know she’s here.”

“She couldn’t possibly be here,” Marilyn replied. “All of us who work here know one another and we’ve never heard of a Malibu.”

“Lady, you just never heard the name. She’s cunning. She’ll hypnotize you, take what she wants, and then strike like a snake!” He pointed his two front fingers at her like fangs and made a striking motion.

Out of the corner of her eye Harry saw Aysha enter through the back door. She could see Kerry out back also on her way to the main house. The biker didn’t see them. Harry backtracked, her hands behind her, holding them up in a stop signal. Blair by now had his hand on the biker’s shoulder and was gently turning him around toward the front door.

“Come on. You won’t find her today. Half the staff’s already gone home.” Blair’s voice oozed reassurance. “I know what you mean, some women are like cobras.”

The two men walked outside. Mrs. Murphy stared up at them. The biker smelled like cocaine sweat and grease. She put great store by smell.

The gruff man’s voice quivered a touch. “This one, man, this one, oh, you don’t know the things she can do to you. She plays with your body and messes with your mind. The only thing she ever really loved was the dollar.”

Blair realized he would have to walk this fellow with the stoned expression all the way to his bike because he wasn’t budging off the front porch. “Show me your bike.”

Mrs. Murphy darted from bush to bush, keeping the men in sight and hearing every word. Tucker dashed ahead of her.

“Tucker, stay behind them.”

“You’re always telling me what to do!”

“Because you act first and think later. Stay behind. That way if Blair needs help this guy won’t know you’re there. The element of surprise.”

“Well—” The dog realized the cat had a point.

“She wanted to make enough money to sit home, to be a lady.” He laughed derisively. “I thought she was joking. A lady?”

Blair arrived at the sleek machine, resting on its kickstand. “Bet she hums.”

“Yeah, power to burn.”

Blair ran his hand over the gas tank. “Had a Triumph Bonneville once. Leaked oil, but she could sing, you know?”

“Good bike.” The fellow’s lower lip protruded, a sign of agreement, approval.

“Started out with a Norton. How ’bout you?”

“Liked those English bikes, huh?” He leaned against the motorcycle. “Harleys. Always Harleys with me. Started out with a 1960 Hog, 750cc, in pieces. Put her back together. Then I put together a Ducati for a buddy of mine, and before I knew it, I had more work than I could handle.”

“BMWs?”

The biker shook his head. “Not for me. Great machines but no soul. And that piston instead of a chain drive—you shift gears on one of those things and it’s a lurch. Kill your crotch.” He laughed, revealing strong, straight teeth. “’Course there’s no more chains, you know. They use Kevlar.” He pointed to the space-age material that had replaced the chain.

“My dad had an Indian.” Blair’s eyes glazed. “What I wouldn’t give for that bike today.”

“An Indian. No shit. Hey, man, let me buy you a beer. We’ve got some serious talking to do.”

“Thanks, but my date is waiting for me back at the house. Take a raincheck though.” Blair inclined his head back toward Ash Lawn, where Harry stood at the end of the entrance walk. She wanted to make sure Blair was okay.

“I’m staying at the Best Western.”

“Okay, thanks.” Blair smiled.

“I’m not going anywhere until I find that bitch.”

“You seem determined. I’m sure you will.”

The biker tapped his head with his fist. “Box of rocks, man, box of rocks, but I never give up. Until then, buddy.” He hopped on his machine, turned the key, a velvet purr filling the air. Then he slowly rolled down the driveway.

Mrs. Murphy watched him recede. “Motorcycles were invented to thin out the male herd.”

Tucker laughed as they fell in with Blair.

“What were you doing out there?” Harry asked as the other women came out of the house and crowded around Blair.

“Talking about motorcycles.”

“With that certain?” Marilyn was incredulous.

“Oh, he’s not so bad. He’s searching for his girlfriend and he’s staying at the Best Western until he finds her. I might even have a beer with the guy. He’s kind of interesting.”

Both Kerry and Aysha had been informed of the search for Malibu.

Laura said, “You’re not afraid of him?”

“No. He’s harmless. Just a little loaded, that’s all.”

“Long as you’re not Malibu, maybe he is harmless.” Harry laughed.

“Can you imagine anyone named Malibu?” Aysha’s frosty tone was drenched in social superiority.

“Think my life would improve if I rechristened myself Chattanooga?” Kerry joked for the others’ benefit. She wanted to smash in Aysha’s face.

“Intercourse. Change your name to Intercourse and you’ll see some sizzle.” Harry giggled.

“Ah, yes.” Laura Freeley’s patrician voice, its perfect cadence, added weight to her every utterance. “If I recall my Pennsylvania geography, Intercourse isn’t far from Blue Ball.”

“Ladies”—Blair bowed his head—“how you talk.”
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