






A CATERED BIRTHDAY PARTY



Annabel raised her glass to her lips and drank the wine down. A strange expression came over her face. Her eyes widened. Her hand went to her throat. “I’ve been poisoned!” she cried. “Someone has put something in this wine!”

“Now, dear,” Richard said. “I’m sure you’re fine.”

“Are you calling me a liar?!” Annabel screamed. “Are you telling me I don’t know what my wine should taste like? For God’s sake, call a doctor.”

Trudy started barking. The other dogs joined in. The noise was deafening.

Annabel clawed at her throat. “Call the doctor,” she whispered.

“I will,” Bernie and Libby both said together.

“No. No. Not you.” She waved her hand at them. “Don’t leave. I want you to promise me…” She paused to gather her strength. “I want you to promise me you’ll find out who murdered me…”
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To Dan for surviving.
 And to my Aunt Pearl, an inspiration to us all.
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Chapter 1



Libby dried her hands on the edge of her apron. She put the spatula covered with brownie batter in the sink before turning to face her younger sister. Then she took a deep breath. When that didn’t calm her down she took a second and a third. Maybe her boyfriend Marvin was right. Maybe she did need to mellow out.

“You like dogs,” Bernie said to her in her most soothing voice.

“Not to the point of making dinner parties for them,” Libby told her sister.

“Birthday party,” Bernie corrected. “We’re making a birthday party.”

Libby frowned and waved her hand in the air. “Same thing.”

“No, it’s not.”

“It’s close enough.”

“Let’s not get overly semantic.”

“You do,” Libby told her.

Bernie decided to ignore the comment and stick to the matter at hand. “This isn’t for ‘any’ dog,” Bernie said. “This is for Trudy, Annabel Colbert’s dog.”


“I know who Trudy is,” Libby replied as she studied the toothpick she’d just plunged into the first batch of brownies in the oven. “Everyone in the world knows who Trudy is.”

Okay, that was an exaggeration, but not by much, Libby thought. There might be some obscure tribe living in the Brazilian jungle who didn’t know about Trudy, but that was about it. Trudy was the model for the Puggables, a group of stuffed toys that were the lynchpin of the Colbert toy empire.

The collection was composed of Eenie and Minnie, the mom and the dad, plus the three pups, Paggie, Poogie, and Twinkles, as well as numerous other family members with names too disgustingly cute to mention. Not only that, but they came in a range of annoyingly saccharine pastel colors. However, they had made Annabel and her husband a fortune. Before the Puggables, Colbert Toys had been just another company struggling to survive.

Libby sighed as she turned her thoughts back to the brownies. They were almost done. Five more minutes at the most. That was the trouble with brownies: They were easy to make, but difficult to make well. If you added the chocolate and butter mixture to the flour before it cooled, the bars came out heavy. If you baked them too long they came out dry.

Bernie nodded at the brownies. “Are these the ones you made out of seventy percent dark chocolate with chili powder?”

Libby nodded. “It’ll be interesting to see how they sell.”

“We need to call them something cool.” Bernie was a firm believer in the power of names.

Libby shrugged. She wasn’t.


“Dogs can’t eat chocolate, you know,” Bernie told her, getting back to the matter at hand. “It gives them heart attacks.”

“Then I’m glad I’m not a dog,” Libby retorted as she watched her sister smooth her shirt down around her waist.

It was twenty-five degrees out, but Bernie was wearing a long, black cotton sweater, a white and gray striped scarf, a silk shirt, twill pants, and suede boots. How she did it Libby didn’t know. She herself was wearing a flannel shirt, a hoodie, jeans, and wool socks and she was still cold.

“It’s really for Annabel Colbert’s friends and family,” Bernie continued. She took up the conversation where she’d left it a moment ago.

Libby slammed the oven door shut. “And dogs.”

“Pugs,” Bernie corrected. “Six pugs.”

“Wonderful.”

“Well, you wouldn’t want Trudy to have a birthday party without her friends. That would just be mean.”

Libby threw the toothpick into the garbage can, stalked over to the cutting board, and began shredding ginger for their special gingered chicken. As Bernie followed her, she reflected that she probably should have talked to her sister about the dinner later in the day. She might have been more receptive then. The fact that they were behind because their counter girl, Amber, had called and told them she was going to be three hours late this morning hadn’t put Libby in a good mood.

As Bernie peered over her sister’s shoulder she once again marveled at the speed with which her sister’s hands moved. “I’m going to Sam’s Club to get napkins, plates, sugar, and salt. Do we need anything else?”


Libby kept chopping. “I don’t like pugs,” she informed Bernie.

“Neither do I,” Bernie said as she snagged a piece of carrot off the table. “They wheeze.”

Libby stopped chopping and turned to face her. “So why are we doing this?”

Bernie snorted. “You can’t be serious?”

Libby wasn’t. Not really. She knew exactly why they were doing this. They were doing this because you don’t say no to the wealthiest person in town. At least you don’t if you want to stay in business. Libby chewed on the inside of her lip as she extracted a piece of chocolate from the pocket of her shirt, unwrapped it, and popped it into her mouth.

That wasn’t the issue. Not really. The issue was respect. Bernie was always running off and committing them to engagements without asking her first, leaving her to run around like a chicken without its head, as her mother used to say. Frankly she was sick and tired of it.

“You should have discussed it with me first,” Libby told her.

“I was going to,” Bernie protested. “But you were asleep when I got home.”

Libby grunted. “You could have left a note.”

“I wanted to talk to you.”

Libby felt her resolve weakening. This was the problem. She could never stay annoyed with her sister for long. “When is this event supposed to take place?”

Bernie hemmed and hawed. Libby started tapping her foot.

Bernie plastered a grin on her face. “Friday.” She gave the word an upward swing.

“Which Friday?”

“Er…this Friday.”


“That’s two days away!” Libby yelped.

Bernie looked unhappy. “Well, you know how impulsive Annabel Colbert is. But on the bright side, the Fieldses canceled their dinner party, so that leaves an opening.”

Libby’s eyes narrowed. “You didn’t tell me that either.”

“It was on the answering machine last night. I figured you’d listen to the messages.”

Libby cursed silently as she strode toward the calendar hanging on the wall. At least they hadn’t butterflied the lamb yet or ordered the scallops for the Coquille St. Jacques, so that was good. And she had to admit that what Bernie had just said was true: Annabel Colbert was impulsive. And insistent. She never took no for an answer. She had that sense of entitlement the superrich have. Just saying something made it so.

Libby clicked her tongue against the roof of her mouth while she studied the calendar. They were pretty well booked, what with dinner parties, benefits, and bar mitzvahs. But Bernie was correct. The Fieldses’ party was the only event they had going for Friday night.

“She’s going to want a deal,” Libby said. “She always does.”

“No, I’m not,” a voice behind them trumpeted. “Nothing is too good for my Trudy.”

Libby and Bernie spun around. Annabel Colbert was standing in the doorway between the kitchen and the counter area with her pug in her arms. She’d recently gotten a short, spiky hairdo, but instead of making her look punk, it made her appear even gaunter. Scrutinizing her, Bernie decided that the “too thin” part of the adage “You can never be too rich or too thin” had definite limits and Annabel Colbert was on the verge of transgressing them. There was thin and then there was just plain bony. Bernie was thinking about what the tipping point was when she noticed that their counter guy Googie, aka George Nathan III, was right behind her.

“I’m sorry,” he stammered as he wiped his hands on his apron. “I couldn’t stop her. She just barged in.”

Libby nodded. “It’s okay.”

“I…”

“Seriously. Go back behind the counter,” Libby said, and she shooed Googie away before turning her attention to Annabel. A Little Taste of Heaven wasn’t packed, but there were ten people out front waiting to be served. Aside from which it didn’t do to leave the cash register unguarded. Longely wasn’t the type of place where you had to worry about stuff like that, but why take chances? “I’m sorry but Trudy can’t be in the kitchen,” Libby told Annabel. It would just be their luck to have the health inspector walk in on them.

“But I’m holding her,” Annabel protested.

Bernie shrugged. “Health code rules are health code rules.”

Annabel scowled. “She’s cleaner than most people.”

“I’m sure she is,” Bernie said as she escorted Annabel out of the kitchen and up the stairs to the Simmons’s living quarters.

Luckily her dad was out at the moment; he wasn’t a big fan of the Colbert family.

“Morons,” was the kindest comment he made whenever their name came up.

“I like Trudy’s collar,” Bernie said on the way up the stairs. It was thick braided leather with a large gold buckle.

“Hermes,” Annabel trilled.

Bernie managed to restrain herself from asking how much. But it had to be at least five hundred dollars. Probably more.

“This flat is so…so…cozy,” Annabel commented in that annoyingly arch way she had when she and Bernie walked into the Simmons’s living room.

Translation: small. But then Bernie supposed that when you lived in a place that boasted its own solarium, library, gym, media room, bowling alley, and beauty parlor, as well as a canine fitness center complete with treadmill, the Simmons’s flat was small. Annabel plopped herself down on the sofa, put the pug on her lap, and began fingering one of her diamond studs.

In case I missed them, Bernie thought as she took the armchair opposite her customer. Like that was possible. Missing them would be like missing a flashlight beam in the dark. Despite Annabel’s make-up, Bernie noted the dark circles under Annabel’s eyes and the fine lines around her mouth. The haircut was definitely not kind to her. Bernie bet it had been expensive too. Probably six hundred dollars. Maybe even eight. She was just about to ask Annabel who did her hair when Annabel started talking.

“We have to revamp the menu,” she announced.

Bernie barely managed to suppress a groan. It had taken them three hours yesterday to agree on the one they had.

“I’ve decided I want the same menu for the dogs and their humans,” Annabel continued. “It’ll be much more of a bonding experience that way. And I want the food served on my good Limoges. Naturally the dogs will be seated at the table.”

“Naturally,” Bernie murmured.


Annabel shot her a look. “They do it in Paris all the time.”

But we’re not in Paris. We’re in Westchester County, Bernie wanted to say. But didn’t.

“Yes,” Bernie added. “It’s wonderful. So humane. When I was in Brussels I sat next to an extremely well-behaved standard poodle riding on the bus with his owner. There was me, the poodle, and the owner all sitting in a row, all staring straight ahead.”

For a moment Annabel looked miffed at having been outdone in the story department, but she rallied. She waved her hand in the air. “And you don’t have to take care of the decorations. I’ll do those. I’m thinking of using the whole Puggable family. That will work, don’t you think?”

Bernie didn’t think it would work at all. She wasn’t a fan of huge stuffed animals. On the other hand, she wouldn’t have to deal with them. That was a plus. Also in situations like this, despite what her sister thought, Bernie always went with the client’s wishes. Therefore, she lied and told Annabel she thought it would be great.

“Absolutely,” Libby added. She’d come up after finishing the chicken and was now standing in the doorway with her arms crossed over her chest. She felt that it behooved her to be in on the planning due to Bernie’s well-documented tendency to commit them to things without thinking them through. Witness today. “Do you have any ideas about what you’d like to serve?”

“Ideas? Ideas?” Annabel repeated. She wrinkled her nose, giving the impression that she found the question puzzling. “That’s why I came to you.”

Libby flicked a tiny piece of ginger off the sleeve of her hoodie. “Well, what’s your price range?”


“Price is no object,” Annabel snapped. “I already told you that in the kitchen, isn’t that right, Trudy?”

Trudy yawned, curled her tongue, stretched, and licked Annabel’s hand in a desultory manner.

“See. She agrees,” Annabel said.

Bernie and Libby both managed to not roll their eyes.

“What about the wine?” Bernie asked, changing the subject.

“What about it?” Annabel said.

“What are your thoughts? California? Long Island? They’ve gotten a lot better recently. French? Italian? Australian? Do you want us to get it or…”

“No,” Annabel replied before Bernie could finish her sentence. “Forget about the wine. Richard will take care of that. He orders it from The Grape, that little shop over by Henley Drive.”

“I know where it is,” Bernie said. Not that she ever bought anything there. They only carried high-end stuff.

“They get my wine for me there. I’m particularly fond of an estate-bottled Spanish Rioja that’s quite hard to come by, but somehow the owners manage. It’s my special wine. In fact, it’s the only thing I’m drinking now. In any case, we’ll just have wine with the meal; otherwise we’ll stick to bubbling water and soda. Richard will take care of that as well. After all, it’s Trudy’s party, so I think it would be nice if there’s nothing there she can’t have.”

“Understood,” Libby said.

Annabel went back to fingering her diamond earring. “And needless to say, I want all the ingredients in this meal to be organic. We don’t tolerate anything else in our house. My husband won’t allow it. Local would be even better. The less of a carbon footprint we leave the happier all of us will be. Also, I don’t want any black pepper in anything, because Trudy’s allergic to it. Naturally I want both of you to set up and serve. It’ll be more intimate that way. You won’t have to worry about my staff getting in your way. In fact, I’ve given them the time off.”

“Is that it?” Bernie asked.

“For the moment,” Annabel replied as she got up. “If I think of anything else I’ll let you know.”

Bernie stood up as well. “We’ll call you with the menu.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Annabel replied. “You can fax it to my personal assistant, who will show it to me. If I have any quibbles I will relay them to her and she will fax you back. Unfortunately, I’m terribly busy with my new projects at the moment. I’m trying to get them squared away, so I can announce them at the birthday party, but I’m sure you girls will do a marvelous job. After all, that’s why I hired you.” She glanced at her watch. “Can I tell my assistant to be looking for your fax in an hour or so?”

Bernie looked at Libby. Libby looked back at Bernie.

“That’ll be fine,” Libby said as she saw her plans for the day disappearing over the horizon. Now she’d be even farther behind.

“Good.” Annabel smiled. “And by the way, Bernie,” Annabel added as she got to the doorway, “you should cut down on the carbs. You’re getting a little chubby around the derrière.” And she patted her rear end. “I hope you don’t mind my saying something, but if the positions were reversed I’d certainly want to know.”

Bernie managed to get out a strangled “thanks” as Annabel walked through the door.


“Am I?” Bernie asked her sister as soon as she was sure Annabel had left the building. She wasn’t going to give Annabel the added satisfaction of overhearing her comments if she could help it.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Libby replied.

“Really?”

“Really. Of course, in comparison with her rear end, everyone’s is big.”

Big was not the word Bernie wanted to hear at the moment. “Thanks a heap.”

“Oh, come on. Annabel just can’t stand to see anyone looking good. I would kill to have your body,” Libby told Bernie as she watched her sister study herself in the mirror hanging on the wall. And she wasn’t just being nice. She meant it.

“Maybe I shouldn’t wear these pants anymore.”

“Bernie!”

“You’re right.” Bernie brushed a lock of hair off of her face. “Why am I listening to someone who could be a stand-in for a famine victim?” The corners of Bernie’s mouth worked themselves into a smile. “And we are charging her a lot of money.”

Libby smiled. “Pots of it. And we’re getting three-quarters of it up front or we’re not doing it.”

“Good,” Bernie said. If there was one thing she’d learned over her years of catering it was that the rich don’t like to settle their bills. “And now for the menu. I think we should start with a liver pate on toast points, some cheese stuff, maybe some bacon and peanut butter on slices of bread….”

Libby wrinkled her nose.

“Hey, I know they’re not haute cuisine, but dogs and kids like them,” Bernie said a little defensively.

Libby nodded. It was true. They did.


“And then,” Bernie continued, “we move on to steak and potatoes.”

“What about the cake?”

“Something vanilla. Maybe an old-fashioned layer cake, light on the frosting, in the shape of a dog bone?”

Libby pursed her lips. That would do. “Ice cream?”

Bernie thought for a moment. “Probably not. That might be overkill in the sugar and dairy departments.”

“This should work,” Libby observed after she’d written down the menu and faxed it over.

“Of course it’s going to work,” Bernie said indignantly. “We designed it, didn’t we? Although I’m sure Annabel will have some quibbles.” Bernie bracketed the word quibbles with her fingers.

“I’m sure she will,” Bree Nottingham, real estate agent extraordinaire and social arbiter of Longely, said as she swept into the living room with Rudolph, her six-month-old pug puppy, trailing behind her. They were both wearing pink coats and rhinestone collars. “Annabel always has quibbles. Of course, when you have that kind of money you can afford to.”

“It’s not the quibbles I’m worried about,” Libby replied as she pictured six dogs running up and down the table. “It’s everything else.”

“It’ll be an interesting event,” Bree commented as she watched Rudolph sniff the sofa leg. “I just came by to tell you that Rudolph is allergic to chicken, so don’t put chicken on the menu. He’s a sensitive soul, the poor dear.”

Bernie looked down at Rudolph, who was currently trying to dig a hole in the carpet. He didn’t look sensitive to her. He looked like a miniature Sherman tank.

“Interesting in what way?” Bernie asked. She decided to sidestep the whole dog food-allergy issue. Bad enough she had to deal with people with food allergies let alone their canines.

Bree smiled brightly. “In the way that married couples frequently are, dear.”

“And that is?” Libby asked. She’d expected the conversation to go in another direction.

Bernie leaned forward slightly. “Yes. Elucidate for us. Inquiring minds want to know.”

But instead of answering, Bree gave the Simmons sisters another of her smiles and said, “I’m sure you two will do an excellent job. You always do.” After which she left. Just like the Grand Duchess, Bernie thought.

“Now what do you think she meant by that?” Libby asked Bernie as soon as she heard the downstairs door closing.

“I think she means that the Colberts are getting a divorce. Or one of them is having an affair.”

“Seriously?”

Bernie gave her a look. Honestly, sometimes her sister was so naïve. “What else could it be?”

Libby shook her head. “I don’t have a clue. All I know is that whatever it is, it’s none of our business.”

“I suppose,” Bernie said, feigning agreement even though she really didn’t believe that, and she didn’t think Libby believed it either. After all, they’d been raised in a house with a mother who had elevated minding other people’s business into an art form.

“I think we should concentrate on planning,” Libby said.

“I think you’re right,” Bernie agreed.

This was not debatable. They had lots to do and not much time to do it.








Chapter 2



As Bernie would tell her dad on Friday evening after the furor had died down, things at the Colbert household got off to a crummy start and went downhill from there. Although she couldn’t fault Annabel for her decorating efforts. Those were great. Normally, seeing the Puggables engendered an acute case of nausea in Bernie, but this time, for some reason, the six-foot-high pink, blue, and purple stuffed pugs worked. Maybe because they balanced out the chintz draperies, the ersatz Louis IV furniture, and the knights in armor standing sentinel in the hall. She wasn’t sure.

In any case, there were several Puggables draped over the knights in the entranceway, and then the whole family, all fourteen of them, was perched on the dining room window seat, which lent a festive air to the proceedings. Large helium balloons in the shape of bones, dog biscuits, and various chew toys hung from the ceiling.

Richard Colbert, Annabel’s husband, met Bernie and Libby at the kitchen door and ushered them in. Bernie noticed that although he was dressed in casual clothes, his jeans were pressed, his salmon-colored cashmere crewneck matched his salmon-colored socks, and he was wearing the Patek Phillipe watch she’d seen advertised in the Sunday edition of the New York Times for ten thousand dollars.

The first words out of his mouth when he opened the door were, “How long is this going to last?”

Bernie raised an eyebrow. “This?” She’d thought he was attractive in a preppy kind of way on first sight, but that impression was instantly dispelled when he opened his mouth.

Richard tapped his fingers on his thighs. “This event. What else would I be referring to, for heaven’s sake?”

“Excuse me, I didn’t get your name. Who did you say you were?” Bernie asked, even though she already knew who he was. “I thought Annabel said the staff would be gone.”

One for our side, Bernie thought as Richard glared at her, then pointedly glanced at his watch. “I have an appointment at five so I want the cake served by four at the latest,” he replied, taking the high road and ignoring her comment.

“Well…” Bernie began, but Libby jumped into the conversation before her sister could finish her sentence.

Because if there was one thing that Libby knew it was that whatever Bernie was going to say wasn’t going to be nice. This, of course, was another type of situation where she and her sister deviated in their responses. She didn’t see any point in making things worse, while Bernie seemed to revel in it.


Libby cleared her throat. “That shouldn’t be a problem,” Libby told him, not meeting her sister’s gaze. “We’re planning on being out of here by four-thirty.”

Richard grunted. “My wife,” he said, making the word sound as if he were talking about a particularly nasty substance, “has a way of dragging things out.” He looked down at Libby, something that was easy enough for him to do since he was six feet four inches tall. “All I can say is that I hope you two are worth the money.”

“We are,” Bernie assured him.

But Richard didn’t seem reassured. He shook his head in disgust and started speaking again. “All this hoopdedoo for a dog. Ridiculous. Absolutely absurd.” And he stalked off.

Libby and Bernie exchanged glances.

“I guess he wasn’t in favor of the party,” Libby said. Even though she agreed in principle with what Richard Colbert had just said, she didn’t like the way he’d said it.

“I guess not. Trudy just a dog?” Bernie raised an eyebrow again. “Hardly. I bet Annabel would have something to say about that. Trudy’s the foundation of their company, for heaven’s sake. Colbert Toys was nothing before they started marketing her.”

“Maybe Richard just doesn’t like eating at the table with canines,” Libby suggested.

Bernie snorted. “Why do I think that’s so not the issue. But I do have to say this definitely gives new meaning to the phrase, ‘going to the dogs.’”

“Dad would freak.”

“He wouldn’t be happy, but he’d have done it if that’s what Mom had wanted,” Bernie said as she plunked the carton she’d been holding down on the countertop.


“Not that Mom ever would.” Libby had begged for a cat or a dog or even a hamster for years to no avail.

“That’s true, but that’s not what I was saying. In any case, let’s hope the other guests don’t feel the same way.”

“We know that Bree doesn’t,” Libby pointed out.

“Fortunately,” Bernie said.

She couldn’t believe that she was happy that Bree was going to be in attendance, but she was. Nitpicky as Bree was, she was at least a friendly face. Bernie had just brought in another carton when a tall blonde with a set of conical breasts that reminded Bernie of war missiles bounded into the kitchen and introduced herself.

“Hi,” she said, extending her hand. “I’m Joanna Trubottom, Richard’s personal assistant.”

Bernie managed to avoid making eye contact with Libby. Otherwise she would have burst into an uncontrollable giggling fit. They’d sent their fax to a Joanna. The name Trubottom had not appeared on the return sheets.

Libby was also having trouble keeping a straight face, not to mention keeping her eyes off of Joanna Trubottom’s chest. Libby decided her boobs looked as if they were about to launch themselves into the stratosphere. She was trying not to picture that in her head when Joanna spoke.

“You look puzzled,” Joanna said to Libby.

“Not at all,” Libby lied. She was puzzled, but she was puzzled by why someone would do that to herself. How could anyone think that was attractive? “I just thought Mrs. Colbert told me you were her personal assistant.”

Joanna laughed in a mirthless kind of way. “No. No. I work for Richard now. I was merely helping Mrs. Colbert for a few days.”

Bernie reflected that Joanna’s expression indicated that this had not been a particularly pleasant experience.

“That was nice of her husband to lend you out, as it were,” Bernie observed.

Joanna managed to suggest by her body language that he hadn’t had any choice in the matter. “Mrs. Colbert tends to…tends to…misspeak,” Joanna ventured, after starting and stopping speaking several times.

As in lie, Bernie thought. “That must be…difficult,” she continued, trying for neutral conversational ground.

Joanna gave a shrug. “Things are what they are. Mrs. Colbert and Trudy will be down as soon as possible. Trudy is in the middle of her appointment with the dental hygienist,” Joanna explained.

“Dental hygienist,” Libby echoed.

“Yes. Well. Groomer really. She comes twice a week to brush Trudy’s teeth. Trudy’s back teeth have a tendency to develop cavities.”

“What does the tooth brusher use?” Bernie couldn’t resist asking. “Crest or Colgate?”

Joanna Trubottom offered a thin smile. “Actually the toothpaste Anna uses is chicken and bacon flavored,” she informed them as she walked out of the room.

Libby rummaged around in her bag, found a piece of chocolate, and popped it into her mouth. “Do you think that Trubottom is Joanna’s real last name?” she asked Bernie.

“No one would make something like that up unless they were a porn star,” her sister replied. “I can’t imagine what elementary school must have been like for her. Trubottom indeed. Give me a break. And did you notice how she called Annabel Mrs. Colbert and Richard, Richard?”

Libby began taking the pâté out of the carton. “I bet Joanna started off working for the wife. Note the word now in the phrase ‘I work for Richard now.’”

Bernie brushed a wisp of hair out of her eyes. “I gotta tell you if I were married I’d never hire someone that looked like that to work for me as a personal assistant.”

“Maybe she didn’t look like that when Annabel hired her. Maybe Richard bought her her boobs,” Libby opined.

“Well, someone did.”

Libby laughed.

“I have to say you’re getting jaded in your old age,” Bernie told her.

Libby ate another piece of chocolate. “Learned it from you.”

Bernie was quiet for a moment. Then she said, “Or maybe Annabel doesn’t care what Richard’s personal assistant looks like. Maybe she doesn’t want to have sex with her husband. Maybe she’s happy to be relieved of the responsibility.”

“I can’t imagine that,” Libby said.

“I can,” said Bernie. “There are a couple of women at the gym like that.” And she proceeded to fill Libby in on the details.

“Still. If he leaves her…”

“Maybe she has all the money,” Bernie said as she started chewing on a carrot stick. “Richard doesn’t look like someone who would leave his meal ticket.”


“You just don’t like him because he was wearing salmon socks,” Libby said.

“No. I don’t like him because he was rude and obnoxious and he was wearing salmon-colored socks,” Bernie replied. “Of course,” she reflected, “Annabel is no prize either. They’re equally matched.” She went back to unloading the carton. “I guess this is what Bree meant when she called Richard and Annabel Colbert an interesting couple.” She held up her hand, forestalling Libby’s comment. “Or words to that effect. Fortunately, we’ll be out of here in two and a half hours so they’re not our problem. I just hope that the other people who are coming are a little more enthusiastic.”

“Well, even if they’re not, their dogs will be,” Libby said. She began laying bread slices out on the counter in preparation for cutting them into bonelike shapes. Not just any bread, mind you. This was bread made with 100 percent organic flour and baked in-house. As Annabel had said, nothing was too good for Trudy. “I just had this terrible thought,” Libby went on. “It would be really bad if the dogs didn’t like what we were serving.”

“That’s one of the virtues of the canine species. They eat virtually anything,” Bernie observed. “Well, almost anything,” she amended as she picked up a half-eaten dog biscuit still in its wrapper and threw it in the trash. “I don’t think most dogs like citrus fruit.”

“Maybe we should have taste tested the menu first?”

“For the species that eats from garbage cans,” said Bernie as she thought of the neighbor’s dog that had gotten into their trash last week. “Anyway, what’s not to like? All the dogs will like the liver toast points, the peanut butter and bacon canapés, the steak and mashed potatoes. I’m not too sure about the carrot coins with ginger and the tossed salad, but under the circumstances I don’t think it matters all that much.”

“Well, I hope you’re right,” Libby said as she finished cutting out the bread.

Then while Bernie was putting peanut butter on the cutouts, Libby took the silver serving pieces that Annabel had laid out and filled the dishes up with the Kalamata and Nicoise olives, the spiced pecans she’d made yesterday, and the salted almonds she’d roasted this morning. Then she took everything into the room Annabel had indicated they’d be serving the hors d’oeuvres in.

The Eaton room, as Annabel called it, was painted a dark hunter green with white molding and had a white ceiling made of molded plaster. The walls were covered with pictures of dogs and horses in the British style, while the sofa and the armchairs were upholstered in chintz fabric. There were Oriental rugs over the dark wood flooring. The only thing missing, Libby decided, was a coat of arms.

In line with Annabel’s wishes to limit wine to the main meal, the highboy along the left wall had already been set up with bottles of sparkling water, sparkling cider, and various kinds of soda. What had she said? Libby tried to remember her exact words. Something to the effect of trying to limit the things that the animals couldn’t partake in so both species could have a more communal experience. Which was the rationale for not serving coffee or tea with dessert. Not that Libby was complaining. That just made things easier for her, since nowadays you had to serve both regular and decaffeinated coffees, as well as a variety of teas.

Libby looked around and decided to put the nuts and olives on the end tables where the dogs couldn’t get at them, rather than on the coffee table, which was snout level. After she’d placed them to her satisfaction, she walked into the pantry to make sure that all the serving pieces she and Joanna had faxed each other about were out. Which they were. She’d give Annabel and Joanna kudos for that. They were efficient. Unpleasant, but efficient.

Out of force of habit, Libby moved the Limoges china platters and bowls slightly so they were all perfectly aligned, then checked on the glasses—Waterford—to make sure there were no smudge marks, which there weren’t, and then she inspected the wine.

Three bottles of Lafitte plus one bottle of Annabel’s wine, an obscure Spanish red, had been set out. She carefully moved them all a little farther down the counter so she’d have room to bring in the salad and the vegetables. Then she made sure that the corkscrew, although this was a way fancier device, was next to the bottles.

She was glad that Richard was opening and decanting the wine, because she always had visions of having the cork break off in a two hundred–dollar bottle of the stuff. She gave the pantry one last look to make sure everything was in place—in catering it was all about the details—and left.

On her way back to the kitchen she could hear Richard and Annabel screaming at each other out in the main hallway. Richard was calling Annabel a stupid cow and she was calling him a turd. Not a good sign, Libby decided as she quietly tiptoed behind them so they wouldn’t turn around and see her. But she needn’t have worried. They were too engrossed in their hostilities to be aware of anybody else.

Great, Libby thought. Host and hostess fighting. Dogs running all over the place. Probably on the table. Despite what Bernie said, in Libby’s humble opinion the prognosis for this event was not good. She wondered how bad things were going to be as she watched a woman she presumed to be Trudy’s tooth brusher come down the stairs and go out the side door. If she was done, that meant that Annabel and Trudy would be in the kitchen soon.

Libby could wait. But as she looked on the bright side, they’d already been paid enough to cover their materials and time. Even if worse came to worse and they didn’t get their 20 percent, they’d still be ahead of the game. It would just be a trying couple of hours. Libby would remember that thought frequently in the days ahead.








Chapter 3



Three-quarters of an hour later, Bernie and Libby heard the doorbell in the mansion chime, “How much is that doggie in the window?” That in turn was followed by footsteps, voices, barks, and squeals of laughter.

“The guests have arrived,” Bernie said as she put slivers of tomato on the plate containing the goat cheese toast points, a last minute addition.

“At least they’re on time,” Libby noted.

It was especially bad when they were serving something like a roast, and guests were half an hour or more late. You could keep things warm, but the taste really suffered. At least here they were serving steaks, which were a lot less tricky. Libby was thinking about the timing when the kitchen door was flung open and Annabel and Trudy strode in followed by three women and a knot of snuffling, snorting pugs.

Trudy was dressed in a mink stole and pearl choker, while the other three pugs had on a tux and top hat, a pink tutu and tiara, and a fireman’s coat and hat. Clearly, Bernie thought, Trudy was the grande dame of the group. As the sisters watched, the pug in the tux and the top hat ran over to the kitchen table, lifted his hind leg, and peed on one of the legs.

“Conklin,” the tall, thin lady in frayed Chanel and black slacks shrieked as she scooped him up. “That was very, very naughty of you.” She turned to Annabel. “I’m just mortified.”

“Joyce, it’s perfectly fine,” Annabel said, even though her expression said that it wasn’t. “Conklin is just a tad overexcited.”

“If you ask me, he’s a tad undertrained,” an overly made-up woman dressed in jeans and a clean white T-shirt declared.

“Melissa, that is not true,” the fireplug of a woman standing next to her snapped.

“That certainly is, Ramona. As well you know.”

Ramona sniffed. “I know nothing of the kind. Conklin is one of my star pupils. I’m very proud of him. We’ve worked extremely hard to overcome his deficits.”

Melissa rolled her eyes. “Deficits. Deficits?” she repeated in a louder voice. “That’s a good one. My dogs don’t have deficits. Every single one is a paragon of its breed. As my record attests to.”

“Really,” Ramona said, picking up the pug in the pink tutu and yanking its tiara back in place.

“Yes. Really,” Melissa replied.

“What about the disqualification at the Hartford dog show last year for poor dentition?” Ramona asked. “That was your pug, wasn’t it?”

Two spots of color appeared on Melissa’s cheeks, but before she could answer Annabel stepped in and clapped her hands. “Ladies, ladies,” she said. “Please. This is a special day. Let’s maintain a festive mood.”


Melissa swallowed. “By all means let’s,” she said with a notable lack of enthusiasm.

“Wouldn’t have it any other way,” Ramona added.

Were those notes of sarcasm Bernie detected? Yes indeedy. The two women looked as if they’d prefer to be having a root canal. The third one didn’t look much happier, Bernie decided. Her mouth was smiling but her eyes weren’t going along with the program. But if Annabel noticed her guests’ reactions she gave no indication of that fact.

Instead she pointed to Libby and Bernie and said, “These are the wonderful people who are catering this little soiree for me. And they’ve made sure that everything being served today is both dog and human friendly, because as everyone here knows, I make it a point of pride to never feed Trudy anything that I wouldn’t eat myself.”

Then Annabel made the introductions. The woman whose pug had peed on the kitchen table was her best friend, Joyce; Melissa Geist owned Precious Pug, the kennel the redoubtable Trudy had come from; and Ramona was Trudy’s trainer.

Everyone murmured polite, uninterested hellos, while the pugs ran around the kitchen looking to lick up any odd bits of food that had fallen on the floor. Trudy was in the middle of trying to hump the dog in the pink tutu when Annabel announced they’d start with the hors d’oeuvres in the Eaton room.

“Now there’s a jolly little group,” Bernie said when everyone was out of earshot.

“Add Richard, Joanna, and Bree and it’s going to be a long two hours,” Libby observed.

Bernie put a sprig of parsley on one of the plates. “I think it’s going to be an interesting two hours.”


“But not in a good way,” Libby countered.

Bernie picked a speck of cheese off of her blouse sleeve. “I’m wagering there’s going to be lots of drama.”

“And it’s not going to be the baked Alaska supplying it,” Libby replied, not that they were serving that particular dish. It had just seemed like a good thing to say.

However, despite the sisters’ misgivings, the appetizers went smoothly. Everyone seemed to like the toast points, the pugs particularly liking the bacon and peanut butter canapés.

Libby started to relax a little. Things were going to be all right after all.

Then they served the first course and everything went to hell.

 

Libby and Bernie had just put the soup on the table. As per Annabel’s instructions, they were serving the beef bouillon in the Limoges soup bowls. The bouillon was decorated with egg custard cutouts in the shape of half-moons and a sprinkling of chopped sorrel.

Both sisters were silently congratulating themselves on how well everything was going. Everyone, human and canine, was sitting in his or her chair. Everyone, human and canine, seemed to appreciate the soup. The humans were using their spoons, and the pugs, perched on baby booster seats, were using their tongues. Interestingly, Bernie noted that the rate of consumption for both groups seemed to be the same. She and Libby were turning to go back into the kitchen when Annabel stood up and lifted her wineglass.

“I have two announcements I’d like to make today. Firstly, I’d like to propose a toast to my new product, Trudy’s Treats,” she said. “It’s the first organic, venison and veggie–based, nongrain dog treat on the market.”

Everyone stopped talking, although the dogs kept lapping.

Annabel lifted her glass higher. “To my new product. Trudy’s Treats.”

“Trudy’s Treats,” Annabel’s best friend, Joyce, cried. “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me.”

“I wanted this to be a surprise,” said Annabel.

Libby and Bernie agreed later that judging by everyone’s expression it was.

“I am hoping that, as befits Trudy, they are truly the best dog biscuit in the world,” Annabel continued.

Joyce glared at Annabel. Later, both Bernie and Libby agreed that if looks could kill, Annabel would have dropped dead then.

“You’re kidding, right?” Joyce growled.

Annabel lowered her glass slightly. “What a thing to say.”

Joyce’s eyes narrowed. “You’re not kidding.”

“Obviously,” Annabel retorted.

“What recipe are you using?” Joyce asked.

“A good one,” Annabel said.

“Is it mine?” Joyce demanded.

“Of course not. I would never do something like that,” Annabel shot back, but Bernie didn’t think that Joyce looked convinced. “First of all,” Annabel went on, “I want to thank all of you for taking time out of your busy, busy schedules”—here she glared at Richard—“to honor me with your presence this afternoon. Secondly, I want to thank everyone here for accompanying me on this leg of the journey. I couldn’t have done it without you. You’ve made me stronger. You’ve made me the person I’ve become.”


There were some unenthusiastic expressions of “hear, hear” as Libby leaned in to Bernie, covered her mouth with her hand, and whispered, “It doesn’t sound as if she means that in a good way, does it?”

“Nope. It sure doesn’t,” Bernie whispered back.

Annabel grimaced although Bernie was sure she meant the grimace to be a smile. “I’ve learned a lot from you. I’ve learned the meaning of backstabbing, for example.”

Everyone froze. Ramona dropped her spoon, Joanna’s eyes flitted from one person to the next, while Bree stifled a yawn.

“It’s true,” Annabel continued. “It’s true for every single one of you. You thought I wouldn’t find out about everything. But I have. And I’m making changes. Lots and lots of changes. Yes. Indeed.”

Annabel turned a shade paler and ran her tongue over her lips. Her eyes glowed with hate. She raised her glass still higher. A drop of wine slipped over the side and slid down her arm. She didn’t appear to notice. “Here’s to treachery in all its many forms. What did Mach…Mach…whatever his name was say? Keep your friends close and your enemies even closer. I’m tired of doing that. It’s a waste of my time.” No one at the table moved, except for Trudy, who’d decided to climb up on the table and investigate the butter dish. Annabel burped. “Oops,” she said and giggled. “What? No one wants to drink with me?”

“Annabel,” Bree said, “I think you’ve had enough.”

“For your information I haven’t had anything to drink yet. I’m drunk from watching the expression on your faces.”

“I don’t believe that,” Melissa said.

“Too bad for you,” Annabel retorted, making a slight curtsey. “Here’s to me and my new ventures and to hell with all of you. I don’t know where any of you are going, but if I had to guess I’d have to say to the bad place, and don’t pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about.” Annabel raised her glass to her lips and drank the wine down. A strange expression came over her face. Her eyes widened. Her hand went to her throat. “I’ve been poisoned!” she cried. “Someone has put something in this wine!”

“Now, dear,” Richard said. “I’m sure you’re fine. You know how you tend to exaggerate.”

“Are you calling me a liar?!” Annabel screamed. “Are you telling me I don’t know what my wine should taste like? For God’s sake, call a doctor.”

Trudy started barking. The other dogs joined in. The noise was deafening.

Richard made no move to get up. Instead he yelled, “No, darling, I’m not saying that you’re lying! I’m simply saying that you tend to over dramatize certain events. Witness the little scenario you just pulled.”

“It’s true,” Annabel’s best friend, Joyce, said. “Remember when you thought that someone had put salmonella in your tomatoes and it turned out you had a bad case of the stomach flu?”

“Yes,” Melissa chimed in. “How can you say what you just did after all the time I’ve put in on Trudy? If that isn’t being paranoid what is?”

Annabel clawed at her throat. “Call the doctor,” she whispered.

“I will,” Bernie and Libby both said together.

“No. No. Not you.” She waved her hand at them. “Don’t leave. I want you to promise me…” She paused to gather her strength. “I want you to promise me you’ll find out who murdered me.”


“Annabel!” Richard cried. “Now, you’ve gone too far.”

“Promise me,” Annabel said.

“You’re probably having a heart attack,” Bernie suggested. “Let me call the ambulance.”

“She does have arrhythmias,” Ramona said as she moved to round up the dogs and take them into the other room. “Bad ones.”

“Promise me!” Annabel cried, ignoring what Ramona had just said.

“But,” Libby said as Ramona chased the dogs around the dining room table.

The color was draining from Annabel’s face. “I won’t let you call the ambulance till I have your solemn promise.”

“Fine,” Bernie said. “I swear to find your killer if you die.”

“Me too,” Libby added. “But you’re not going to die. You’re going to be fine.”

“Put up your hands and say you swear to do this before God,” Annabel said.

Bernie and Libby looked at each other. Bernie wanted to say, We get it. You’ve made your point. But she didn’t. Obviously Annabel was in some sort of distress and needed to be seen by a doc. Pronto. So she and Libby would do whatever it took to get Annabel there. Bernie put her hand up and swore. Libby followed.

“Now can we call an ambulance?” Libby asked when they were done.

“Yes. Now you can call the ambulance,” Annabel replied.

Bernie was reaching for her cell when Annabel’s eyes rolled back in their sockets and she fell face forward into her soup.

“I told her she needed to eat more,” Joanna observed.

“So did I,” Joyce said.

“Why wasn’t she eating?” Libby asked.

There was an awkward pause and then Melissa said, “She thought someone was trying to poison her. I told her she was crazy and she needed to get to a doctor. I wish I had been more insistent about it. She needed to be on serious meds.”

“Maybe,” Bernie told her as she dialed 911, “she wasn’t so crazy after all.”

“No. She’s nuts,” Richard said as he stared down at the top of his wife’s head.

On reflection, Bernie thought it was interesting that no one rushed in to help. It was Libby who rushed over and picked Annabel’s head up so she wouldn’t drown.

Unfortunately, Annabel Colbert had nothing to say about anything. She was unconscious and she remained so until the moment of her death two days later.








Chapter 4



The day after Annabel’s death Bernie, Libby, and their dad were sitting around the kitchen table having a late breakfast. The noise from the shop, A Little Taste of Heaven, bubbled up from below, making a faint reassuring hum.

Sean was tucking into his pancakes and drinking his third cup of coffee of the morning, even though, according to his daughters, he wasn’t supposed to have anything with caffeine. It was bad for his condition, they said. But then so was a lack of caffeine. He’d been drinking the stuff since he was ten years old and had no intention of quitting now, despite what anyone said. As far as he was concerned, when you got to his age you should be able to do anything you gosh darn pleased.

“Well,” he said as he pushed the Longely Bugle, the local morning paper, off to the side and turned to survey his oldest daughter. “Libby, you asked my opinion and I’m telling you. Yes. You have to investigate. A promise is a promise.”

“But…” Libby objected.

“See,” Bernie said. “I told you.”


Sean turned his attention back to his pancakes for a moment. The trick was to have the proper ratio of butter to syrup in every bite, which was harder to do than it sounded. “Seriously,” he said to Libby when he was done configuring. “If you don’t like the answer I gave you, why bother asking the question?”

Ever since the girls were little they seemed to feel that if they kept on asking a question, eventually he would give them a different answer. And it wasn’t as if he didn’t want to in this case. He wasn’t exactly thrilled with the idea of his daughters getting involved in yet another murder investigation, especially one involving the Colberts. Not that he’d ever say it, but they didn’t seem worth the bother. On the other hand, the case did sound interesting. And given the circumstances, what was the choice?

“It’s not that,” Libby said after she reread the article about Annabel Colbert’s death out loud for the third time.

Sean poured a little more maple syrup on his last two buckwheat pancakes. “Then what is it?”

“The article doesn’t say she was murdered. It says she died under suspicious circumstances and an autopsy has been conducted, although the results have not been released yet.”

Bernie reached for the homemade strawberry preserves. “Duh. Same thing,” she observed as she spread some on her pancake and took a bite. Delicious. They definitely had to make some more preserves next spring.

Libby put the paper down. “Don’t duh me. That’s just rude. They’ll probably find she died of an arrhythmia….”


“Brought on by whatever was in the wine,” Bernie added.

“Hey, girls,” Sean said in an effort to change the subject. “Did you see that Annabel was going to buy up that big tract of land down by Forrester’s Way and make it into Puggables’ Paradise, a charitable camp for disabled boys and girls? She was supposed to sign the final papers today. Guess that’s not happening now.”

“Sorry, Libby,” Bernie said, putting the top back on the preserves. “But you’re being willfully stupid.”

“That is so unfair. She was having a heart attack,” Libby persisted.

Sean dabbed at his mouth with his napkin before he took another sip of his coffee. As far as he was concerned his daughters made the best brew in the world.

“Doubtful,” Bernie said. “You were there. You saw.”

“You’re not a doctor,” Libby pointed out. “You don’t know.”

Sean put down his coffee cup. “People who have heart attacks don’t clutch at their throats.” As the ex-police chief of Longely he’d seen more than enough cardiac incidents in his time to have an opinion. “They clutch their chests.”

Libby thought for a moment. Then she said, “Women display different symptoms from men. There was a big article about that in the paper last month.”

Bernie rolled her eyes. “Give it up, Libby.”

“It’s a fact,” Libby insisted. “Go Google it.”

Bernie snorted. “I’m not Googling anything. Annabel did not have a heart attack. Contrary to what Joanna said, Annabel did not collapse from hunger. She was poisoned. She drank the wine, grabbed her throat, and cried that someone had poisoned her wine. Then she keeled over and two days later died in the hospital, never having regained consciousness. How much more obvious can you get?”

“The police didn’t see it that way. They didn’t treat the dining room as a crime scene,” Libby pointed out.

“Of course they didn’t. Not when one of the richest men in Longely tells them his wife has had a heart attack,” Bernie retorted. “And anyway, Annabel wasn’t dead when they arrived, so it wasn’t a crime scene, then.”

“If the police even had the remotest suspicion that it was they wouldn’t have taken our statements and let us go,” Libby argued. “What do you think, Dad?”

Sean just sighed. Ever since he’d lost his top-cop job and Lucas Broadbent, aka Lucy, had taken over the department, law enforcement, as he knew the concept, had gone out the window. The department had become a handmaiden to Longely’s political folderol.

“Clyde will call me with the postmortem results,” Sean said as he went back to eating his pancakes. “That should tell us something.”

“That’s nice of Clyde,” Bernie observed.

“Yes, it is,” Sean agreed.

More than nice actually. Because if he was caught, his old friend could lose his job. But, as Clyde had said, that presupposed that someone over there was paying attention. Which no one ever was. And even if they did catch him, Clyde declared that he could talk his way out of the situation. If he couldn’t at this stage of his life, he deserved to be caught. In this case, though, Clyde did better than call Sean with the results. He brought them over in person ten minutes later. Bernie suspected that this was because he never lost an opportunity to eat there.


“Hot off the presses,” he cried as he brandished a manila folder in front of Sean.

“Does Lucy know you have these?” Sean asked as he opened the folder and began leafing through the pages.

“Ha, ha,” Clyde said as he seated himself at the table. “Very funny. No one knows. Thank heavens for copiers. Anyway, he and Mrs. Lucy are off at a conference in Vail. Something about the transitional role of the chief of police in small towns.”

Sean looked up. “Transitional? Does this mean that local law enforcement is on its way out?”

“There’s a lot of melding and blending going on,” Clyde replied. “You’re lucky you got out when you did. I wish I had.”

“I didn’t get out. I was thrown out, if you remember correctly.”

Clyde waved his hand. “I was being polite. You’re still lucky.” He pointed to his friend’s empty plate. “Got any more of those?”

Libby smiled as she got up. “I was just going to ask if you wanted any.”

Fortunately, they had just enough batter for one more batch.

“Have I ever turned down any offer of food?” Clyde asked.

Bernie laughed. “Never,” she said. “That’s one of the things we love about you.” And she got him a coffee mug, filled it up, and set it down before him, while her dad read the report.

Clyde took a sip. “This is heaven. What kind of coffee is this anyway? I’ll have to tell the wife.”

Bernie told him. Not that it would make any difference, she reflected. His wife was one of those unfortunate people who couldn’t even brew a cup of drinkable tea or boil an egg without burning it.

“That’s interesting,” Sean said when he got done reading. “The M.E. is calling the death accidental.”

“Accidental?” Bernie said. “Be serious.”

Her dad tapped the report with his hand. He was pleased to see the tremors in his fingers were hardly noticeable at all. “I am. Mike is saying Annabel Colbert’s death resulted from an overdose of Malathion and flea and tick spray.”

“She drank the stuff. It wasn’t accidental,” Bernie retorted.

“Maybe. But you can’t prove it,” Clyde said.

Bernie frowned. “What do you mean? It was in the wine. We saw it. She drank the wine and clutched her throat.”

“You should have saved the bottle,” Clyde told her. “In the confusion someone threw the wine bottle out. We have nothing to test. And the stuff that’s in her is all stuff commonly used around animals. She could have absorbed it through her skin. While it’s not deadly to most people, evidently she had a heart condition.”

Bernie bit her lip. She felt awful. But saving the bottle had never occurred to her. Her attention had been totally fixed on Annabel.

“It’s okay,” her father said, intuiting her thoughts. “Given the circumstances I would have done the same thing.”

“No, you wouldn’t have,” Bernie replied.

Her father didn’t answer, because what Bernie said was true. But he was a professional and his daughter was a civilian. He told her that and it seemed to help a little.


“What about the witnesses?” she demanded. “Everyone was there. Everyone saw what happened.”

Clyde added a tad more heavy cream to his coffee and stirred. “Evidently their statements don’t add up to anything definitive. The only point everyone seems to agree on is that Annabel Colbert was given to exaggerating things. The best friend, the husband, and the dog trainer thought she was being overly dramatic. The husband’s personal assistant and the kennel owner thought she’d collapsed because she hadn’t been eating enough.”

“And Bree Nottingham. What did she think?” Libby asked.

“That Annabel was having a bout of hysterics.”

“But what about our statements?” Bernie demanded.

Clyde shrugged. “Your viewpoint is outweighed by everyone else’s.”

Libby put a stack of pancakes down in front of Clyde. “But we saw it.”

Clyde reached for the syrup and poured. “So did everyone else.”

“How can you misinterpret something like that?” Libby demanded.

“Why do you care?” Bernie asked her.

Libby sniffed. “Of course I care.”

“Well, you sure sounded as if you didn’t a moment ago.”

“This is just so…so…” Libby stopped and tried to think of the word she wanted.

“Egregious,” Bernie supplied.

“Exactly,” Libby said.

“So you’ve changed your mind?” Bernie asked.


Libby considered for a moment. “I suppose I have. I just don’t understand Mike’s findings,” she said, taking her seat.

Sean closed the folder and pushed it toward Clyde. “Then I’ll explain,” he said. “The results of postmortems are not always as clear-cut as people think. There are primary, secondary, and tertiary causes of death listed on the reports. For example, someone could be stabbed and die of a heart attack brought on by blood loss. Obviously this man died of a knife wound, but if there were reasons—if the knife wound was minor and the incident brought on a fatal coronary event, or if the son of an important personage was the one who did the stabbing—then perhaps the primary cause of death would be listed as a heart attack, and the secondary cause of death would be listed as the stab wound instead of the other way around.”

Libby frowned. “So what are you saying?”

Her dad replied, “I’m saying that the M.E. has chosen to emphasize different facts. There could be other explanations as well. Annabel Colbert might have used Malathion to kill fleas. For all we know, she could have been ingesting small amounts of Malathion over the past few months and it finally caught up with her. She may have been taking it to kill her appetite.”

“That’s absurd,” Bernie cried. “No one would do something like that.”

“Not true,” her father said. “Back in the early nineteen hundreds women used to swallow arsenic to make their skin glow.”

“But they don’t do things like that now,” Bernie objected.

Clyde shifted position. “Ellen Tarbrush did it five years ago. Of course, she was trying to frame her husband for murder.”

“Well, in this case Annabel’s husband probably is guilty. Her husband probably put the Malathion and flee and tick spray in her wine. He was the one who was opening the bottles,” Libby said. Then she added, “Or it could have been one of her friends. Although ‘friends’ is a misnomer. Everyone at the party seemed to have a real grudge against her. And she knew it, because she was getting ready to kiss them all off.”

Bernie nodded her agreement. “Maybe that’s why they felt that way. Maybe they knew or at least suspected what she was going to say.”

Sean shrugged. “That’s all very well. What you say may be true, but you have to prove it. That’s a bit more difficult.”

Libby raised her coffee mug to her lips and put it down again without having any. “What is Malathion anyway?”

“It’s a pesticide,” Clyde informed her. “People don’t use it that much anymore, because it’s so toxic.”

“Evidently,” Bernie observed.

Clyde continued, “But it used to be fairly common and people still have bottles of it around their houses.”

“So,” Libby mused, thinking aloud, “a ruling of accidental death means no homicide investigation.”

“Exactly,” Sean and Clyde said simultaneously.

“And they’re cremating the body tomorrow,” Clyde said.

“That was quick,” Sean said.

Clyde nodded. “That’s my thinking too.”

Sean paused for a moment to eat the last bit of his pancake. Then he said, “Almost too hasty, unless you’re an orthodox Jew, if you ask me.”


“It’s downright unseemly, to my mind,” Clyde agreed.

“Well,” Sean rejoined, “I hate to state the obvious, but it is hard to run a tox screen on ashes.”

“Yup. Can’t exhume a body when there’s no body to exhume,” Clyde said.

“Can’t someone stop Richard?” Libby asked.

“On what grounds?” Clyde responded. “There’s no legal basis. We need a reason.”

“But that’s going to end the possibility of any investigation,” Bernie observed.

“Not necessarily,” Sean said.

Clyde nodded. “Back in the day we used to get a fair number of convictions without any of that fancy equipment they have now.”

“Yes,” Sean agreed. “It’s amazing what one’s powers of observation and a little common sense can produce.” He looked at Bernie and Libby. “I’ve found that funerals can be especially interesting places to people watch. Deaths do not necessarily bring out the best in everyone.”

Bernie nodded. “That’s what I was just thinking.”

“Me too,” Libby agreed. “We should probably offer to take a plate of something over to the grieving widower as well.”

“If he’s not too busy to eat because he’s being consoled by another member of the fairer sex,” Bernie replied. “I’ve been told by reliable sources that on occasion sex is seen as the antidote to grief.”

Libby threw up her hands in feigned horror. “Why, Bernie,” she cried. “What a wicked thing to say.”

Bernie grinned. “I know. I’m truly repentant.”

Libby turned to her dad. “You were right. A promise is a promise. We swore to Annabel that we’d find her killer and we will.”

Sean beamed. He felt blessed to have two such wonderful daughters. Not that he would ever say that to them. At least not in those words. But he suspected they knew how he felt anyway.

“Mom would have had a fit,” Libby said suddenly.

“This is true,” Sean agreed. His wife had never approved of his career in law enforcement and would certainly never have sanctioned her daughters’ involvement in such activities. But they loved it, so what could he do?

“Of course, she had a fit when you put cumin in the beef stew,” Bernie pointed out.

Sean rose to her defense. “She was a good woman.”

“We never said she wasn’t,” Libby and Bernie said simultaneously.

“She loved you both.”

“We know,” Libby said.

“She was just a little bit conservative,” Sean observed.

Everyone fell silent. But a moment later Clyde brought up Annabel Colbert’s funeral and they were off and running again.
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