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Praise for James D. Doss and his
 Charlie Moon mysteries

Stone Butterfly

“Style, pathos, enthusiasm, and humor to spare.”

—Mystery Scene

“A clever plot…will keep readers turning the pages.”

—Publishers Weekly

“The Moon series deftly blends traditional mystery elements with Native American mythology—a surefire read for Hillerman fans.”

—Booklist

“Droll, crafty, upper-echelon reading.”

—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

Shadow Man

“Doss likes to toss a little Native American spiritualism and a lot of local color into his mysteries. Fans of the series will be well pleased.”

—Booklist

“Fans of Daisy Perika, the 80-something shaman who brings much of the charm and supernatural thrill to James D. Doss’s mystery series, should like Shadow Man…nice reading.”

—Rocky Mountain News

The Witch’s Tongue

“With all the skill and timing of a master magician, Doss unfolds a meticulous plot laced with a delicious sense of humor and set against a vivid southern Colorado.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Doss’s ear for Western voices is remarkable, his tone whimsical…. If you don’t have time for the seven-hour drive from Denver to Pagosa, try The Witch’s Tongue for a taste of southern Colorado.”

—Rocky Mountain News


“A classy bit of storytelling that combines myth, dreams, and plot complications so wily they’ll rattle your synapses and tweak your sense of humor.”

—Kirkus Reviews

Dead Soul

“Hillerman gets the most press, but Doss mixes an equally potent brew of crime and Native American spirituality.”

—Booklist

“Lyrical, and he gets the sardonic, macho patter between men down cold. The finale is heartfelt and unexpected, and a final confrontation stuns with its violent and confessional precision.”

—Providence Journal Bulletin

The Shaman Laughs

“Harrowing…suspenseful.”

—The New York Times Book Review

“A mystery that combines the ancient and the modern, the sacred and the profane, with grace and suspense.”

—Publishers Weekly

The Shaman Sings

“Stunning.”

—Publishers Weekly (Starred Review; named Best Book of the Year)

“Doss mixes an equally potent brew of crime and Native American spirituality.”

—Booklist

“Magical and tantalizing.”

—New York Times Book Review

“Gripping…Doss successfully blends the cutting edge of modern physics with centuries-old mysticism.”

—Rocky Mountain News

“Doss plots like a pro…an encore would be welcome.”

—Kirkus Reviews
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This book is dedicated to Lyman Mark—
 Book Sleuth, Colorado Springs,
 to fond memories of his mother,
 Helen Randal
 and to another departed friend—
 Shirley Beard,
 former owner of Murder by the Book in Denver.

God bless them, every one.
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One

West-Central Colorado—The Columbine Ranch




In this grassy, glacier-sculpted valley sheltered by the shining mountains, one man celebrates Thanksgiving every day of the year. Around about midnight, when he pulls the covers up to his chin, Charlie Moon is reminded of the multitude of blessings that enrich his life. Mulling over a few favorites helps him smile his way to sleep. Consider this evening’s excellent selection.

Crisp, high-country air that fairly crackles with energy.

Soaring granite peaks that drip with dawn’s golden honey, blush rose and crimson at twilight.

Hardly a stone’s throw from his bedroom window, the rushing, murmuring, sing-me-to-sleep river—rolling along on its journey to the salty sea.

Ah—the lullaby has accomplished its soporific task.

He’ll sleep like a log all night, wake up with a lumberjack’s appetite, jump on whatever job needs doing, and get it done right now. Before the sun sets on another day, he will shoe a fractious quarter horse, arc-weld a fractured windmill axle, install a new starting motor on a John Deere tractor. In addition to these workaday skills, the resourceful man has a few other talents that come in handy from time to time. Not entirely clear? Okay, let’s put it this way: On those occasions when business gets deadly serious, Mr. Moon knows how to tend to it—and he does. By doing whatever is necessary.

You’d expect a man like this to have plenty of friends, and you’d be right. There’s no shortage of “Howdy Charlie!” backslappers and fair-weather sweet-talkers. But really good friends? You never know for sure till you hit bottom, but Moon reckons he can count the ones he can count on—on the fingers of one hand. His best buddy, Scott Parris (the thumb!), is right up there at Number One. Numbers Two and Three—on account of something bad that happened here last year—are an enigmatic hound dog and a man-killing horse.

As far as close family goes, they’re all gone. Well, except Aunt Daisy—his “favorite living relative.”

All things considered (even Daisy), Charlie Moon is an uncommonly fortunate man.

So, is he completely satisfied in his little slice of paradise? Afraid not. Close to his heart, there is an empty spot. What the lonely man hankers for is a special someone. Sad to say, the ardent angler’s attempts at courting the ladies mirrors his experience at pursuing the wily trout. One way or another, the best one, the keeper—the catch of the day—she always gets away. But Moon has neither the time nor the inclination to dwell upon unhappy thoughts. So he doesn’t. Flat-out refuses to.

Morning

Awakened by a pale silver glow in his window, Charlie Moon rolls out of bed, soaps up under a hot shower, slips into a lined canvas shirt, pulls on heavy over-the-calf woolen socks, faded jeans, comfortable old cowboy boots—and stomps down the stairs to get some meat frying in the iron skillet, a batch of fresh-ground coffee perking in the pot. Doesn’t that smell good? And listen to the radio—the announcer on the Farm and Ranch Show is predicting an upturn in beef prices. Encouraged by the hope of turning a good profit, the stockman fortifies himself with a thick slab of sugar-cured ham, three eggs scrambled in genuine butter, a half-dozen hot-from-the-oven biscuits and two mugs of sweet black coffee. Good news, stick-to-your-ribs grub, and a double shot of caffeine—his day is off to a dandy start.

Moon steps out onto the east porch to greet the rising sun. The Indian gives each dawn a name. He stands in awed silence. Calls this one Glorious.

Slipping across the river, a breeze approaches to whisper a tale of snow in his ear. Not a surprise, especially during a deceptive late-winter thaw that is luring vast pastures of wildflowers into early bloom. Here in the highlands between the Misery and Buckhorn Ranges, snow is never far away. Even on the Fourth of July there’s generally a dab of frosting left on the top of Sugarloaf Mountain, and foreman Pete Bushman likes to tell about a mid-June blizzard in ’82 that buried his pickup right up to the windshield. While considering the chilling rumor, Moon hears a startled cloud mumble about something that’s amiss. He blinks at the sun. What is this—the amber orb is caught fast on the jagged teeth of Wolf-Jaw Peak! Not to worry; it is a stellar jest. From a distance of one astronomical unit (93 million miles), the heavenly body smiles warmly upon the mortal’s face.

Moon returns the smile. Thank you, God—for everything.

From somewhere up yonder booms a thunderously joyful response.

He hears this as a hearty “You’re welcome, Charlie.”

No, he is not superstitious. Far from it. Charlie Moon is a practical, down-to-earth, well-educated man who understands that the thunder was produced by those white-hot lightning legs tap-dancing across the Buckhorn Ballroom. Even so, over the years he has become aware of a deeper Reality, of which this flint-hard world is but a fleeting shadow—an infinitely magnificent thought in the mind of the I Am.

But talking thunder?

Certainly. The Ute has come to expect such courtesies from the Father.


Two of the women in Charlie Moon’s Life

Some miles to the south of the Columbine—on the Southern Ute reservation—the wind also huffs and puffs, but the breath exhaled from the mouth of Cañón del Espíritu is not so chilly, which is a good thing, because Daisy Perika (who has buried three husbands) is older than most of the towering, pink-barked ponderosas atop Three Sisters Mesa. In addition to those ailments common to the geriatric set, the damp cold makes every joint in her body ache. Plus her toenails. An exaggeration? Perhaps. But this is what the lady claims and so it must be reported.

Sarah Frank (who has a crush on Charlie Moon) cannot imagine Aunt Daisy as anything but what she sees—an ever-shrinking, bent-backed, black-eyed, wrinkled old husk of a woman with a tongue sharp as a sliver of obsidian. But what does this mere slip of a girl know? Not so many winters ago, Daisy was a cheerful, slender, pretty lass who danced to thrumming guitars, sang wistful love songs, and rode her black pony bareback, thrilling to the tug of the wind in her long, dark locks. Now she spends most of her time indoors, crouched close to the warm hearth, where during the entire circle of a year a piñon fire crackles and pops. And there, just on the other side of the Ute shaman’s window pane, the harsh wilderness remains—ready to freeze the flesh, bleach the bone. There is much more to tell about this cantankerous old soul, involving cunning, conniving, self-serving schemes that cause no end of trouble for her amiable nephew, the brewing of overpriced, often dangerous potions from flora gathered near her home, plus an unwholesome liaison with the pitukupf, that dwarf spirit who (allegedly) lives in an abandoned badger hole in Cañón del Espíritu. If all this were not enough, there is also the tribal elder’s alarming tendency to—No. For the moment, enough said. When Daisy is “of a mind to,” she will make herself heard. Count on it.


The Three Sisters

Towering up from the eternal twilight of Cañón del Espíritu to dominate the austere skyline above Daisy Perika’s remote home is a miles-long mesa whose summit (unlike those tabletop structures depicted in glossy picture postcards) is not flat. It is, due to a peculiar geologic history, quite the opposite of that. Residing on its crest is a trio of humpity bumps, the smallest dwarfing the largest man-made structure in La Plata County and Archuleta Co. to boot. According to a tale told by older Utes, the origin of these sandstone formations is rooted in violence. Once upon a time, only a few hundreds of years ago, there was a thriving Anasazi community in the vicinity. This is a fact, verifiable by remnants of venerable cliff-clinging ruins and thousands of distinctive black-on-white potsherds scattered along the canyon floor. It is also true that Old Ones’ village was destroyed by a marauding band of thieves and murderers, but these were not necessarily Apaches—that is a lurid tale cooked up by the Utes. The Apaches assert that the crime was committed by a roving gang of Navajo, who in turn blame a rowdy band of West Texas Comanche, who point accusing fingers at the haughty Arapahos, who attribute the atrocity to those shifty-eyed Shoshone, who claim the thing was done by the Utes, and so the venomous slander-snake swallows its tail. The truth is—none of these tribes was involved.

But back to those bumps on the mesa. Not surprisingly, the few facts have become thoroughly mixed with myth, and Daisy Perika will tell you that the only members of the Anasazi village who escaped (if escape is an appropriate term) were a trio of young sisters who climbed a precipitous path to the top of the mesa, which in those olden days was smooth and level enough to shoot pool on. The terrified women hoped to hide among the piñon and scrub-oak thickets until the brutal foreigners had departed, but before reaching the summit they were detected by a keen-eyed warrior who alerted his comrades. While the bloodthirsty enemy with filed-to-a-point teeth and hideously tattooed faces ascended the mesa with exultant whoops and terrifying war cries, the sisters prayed to Man-in-the-Sky to protect them. He did. They were (so Daisy’s story goes) instantly turned into stone by the merciful deity. Hence, we have Three Sisters Mesa.

[image: image]

It is hoped that this technical information on instantaneous petrification is appreciated—in spite of the fact that Three Sisters Mesa has nothing whatever to do with those particular Three Sisters with whom the following account is concerned. This being the case, let us leave the ancient stone women atop their mesa.

We now return to the twenty-first century, where we shall (in due course) encounter the relevant trio of female siblings—Astrid, Beatrice, and Cassandra Spencer.

But first we must pay a call on Daisy Perika.
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Two

Southern UTE Reservation

What Cassandra Saw




Hunched like an old toad in her rocking chair, eyes half shut, hands folded in her lap, knees toasting before the stone fireplace, Daisy Perika appears to be asleep. Or dead. She is neither.

Since supper, the Ute tribal elder had hardly stirred, and was very close to dozing—when she heard the patter of feet.

These particular feet belonged to Sarah Frank, the fifteen-year-old Ute-Papago orphan who had lived with Daisy for almost a year, and loved Charlie Moon for as long as she could remember. Having completed her algebra and American-history homework assignments, Sarah switched on Daisy’s television, inserted a blank disc into the DVD’s thin mouth, and set the controls to begin recording at one minute before the hour. The devoted viewer had every single episode of Cassandra Sees in her collection.

Daisy did not spend many of her precious remaining hours purchasing what the medium had to offer. On a lonely weekday morning, while the girl was away at school in Ignacio, the Ute elder might watch a talk show for a few minutes before falling asleep, and on a Friday night she would tell Sarah it was “all right if you want to turn on that Country Music Jamboree you like so much and watch them silly hillbillies.” Though she would pretend to have no particular interest in the energetic matukach entertainment, Daisy waited all week for the high-stepping, foot-stomping clog dancers, thunder-chested yodelers, nimble-fingered guitar pickers, and whoopin’-it-up hoedown fiddlers whose sounds and images traveled (at the speed of light!) all the way from gritty, spit-on-the-sawdusted-floor Texas honky-tonks, pine-studded Arkansas ridges, and mist-shrouded Kentucky hollers—into her cozy parlor. Their merry exuberance would curl Daisy’s mouth into a little possum grin and set the old woman’s shoe toe to tappity-tapping on the floor. But no matter how good the beginning and the middle were, the end was the best part. After all the crooning about Momma, railroad trains, prison, adultery, fornication, drunkenness, theft, lies, slander, and murder were finished, the closing was invariably an old-time gospel song. Hidden deep in the heart of every sinner is a yearning for God. Last week, when an ancient, snowy-capped black man had called upon those angels to Swing Low in that Sweet Chariot, tears had dripped from the old woman’s eyes. Daisy was ready to hitch a ride and go arolling up yonder—last stop, that unspeakably lovely mansion her Lord was preparing in His Father’s House. Home at last! It could not come too soon.

Daisy raised her chin, looked over the thin girl’s shoulder. “What’s coming on?”

“Cassandra.” Sarah was clicking through the satellite channels.

“Oh.” That’s pretty good. She turned the rocking chair to face the expensive “entertainment center” Charlie Moon had contributed, along with other furnishings for her new home.

Sarah was perched on a footstool, her face close to the television screen. She would not miss a thing.

Mr. Zig-Zag (Sarah’s spotted cat) padded in from the kitchen, stretched out on the floor beside her, yawned at the flickering picture.

The broadcast began with a sooty-black screen, and an eerie strain of organ music that was the psychic’s trademark. Then, on the dark electronic velvet, a bloodred script was traced by invisible pen: Cassandra Sees.

“Yes!” The girl clapped her hands.


Having had its say, the title bled away. As the last crimson drop fell into an unseen reservoir, the psychic’s all-seeing eye appeared, filling the screen. Iridescent it was, and opalescent—the platter-size iris mimicking a blooming cluster of multicolored petals, turquoise blue, twilight gray, spring-grass green!

That is so cool, Sarah whispered to herself. “But I don’t know how she keeps from blinking.”

The enormous eye faded, Cassandra Spencer’s pale, masklike face appeared. The oval countenance, at once strikingly sinister and hypnotically attractive, was framed in long locks of raven hair, artfully tucked behind her ears. The psychic’s eyes were aglow with terrible secrets, arcane knowledge. They seemed to say: We not only See; we Know.

“Oh,” Sarah breathed. “Cassandra just gives me goose pimples.” As she held out a skinny arm so Daisy might see the proof of this claim, her frail little frame shuddered with a delicious fear. “I wonder if she’ll talk to a dead person tonight.”

The Ute shaman, who was certain she talked to more ghosts and spirits in a month than this uppity young white woman had encountered in her entire lifetime, offered a “Hmmpf.” But Daisy was leaning ever-so-slightly forward in her chair.

Mr. Zig-Zag, who had his own visions to pursue, drifted off to sleep.

As the psychic uttered her usual greeting, Sarah silently mouthed the words: Dear friends…welcome to my home.

Her face faded off the screen. A camera panned the walnut-paneled parlor in the star’s Granite Creek mansion, sharing with the audience a cherry cupboard housing delicate bisque figurines of ballerinas on tiptoe, a miniature flock of crystal swans, a cranberry vase that held a single, gold-plated rose. Then, as an unseen technician threw a switch, viewers were transported out of the parlor-studio to a scene in the host’s dining room, where several enraptured guests were seated, smiling at images of themselves on a cluster of video monitors.


“What a bunch of dopey half-wits,” Daisy muttered. You’d never get me on a dumb show like that.

The psychic’s face appeared again, the lovely lips speaking: “This evening, we deal with the controversial subject of reincarnation. Our special guest is Raman Sajhi, a citizen of India, who is touring the United States to discuss his best-selling new book—My Five Thousand Lives.”

Five thousand lives my hind leg! Daisy snorted at such nonsense.

Camera 3 picked up the turbaned guest’s pleasant face. He responded to his host with a polite, semiprayerful gesture—delicate fingers touched at the tips, a modest bowing of the head.

Daisy Perika eyed the bespectacled foreigner with no little suspicion. “Raymond Soggy don’t look a day over a half-dozen lives to me.”

Sarah giggled.

Mr. Zig-Zag, who still had eight to go, dozed on.

Mr. Sajhi commenced to pitch his book with thumbnail sketches of selected previous lives. In addition to his miserable stint as a convict on Devil’s Island, the poor soul had also done time as a golden carp in a Shanghai pond, an Ethiopian dung beetle, a camel (of no particular ethnicity or distinction), a wealthy rajah’s hunting elephant, and a ferocious female Bengal tiger who had devoured several citizens, including a British subaltern who was a close friend of Mr. Kipling. Though a combination of jet lag, TV appearances, and signings at mall bookstores may have been contributing factors, the author reported that he was tired-to-the-bone from the hard labors of his many incarnations, the current of which was, by his meticulous calculations, appearance number four thousand nine hundred and ninety-nine.

Mr. Zig-Zag abruptly awakened, gaped his toothy mouth to whine.

During a commercial break, Sarah Frank addressed Daisy Perika: “Do you think people can really come back to live more than one time?” The girl, who had once dreamed of returning as a butterfly, glanced at the cat. “Do you think we could come back as animals?” Before the Ute elder could respond, Sarah asked: “If we could, what kind of animal would you want to be?”

Three questions too many.

Resembling a ruffled old owl, Daisy scowled at the impertinent girl. Which settled the issue.

Cassandra appeared on the screen. “Now we will discuss a particularly fascinating category of spirits—those who return for the sole purpose of communicating an important message to the living.”

Daisy and Sarah watched the psychic introduce a second guest, who provided a fascinating account of how her deceased grandfather had, once upon a certain snowy night in December “nineteen-and-eighty-two,” appeared by her bed and told her where to find a Havana perfectos cigar box stuffed with rare and valuable nineteenth-century coins. The box was there, of course, under the loose floorboard in the smokehouse where the old fellow had stashed it, half full of coins. But that was not all. The mournful specter had also confessed several youthful misdeeds to his astonished granddaughter—including a colorful account of how he had dealt with a Tennessee sharpster who had made a pass at his first wife. Granddad had, so he said, used a scythe to remove the unfortunate fellow’s head from his shoulders. The lady explained to a rapt television audience that this was “very unsettling to hear.” No one in the family had the least notion that Grandpa had been married but once, to Grandma. The fact that he had “killed his man” was of little consequence. “Back in those days in the Ozarks, that was just the way things was.” The guest was about enlarge on how things was back in those days in the Ozarks, when—

With an alarming suddenness, Cassandra dropped her chin.

The psychic’s eyes seemed to be gazing blankly at her knees, which were modestly concealed under a black silk skirt—or, as the many viewers assumed, at something (other than her knees) that they were not able to see.

“Murder.” This was what Cassandra saw, and what she said.
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A hundred thousand viewers (more or less) are holding their breaths.

Let us leave them in that uncomfortable state while we visit another, more sensible Cassandra Sees fan, who is breathing approximately twelve times per minute.

We fly over the Cochetopa Hills, the northern neck of the San Luis Valley, skim the Sangre de Cristo Mountains—halt at a location 172 miles east-by-southeast of the TV psychic’s home in Granite Creek. See, down there, that isolated spot glistening in the darkness beside Interstate 25? It is the Silver Dollar Truck Stop, which, in addition to dispensing diesel fuel, provides a large restaurant for hungry truckers—where we shall find our subject.
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His rig (tagged by the DEA as the “I-25 Pharmacy”) was parked among some two dozen other long-haulers. The driver, a heavyset ex-con known only as Smitty by his customers from Buffalo, Wyoming, to Las Cruces, New Mexico, was seated at the sixty-foot lunch counter. Having taken delivery of Dinner No. 39, he was applying fork and knife to a hearty supper of meat loaf, mashed potatoes (with brown gravy), and Great Northern beans. Smitty had planned the run from Casper down to Albuquerque so he would be here in the Silver Dollar Restaurant, astraddle his favorite stool, staring goggled-eyed at—as he had told a friendly trucker just this morning during a quick biscuit-and-gravy breakfast in Cheyenne—“the biggest doggone TV screen I’ve ever seen.” Smitty’s taste leaned toward football and The Simpsons reruns, but he was to be counted among those Cassandra fans who rarely missed one of the psychic’s weekly appearances. Unbeknownst to Smitty, the “friendly trucker”—who had never driven anything bigger than an F-250—had tailed him south along the interstate, and was—at this very moment—outside. Looking in. Who might this be?

An undercover DEA agent, tailing the trucker in the course of an investigation?

Some kind of stalker-pervert, harmless or otherwise?

Or, try this on for size—a hired gun, employed by another distributor to rub out the competition.

Or even a—But let us dispense with pointless speculations. Soon enough, the sinister presence on the dark side of the window will play out his hand. In the meantime, back to television land.
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Cassandra’s lips are moving, and those viewers who choose to may breathe again. “He’s a middle-aged man,” she murmurs. A long, thoughtful pause. “Reddish brown hair. Overweight.”

[image: image]

As he chewed a mouthful of the dinner special, Smitty muttered: “Effs bess. At cuff be amos hemmygobby.” Including me. What our amateur TV critic was attempting to say, and would have, had not the mastication of ground beef and beans impeded his enunciation, was: “Hell’s bells. That could be almost anybody.” Including me.

Which illustrates why well-mannered diners do not attempt to talk whilst eating.

[image: image]

The pale face on the television screen continued to describe what Cassandra Sees: “I see a man who drives a truck.”

[image: image]

Smitty, who liked to talk back to the tube, snickered. “Well, that sure narrows it down a whole lot.” From the clarity of his speech, it was apparent that he had swallowed his food, for which we may all be grateful. Moreover, he had forgotten the meat loaf, mashed potatoes, Great Northerns, et cetera that remained on his plate. Cassandra, who was hitting on all eight cylinders, had gotten the trucker’s entire attention.
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“There is a tattoo on his arm.” The psychic breathed a heavy sigh. “A knife of some sort. And a snake.” She shuddered. “And a horrible spider.”

[image: image]

This is not meant as criticism, but Smitty was one of those persons who could not do two things at once. First, his jaw dropped. Then, he glanced down at his hairy left forearm, squinted at the art form the Tenderloin-district artist had adorned it with: a medieval Italian dagger with a spotted viper wrapped around the blade, a hairy-legged tarantula crouched on the hilt. Marveling at this coincidence, he returned his attention to the television image.
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Cassandra’s face was frozen, except for the pretty red lips, which moved: “I see a murderer—a brutal, cold-blooded killer!”
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The drug pusher shook his head. “I ain’t never killed nobody!” The almost-mute remnant of his conscience begged to disagree. In his defense, he murmured: “That ol’ woman I run over at that railroad crossing don’t count as no murder—I didn’t do that on purpose.”
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“I cannot make out the killer’s face,” the psychic whispered. “I can see only the back of his head…and his shoulders.” She caught her breath, stiffened. “But he is about to pull the trigger!”

[image: image]

Smitty, who was not the brightest of his mother’s three sons, still did not get it. “I ain’t about to pull no trigger.” I couldn’t even if I wanted to. My .45 is locked in the truck, inside the backpack with my Buck knife and brass knuckles and the forty kilos of Mexican crack. So either she’s way off this time or she’s talkin’ about some other guy with a tattoo like mine. The marked man slapped a ten-dollar bill on the counter and was about to get up when—

In the outer darkness…the hammer fell.


The slug was expelled from a six-inch, stainless steel barrel.

The plump missile drilled a neat round hole through the plate glass window, punched a larger one between Smitty’s shoulder blades, and opened a fist-size wound where it erupted from his shattered sternum. The “biggest doggone TV screen he had ever seen” was shattered into too many fragments to count.
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It is clear that the shooter is not your run-of-the-mill stalker-pervert. And we may safely rule out DEA agent; while initiative and spontaneity are valued in that U.S. government service—summary executions are not condoned. Not officially. Which narrows it down some.
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Cassandra’s hypnotic eyes looked through the camera, out of the television sets, into the souls of a hundred thousand viewers, more or less. Well, certainly one less.

“He is dead.” She frowned, shook her head, appeared to address the deceased man’s loved ones from the depths of her heart: “I am so terribly sorry.”

Fade to black.
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“Oh!” Sarah Frank said (more to herself than to Mr. Zig-Zag, more to her cat than to the wrinkled old woman). “How did Cassandra know about the shooting?”

Unaware of her status as one notch below a spotted cat, Daisy Perika pointed out an indisputable factoid: “We don’t know that anybody got shot.”

But they did, of course. Daisy knew and Sarah knew and thousands upon thousands of other viewers knew—Cassandra was never wrong.

It would be reported on early-morning news broadcasts all over the state, then in newspapers, and by tomorrow evening the major television networks, radio talk shows, and Internet news sites would be buzzing with accounts of the Colorado woman’s amazingly accurate vision of a drive-by shooting at a truckers’ restaurant on the interstate. As the authorities conducted a thorough investigation, Cassandra would be questioned by the Huerfano County sheriff, Granite Creek Chief of Police Scott Parris, several state-police detectives, agents of the United States Department of Transportation, and an attorney representing the National Truckers Association. What they got out of the psychic, which wasn’t much, can be summed up by Cassandra’s remark to Parris: “I see what I see; it’s as simple as that.” Which was true. More or less. Well, less. There was nothing simple about it.

Oh, by the way: The ratings on the quirky television program increased nine points following the lady’s uncanny, real-time vision of the trucker’s shooting. When Nicholas “Nicky” Moxon (Cassandra Spencer’s enthusiastic business manager) saw the numbers, he whistled, shook his shiny bald head. “This is dynamite, Cassie. Absolute dynamite.”
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Three

Granite Creek, Colorado




Since November, the unseasonable weather has confused man and beast alike. Following a hard winter, the approach of springtime has produced a series of balmy, shirtsleeve days suitable for roof repairs, softball games, and leisurely strolls in the park. Robins are afoot in search of earthworms. Bears have left cozy dens to break a winter-long fast. The chirp of the hungry chipmunk is heard in picnic grounds.

On this Monday in mid-March, as the solar system’s gigantic thermonuclear furnace sinks to its nightly rest in the west, silent pools of twilight seep into valleys, a soothing coolness envelopes granite mountain, pine forest, the soon-to-be-sleeping town. For many, the pleasant end of a perfect day. But for one unsuspecting soul, the ultimate misfortune is only a few hours away.
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After the calamity, Cassandra Spencer, the eldest of the sisters, would declare to Nicholas Moxon that she had been caught quite off guard—such a violent event had not been “in the stars.” (Among her several esoteric pursuits, which include spirit photography and Persian numerology, the television psychic also dabbles in astrology.)

Beatrice Spencer (by age, the middle sister) was more reserved than her psychic sibling, and kept a tight lip about an act of violence so utterly excessive as to be considered an obscenity.

The third, and lastborn, of the Spencer sisters?


Patience. Nothing shall be withheld. Momentarily, Astrid Spencer-Turner shall make her appearance—in a manner of speaking. The antithesis of that ideal child of yesteryear, Astrid will be heard but not seen. Listen for the telephone to ring.

Brrriiiinnnng!

The sound is made by the instrument that Andrew Turner usually carries in an inside jacket pocket. Usually. At the moment, which is late in the evening, the communications device is in his leather briefcase, which is in his hotel room, which is on the fourth floor of the Brown Palace, which is where it has been since 1888—on Seventeenth Street in downtown Denver. As it happens, Mr. Turner, husband of Astrid Spencer-Turner, is not in his hotel room with his briefcase, wherein the telephone resides. He may be found in the Brown’s famous Palace Arms Restaurant. Having finished his lobster enchiladas, the diner has his attention focused on the dessert menu. Ah, so many delectable delicacies to titillate the tongue—but too little time to taste each one.

This is why he does not hear his cell phone ring. Nine times.
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The agitated caller, Astrid Spencer-Turner, his wedded wife of barely one year, is in their home on the so-called Yellow Pines Ranch, which is situated approximately ten miles northwest of Granite Creek, Colorado. The family homestead is a five-hour-and-twenty-minute drive from downtown Denver, which is precisely how long it took Andrew Turner to get to the Brown Palace after he kissed his wife goodbye at 10:00 A.M. on the dot. Turner, who has a master’s degree in computer science from Georgia Tech (the clever fellow graduated in the top 10 percent of his class), is one of those types who does everything by the clock. Precision is his thing. Somewhere, there must be women who appreciate these qualities in a man. Astrid is not one of them. What she appreciates is a husband who remembers to keep his telephone in his pocket and turned on—and answers it when she calls.

On the ninth ring, Astrid slams her telephone into the cradle hard enough to rattle other items on her bedside table. “Dammit!” Now what should I do? “I’ll call the front desk.” (The young woman has developed the endearing habit of talking to herself. Especially when she is alone in the ancestral family home.)
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“Excuse me, Mr. Andrew Turner?”

The owner of Granite Creek Electronics and Computers looked up from a four-thousand-calorie slab of cherry cheesecake, flashed a smile at the young man who had addressed him. “That’s me.”

“I apologize for disturbing you, sir.” The hotel employee offered a cordless telephone to the guest. “You have a call from Mrs. Turner.” He lowered his voice, added discretely: “Urgent.”

“Thank you.” Turner held his hand over the mouthpiece. “She’s probably just lonely. Or there’s a problem with the plumbing.”

The young man, who also had a wife, smiled. Excused himself.

Turner pressed the electronic appliance to his ear. “Hello, dear. What’s up—well pump on the fritz again?”

“No. Nothing like that.”

“Ah, you’re lonely then.”

“I always am when you’re away.”

“You should have invited one of your splendid sisters over to spend the night.” He smiled. I’d be glad to spend the night with either one of ’em.

“I called Bea and Cassie just minutes before I rang your cell phone. But neither one answered.” Which is odd, because they’re usually at home on a Monday evening. “Andy, I hate being here all by myself. Especially at night.”

“Tell you what, babe—next time I come to Denver, I’ll bring you with me. And I’ll take you to the telecommunications show in Vegas. We’ll take in some great floor shows, donate a few dollars to the casinos.”

“I’ll take you up on that.” Her shudder reverberated along the telephone line. “It feels awfully spooky in this big house.”

“Spooky? Really, now—Cassie is the one who talks to ghosts of long-dead Egyptians and such.”

Astrid sniffed and said, “I don’t mean like ghosts and goblins. It’s a different kind of spooky.”

“Different how?”

“For one thing, there’s this peculiar odor.”

The smile slipped off Turner’s perfectly tanned face. “Probably the septic tank. I’ll have someone take a look at it.”

“It’s not that kind of odor, it’s more like—” She paused to listen. “And I hear strange noises.”

“Define ‘strange noises.’” This is the sort of response one learned to expect from the Andrew Turners of this world. “Creaks and squeaks, chains rattling in the attic?”

“Please don’t be flippant, Andrew.”

“Uh—sorry, dear. I didn’t mean to seem—”

“I hear it at our bedroom window—like something shuffling around outside. And just a few minutes ago, I heard a snuffing-snorting sound.”

“Probably a wandering porcupine looking for some bark to chew on.”

“I certainly hope so. But I’ve made certain that all the downstairs doors and windows are securely closed and locked. Except for the French window in our bedroom—I can’t shut it. It’s stuck. So there’s nothing between me and whatever’s out there on the patio but the screen—” This remark was interrupted by a shriek, a thump as the telephone slipped from her hand, struck the floor.

Turner spoke loudly enough to startle other guests in the restaurant: “Astrid—what’s wrong?” His wife’s pitiable, pleading screams were intermixed with guttural growls. Abruptly—the screaming ceased. The absence of sound was so utterly complete that he assumed the line had been broken. The dead silence was suddenly interrupted by gruesome sounds that Andrew Turner would never be able to speak about—not to Astrid’s sisters, not even to the police. But the haunting memory would never, ever leave him. In his darkest nightmares, he would hear it again and again—the ripping of flesh, crunching of bone, gluttonous, snarling grunts—and finally, as the meal progressed—the smacking of the satisfied diner’s lips.

Despite the mind-numbing circumstances, there were things to be done. Turner proceeded to do them with a relentless, some would say cold, efficiency. Astrid’s husband broke the connection, removed a card from his wallet, scanned a list of telephone numbers, and dialed one that was underlined.

The police dispatcher responded on the first ring: “Granite Creek Police.”

“Clara, is that you?”

“Yes, it is. Who’s this?”

“Andy Turner. I’m in Denver, at the Brown Palace.” His words had the effect of a hammer striking nails. “I was just speaking to my wife on the telephone. I am certain that she has been attacked in our home. Please get someone there as soon as you can. I’m going to have my car brought around; I’ll call you on the way home.”

Flinching at the decisive click in her ear, Clara Tavishuts alerted the nearest unit, which was dealing with a bar fight on Second Street. The officer who took the call agreed to check out the possible assault at the Yellow Pines Ranch, gave her an ETA of forty minutes. At best. The second unit was responding to a domestic dispute, where the wife was threatening to decapitate her mate with a seven-hundred-year-old samurai sword. Clara knew exactly what to do—pass the buck up to the boss. An effective dispatcher always knows where all the cops are, including the chief of police. On this particular evening, Scott Parris was a guest at Charlie Moon’s ranch, and the Columbine headquarters was not all that far from Yellow Pines. Clara steeled herself. Whenever I call him on his poker night, the chief always grumbles. But if I don’t contact him, he’ll get all red in the face and tell me I should have alerted him to the emergency call.
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Scott Parris was holding a pair of fives and some trash. After asking for three cards, the player was holding a pair of fives and some trash. He looked over his hand, across the table at Charlie Moon’s world-class poker face. “How’s your aunt Daisy getting along?”

“About the same.”

“And that orphan girl that’s staying with her—what’s her name?”

Moon pretended to be shocked. “You don’t remember?”

Parris pretended to be offended. “If I did, would I be asking you what her name was?”

“Sarah Frank,” Moon said. “First the memory goes and then the hearing….”

Parris leaned forward. “What?”

Moon repeated the statement at full volume.

“Charlie, nobody likes a big smart aleck.”

“That’s not so, pardner. I like you.”

Parris snorted, pushed a pair of shiny Tennessee quarters to the center of the table. “There’s not a thing wrong with my memory.”

“Okay, then what’s Sarah’s cat’s name?”

“That’s not fair. Nobody should have to remember the name of a cat.”

“Don’t let Sarah hear you say that.” Moon glanced at his hand, then: “I’ll see you.” He sweetened the pot with a crisp new dollar bill. “And raise you four bits.”

Parris folded, glumly watched the Ute rake in his winnings. “Charlie, how come we never get to play any big-time high-stakes poker like them high rollers on TV?”

“Because we ain’t got the ante.”

“‘Ain’t’ ain’t good grammar,” Parris muttered. The cop, who had been dating an English major, was attempting to improve himself.

“Okay, we isn’t got the ante, and even if we did—” The Indian’s response was interrupted by the rude warble of his guest’s cell phone.

“Who’d be calling me this time of night?” Maybe it’s Sweet Thing. The chief of police glanced at the caller ID. “It’s dispatch.” The middle-aged man pressed the instrument against a once presentable ear that now sprouted unsightly tufts of reddish brown hair. “Why’re you buggin’ me on my poker night, Clara?” He listened to the dispatcher’s terse report. “Okay, I’m practically on my way.” Aiming a sly grin at his best friend, he added, “No, I won’t need any backup—I’ll be taking Charlie Moon along.” I’d rather have the Ute with me than a battalion of National Guard. He thumbed the End button.

Moon shed his poker face, which enabled him to assume a mildly inquisitive expression. “Taking me where?”

“Old man Spencer’s Yellow Pines Ranch.”

“I thought the place had been vacant since Mr. Spencer died.”

“Not since Astrid—his youngest daughter, who inherited all six thousand acres of Daddy’s ranch—moved in with her new husband.”

Moon searched his memory. Came up with “Andrew Turner.”

“That’s right. And Turner, who’s in Denver tonight, just called in a report, claimed that while he was talking to his wife on the phone she was assaulted. It’ll probably turn out to be a false alarm, but I’ve got to go check it out and I might need some backup.” Parris had pulled on a jacket, was jamming a decades-old felt hat down to his hair-sprouting ears. “So don’t give me no static about how a big-shot tribal investigator like you ain’t—hasn’t got any jurisdiction offa the Southern Ute reservation.” The broad-shouldered man lumbered down the hallway to the parlor. “Grab your revolver, Charlie—and consider yourself duly deputized!”

Moon was unlocking the gun cabinet. “What’s the compensation?”

“Twelve fifty an hour and the pleasure of my company.”


Strapping on a heavy pistol belt, the brand-new deputy grinned. “Make it ten bucks per and I’ll take the call by myself.”
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Six miles north of Castle Rock, Andrew Turner made the second call to GCPD, interrupted the dispatcher’s standard greeting: “Clara—it’s me. Andy Turner. What’ve you found out about my wife?”

“Nothing yet. But Chief Parris is on his way to your home.”

“The moment you hear from him, call me.”

“Will do. What’s your cell number?”

The husband recited the requested digits. Twice.

As he sped south along the interstate, Turner attempted to gain control of his emotions. I have alerted the police. Now, I must call Astrid’s sisters. He entered the preprogrammed number for Beatrice Spencer. No answer. Bea is out rather late. He tried Cassandra. Seven rings of the TV celebrity’s unlisted number got him Cassie’s answering machine. I’ll call them again another hour down the road. He took a deep breath. Another. Whatever has happened, I must be prepared to deal with it—and in as rational a manner as humanly possible.

A cool customer? It would seem so.

But from that electric instant when Astrid’s scream had seared a wound in his soul, Andrew Turner had moved like one suspended in a horrific dream. He would awaken, of course, to live for a few hours in the sunshine—only to fall asleep when darkness came around—and dream again. And so would the cycle go. As this long nightmare rolled toward a veiled finale, the rational man would discover that logic and reason are applicable only to a certain limit…take one step beyond that invisible boundary, the unwary pilgrim falls into the Deep, twists and flows in dark currents—never to surface again.
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Four

The Gathering Storm




Most of the graveled road between the Columbine headquarters and the state highway was sufficiently well graded that a motor vehicle could roll along at a reasonable clip, but a two-mile stretch of tooth-rattling “washboard” spiked Scott Parris’s blood pressure, flushing his beefy face a ruddy hue. Because his countenance was illuminated by greenish dashboard lights, this crimson display went unappreciated by Charlie Moon, who was riding shotgun, so to speak, in the passenger seat. The moment the GCPD unit’s wheels got traction on the paved road, Parris switched on the emergency lights and siren, heavy-booted his almost-new black-and-white into a hair-raising sideways skid, straightened it, grinned while he watched the speedometer climb. Tranquil as a man of his temperament can ever be, his BP gradually drifted down toward normal, which in this instance was 138 over 93.

As Charlie Moon checked his revolver, counted the shiny brass cartridges in the cylinder—he caught a definite whiff of gun smoke. Now where did that come from? The Ute was overwhelmed by a sudden suspicion that the cartridges were empty—that someone had fired all six shots from his gun and not reloaded. To make sure the ammo wasn’t spent, he removed the bullets for careful inspection. All was well.

Up yonder, a moon glistening with reflected sunlight was about to be gobbled up by a hungry thundercloud. A great horned owl circled overhead, dragged a winged shadow across the highway. As the automobile roared past a clump of galleta grass, a startled cottontail bolted. In the wake of the black-and-white, hungry Ms. Bubo Virginianus blinked her bulbous eyes, made the practiced dive. Though he would not see another sunrise, Mr. Rabbit was, for the moment, intensely alive.

But back to the chase.

Along the stretched-out miles between the Columbine gate and the entrance to the Yellow Pines Ranch, the two-lane highway was mostly straight, except for a three-mile section where it snaked over a cluster of undulating ridges that, even at the posted speed limit, produced a stomach-floating roller-coaster effect in which children and well-adjusted grown-ups took childish delight. At a steady ninety-five miles per hour, the low-slung Chevrolet hugged the highway in the dips, went almost airborne on the peaks. After the road leveled, the speedometer ticked its way up to 110.

Having checked his sidearm, Citizen Moon, the more intellectual of the pair, was pursuing the pleasant pastime of musing about this and that. By way of example: how responding to a trouble call was a small parable of life. Nine times out of ten, when the cop showed up at the other end, things would be okay. The prowler would be gone, the lost child found, the frightened lady unharmed. But then, there was always the possibility of—Number Ten.

As they neared the turnoff, the chief of police shut down the high-pitched siren. When he could see the gate in the high beams, he switched off the emergency lights. If the assailant (assuming that there actually was an assailant) was still lurking on the property Astrid Spencer had inherited from her father, Scott Parris did not want to scare him away. I’ll trap the bastard. There was one narrow lane connecting the Yellow Pines Ranch to the highway, and Granite Creek’s top copper was about to plug that jug with his black-and-white stopper.

As Parris jammed on the brakes, did a stomach-turning, skid-sliding turn under the massive sandstone arch and onto the darkened mile-long ranch road the deceased millionaire had spent a fortune to blacktop, the Chevrolet sedan seemed, by some uncanny automotive instinct, to sense the driver’s sense of urgency. It kicked out a few extra horsepower, the all-terrain tread grabbed on to the roadway. As they slipped swiftly along, passing through isolated congregations of dark evergreens, the warm rubber tires hummed a thrumming whine, while in the darkened forest, melancholy woodwinds mourned and pined for a first glimpse of morning sunshine. It was to be a long, long night.

The blacktop, which was never intended to approach too close to old man Spencer’s semirustic abode, terminated abruptly at the outer arc of a long, elliptical driveway. Parris braked again, stopping a few yards from the extensively remodeled home that had once been the headquarters of a working ranch.

Before the hot V-8 engine had stuttered to a stop, two pairs of boots hit the ground.

Parris and his recently deputized Ute sidekick did what sensible lawmen always do before they rush to the rescue: For a half-dozen heartbeats, they stood as still as the trunks of trees. Looked. Listened. And employed other, more primitive senses.

Aside from the yip-yipping of a distant coyote and the discontented rumble of thunder over Spencer Mountain, there was not a sound. Aside from dusty-winged moths batting about the wrought-iron lantern at the center of the porch, there was no movement. The slate roof of the century-old, two-story log house glimmered in cloud-filtered moonlight.

It seemed a scene of perfect peace—a serene night, made for restful sleep.

The lawmen knew better. Neither man could have explained how he knew, but this holding-its-breath quiet, this anemic, lifeless light—it did not feel right. Whoever slept here would awaken nevermore. Not in this world.


Exchanging nods that conveyed what words cannot, the lawmen split up, Parris to the left, Moon took the direction that was left, which was right, and so the man-shadows melted into the night. Slowly, warily, guns in hand—the hard, silent men began to close the circle around the still dwelling.

God have mercy on any two-legged scoundrel they might encounter.

But whoever had been there was long gone. Which was lucky for him. Or her. Or them. Or it.

It was the Ute whose nostrils first picked up the unmistakable scent of fresh blood, his dark eyes that perceived the glint of broken glass on the sandstone patio, a crumpled door screen, and—with the aid of a hazy shaft of moonlight—caught a glimpse of mangled flesh. What he presumed to be the remains—the what-was-left-behind of Astrid Spencer-Turner—was beyond all human help.

The lawmen spent a long, long three minutes peering about the wrecked, blood-soaked bedroom. Much of what they saw was the ordinary stuff of life. A battery-operated clock on the wall, second hand clicking away precious seconds. On a shelf above the clock, an antique china doll with shy, painted eyes that, no matter where you were, never looked at you. Flung into a far corner, a hardcover novel, crocheted bookmark still in place. The book leaned against a dusty pair of hand-tooled horsehide cowboy boots that were small enough for a girl to wear. In contrast to the overturned bed, the torn quilt, the ripped, blood-splattered sheets—the hideously mutilated corpse—the personal belongings were so normal, so shockingly commonplace. And though it is not always the case, there is often something odd at the scene of a homicide, something queerly out of place—an object or feature that grabs the eye. It might be a hole in the heel of a rich woman’s stocking. A box of crayons and a Peter Rabbit coloring book in a house where there are no children. A “lucky” rabbit’s foot on the victim’s key chain. Astrid Spencer-Turner’s bedroom was not to prove the exception. Almost lost among broken furniture, fractured glass, and torn bedclothes, at the edge of a slightly dusty rectangle of carpet that defined the place where the overturned bed had stood—there was something else. Something that simply did not belong; something a passerby might have left behind.

A single, lusciously plump, red-ripe strawberry.

Though riveting, such details rarely have anything to do with the crime.

The first order of business was to call in whatever help Scott Parris could muster from his understaffed department—which would require waking every officer who was not already on night duty. The harder part would be notifying the deceased’s nearest of kin.
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Approaching an exit to the Air Force Academy, Andrew Turner could see the glow of Colorado Springs. He was about to place another call to the police station in Granite Creek when his cell phone vibrated in his hand. “Yes?”

“Andy, this is Scott Parris. GCPD.”

Astrid Spencer’s husband listened to a slight electronic buzz that hung over the dark silence. “What is it, Scott?”

“I’m awfully sorry to have to tell you this on the telephone, but I didn’t want you to show up and—” Parris cleared his throat, tried again: “I’m afraid it’s very bad news.” He inhaled deeply. “I’m sorry.”

“Then Astrid is…”

“Yes. Yes, sir. She is.”
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Trailed by the pair of German shepherds, Beatrice was entering the mud room from the garage when she heard the telephone in the hallway ringing. The lady of the house picked it up, checked the caller ID. “Hello, Andy.” She listened to the monotonic voice. “I’m sorry you’ve been having trouble reaching us. Cassie must have her telephone turned off. I’ve been outside, exercising Ike and Spike.” She referred to the dogs.

Andrew Turner broke the bad news.

“Are you absolutely certain?”

He was.

Starting with her hands and feet, Beatrice felt a dull chill begin to creep over her entire body. “I’ll leave immediately for Yellow Pines, pick up Cassie on the way.” She hung up, looked at herself in the mirror. No, immediately was not an option. I’ll take a quick shower. Change clothes.
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It was a blessing (which Scott Parris would later thank God for) that he and Charlie Moon had arrived before Beatrice and Cassandra—the surviving Spencer sisters.

When Parris saw the headlights approaching, he was in his unit, verifying that Clara Tavishuts had dispatched the requested uniformed officers and the county medical examiner. Almost as an afterthought, he asked her to notify the state police. Diplomacy was part of the job. Next time, the state cops might get the hot call, and the chief of the Granite Creek PD did not intend to provide the troopers any reason to leave his department out in the cold.

Beatrice steered her Mercedes around the sleek black-and-white, which once again pulsated with red and blue lights. The sisters seemed to hit the ground running.

Parris yelled, was ignored by the women, who were sprinting toward the house.

Charlie Moon had stationed himself on the brick walk that led to the porch. The recently conscripted deputy raised both hands, boomed, “Stop!”

They stopped.

Though Cassandra had a mouthful of questions, it was Beatrice who addressed this exceptionally tall, lean man they had occasionally seen on the streets of Granite Creek. “We’re Astrid’s sisters—what has happened?”


Moon’s voice was deep, somber. “I’m sorry.” And he meant it.

Beatrice heard herself say, “Get out of our way—we’re going inside.” And she meant it.

The Ute shook his head. “Nobody’s going in.”

“We most certainly are.” Beatrice took her older sister firmly by the hand. “And you are not going to prevent us.”

“Yes I am.” His words were like thunder on the mountain.

The presumably unstoppable sisters took a tentative, testing step toward the certainly immovable Ute.

He spoke oh-so-softly: “Don’t make me do it.”

Beatrice’s query carried a slight tremor: “Do what?”

Moon’s response was blunt: “Pick both of you up, one under each arm. Stuff you into the back of Chief Parris’s unit. Lock you inside.”

They knew he could. And would.

Beatrice’s voice regained some of its edge. “Tell us what has happened.”

Charlie Moon hesitated. “We’re not sure.”

“Hi, Bea. Cassie.” Scott Parris had materialized. “This is my friend Charlie Moon. He’s my deputy—whatever he says goes.” Having made his point, he took a deep breath. “Ladies, I’m awfully sorry, but you can’t do anything here but get in the way of an official police investigation. So the best thing is for you to go home. I’ll call you as soon as—”

“We are not leaving!” Beatrice stamped a spotless white slipper on the worn brick walk. “Not before you tell us what has happened to Astrid.”

“Okay.” The suddenly weary policeman pointed at the dwelling. “Here’s the deal. It looks like an intruder entered her bedroom through the French windows. Astrid is dead.” Dead. There, it’s been said. Now it was official.

These were not ordinary women. These were the Spencer sisters, who had been raised by parents only two generations removed from those hard-bitten pioneers who had arrived in wagons, on horseback, fought Apaches, Navajos, and Utes, endured sudden mid-May blizzards that froze small children who got caught in a far pasture, suffered through summers hot enough to fry eggs on black basalt boulders. There were no shrieks or wails. No wringing of hands. Only a cold, stony silence before Beatrice said, “You are absolutely certain that our sister is dead?”

“Yes.” I’m sure somebody’s dead. The chief of police, who had suffered through his minutes in the wrecked bedroom, waved his hand in a sweeping gesture. “Until further notice, the area will be treated as a crime scene. Aside from police and the ME, no one goes inside, or off the driveway. Soon as the sun comes up, the dwelling and grounds will be examined for evidence.” Like footprints. “We can’t afford to miss a thing—we’ve got to find out who’s responsible for what happened here.” A flash of white-hot sheet lightning split the sky asunder, then a heavy rumble of thunder. Parris cringed at the threat. Oh no, Not rain. Please don’t let it rain and wash any tracks away….

Big fat drops plop-plopped onto the brim of his hat.

More thunder.

And then the waters came. Oh, how it did rain.

Faced with the pair of determined men and a deluge that was soaking them to the skin, the sisters retreated to Bea’s automobile, where they would remain until Andrew Turner arrived.

By then, the place was crawling with lawmen of every stripe.

The loamy Yellow Pines soil was ankle-deep mud. The deluge was a great blessing to desperate farmers and ranchers. A serious piece of hard luck for lawmen who would have given a month’s pay for a single footprint.
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As the cloud-filtered rays of a gunmetal-gray dawn announced the beginning of a new day, Chief of Police Scott Parris felt oddly alone in the crowd of cops. What he sensed was a certain emptiness. His deputy was nowhere to be seen. His eyes attempted to penetrate the morning mist. Ol’ Charlie’s out there somewhere…looking. I hope he gets lucky.
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Charlie Moon had begun by walking an ever-widening spiral around the dead woman’s home. But, despite a hopeful search for a tuft of hair on a piñon branch, a deep paw print that the torrent of rain had not completely obliterated, luck was not walking with him. Now, within the fringed hem of Spencer Mountain’s forested skirt, he was particularly alert. The Ute sensed a presence.

It was as if all the feathered and furry creatures who lived here were—like the stilled breeze—holding their collective breaths. Aside from the slow drumming of his heart, not a sound. Nothing moved. Moon melted into the undergrowth, became one with his unseen companions. Indeed, the petrified man seemed caught in a single frame of time—every leaf of aspen or fern, every blade of grass, a still life painted on glass.

But something did not quite fit the picture. Which was why he noticed it. The thing near the toe of his boot might have been a red pebble. Or a crimson-tinted mushroom. It was neither. Charlie Moon picked it up. What he held in this palm was a large, plump strawberry. Now how’d this get here? The answer, when it came, was obvious. Astrid Spencer not only ate strawberries in bed…the careless lady carried her favorite snacks on walks into the woods. Which would explain how bears had picked up the scent, followed it back to her bedroom, and—He looked up the mountainside. Again, the distinct sense that something was up there. A man-killing bear?

By instinct, the Ute’s right hand found the handle of his holstered revolver. The ghost of gun smoke returned to haunt his nostrils. And again, that absurd certainty that every cartridge was spent.
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Atop a crumbling granite crag, cloaked by the morning’s misty gray shroud, lurked a hairy, foul-smelling creature. Blood representing a variety of species was caked on its swarthy, unwashed skin. A pair of hard, unblinking eyes looked down upon the Ute. What went through its mind is beyond knowing, and does not invite speculation. But the mouth, after a manner of speaking, said something—so softly that the Indian’s sharp ear did not hear: “Hhhnnngh.”

A brooding, bestial threat? Perhaps.

Or was it something quite different—an expression of affection…of endearment?
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Five

The Public Servant




When District Attorney Bill “Pug” Bullett got the 9:00 A.M. telephone call from Beatrice, he immediately acquiesced to her semipolite “request” for a meeting. The subjects for discussion, she told him, were:

(A) The violent death of her sister.

(B) What was being done about it.

The DA said that he would invite the chief of police, the medical examiner, and—of course—the deceased woman’s husband.

Beatrice advised him not to trouble Andrew Turner. He was in seclusion. Accepting no invitations, taking no calls.

(The grieving widower was, at that very moment, relaxing with a favorite book—B. P. Lathi’s Linear Systems and Signals, chapter 7, “Continuous-Time Signal Analysis: The Fourier Transform.” A real page-turner. What is that old saying? Right. To each his own.)

Pug advised the lady that though he was busy with several pending cases, he had an opening in the middle of next week. Actually, “middle” was as far as he got.

“Today,” Beatrice informed him. Curtly. At precisely 11:10 A.M. Although she did not bother to explain it to this doltish graduate of a second-rate law school, after she enjoyed her midmorning honeyed tea and imported bisquitos, this schedule would allow her sufficient time for a leisurely drive into town, where she would pick up Cassie at her three-story nine-gabled Victorian mansion, which was, by general consensus, a major architectural blight on the corner of Copper and Second.

“Ah,” the bullied DA muttered, shuffling some papers on his desk. “I think I can fit that in. I’ll call Scott Parris and Walter Simpson and see if they can break away from whatever—” There was a sharp click in his ear.

Beatrice and Cassandra Spencer arrived at nine minutes and forty-five seconds past eleven, were courteously greeted by the district attorney’s smiling receptionist, who said, “Good morning, ladies. I believe he is ready to see you, so you may go right—”

They swept imperiously past the hapless gatekeeper, charged into the inner sanctum. What they saw was the district attorney getting up from behind his desk. Pug was flanked on either side (protectively, it seemed) by the broad-shouldered chief of police and the elfin medical examiner. As Pug offered a few hopeful homilies about how mild the weather was for March and how pleasant it was to see the ladies and how terribly sorry he was for their “recent loss,” the sisters responded with appropriate nods and murmurs, ignored the proffered seats.

Now that the polite little waltz was over and done with, Beatrice Spencer looked the DA straight in the eye. “Well?”

The bull-necked politician tugged at his starched collar, which had instantly shrunk by two sizes. He jerked his chin to indicate the cherubic little man with the halo of white hair. “Doc Simpson has kindly agreed to give us a summary of his examination of the—uh…” His ugly bulldog face grimaced. “The remains.”

The medical examiner seated himself in a padded armchair. His little feet dangled, barely touching the floor. The longtime friend of the Spencer family addressed the sisters in a stern, grandfatherly tone: “Sit down, girls.”

They sat.

Ignoring the THANK YOU FOR NOT SMOKING plaque on the DA’s wall, the elderly physician fished a slender black cigar from his coat pocket, bit off a plug, spat it in Pug’s wastebasket, lit it, took a puff. Exhaling, he said to the ladies, “Astrid was attacked by a carnivore. From a first look at the remains, could be a mountain lion, maybe even one of those wolves the government has turned loose. But during the process of a more careful examination, I discovered several animal hairs.” The medical sleuth added, with an air of satisfaction, “Probably left behind by a bear.”

Beatrice responded in a dull monotone: “That would seem to settle it, then.”

Cassie hugged herself, shuddered. “Poor Astrid—killed by a bear!”

The ME’s little face had a distinctly foxy look. “Well, not necessarily.”

The DA squinted at the aged physician. “What’s that mean?”

Doc Simpson revealed a choice piece of intelligence that he had been keeping to himself. “Back in nineteen seventy-eight, your father killed a black bear on Yellow Pines Ranch. The cheeky creature was practically in his backyard, stealing peaches from the orchard. Joe kept the pelt in a ground-floor bedroom.” He removed the cigar, pointed it at Beatrice. “The same bedroom where Astrid was attacked. As time passed, it got pretty tattered—and was shedding hair. Joe threw it out years ago.”

Beatrice glanced at her sister. “I had forgotten all about that old bearskin.”

Cassandra nodded. So had I.

“It does complicate matters.” The ME smiled at the Spencer beauties, who were preserved in his memory as disarmingly charming little cuties. “But I’ve sent some tissue samples to FBI forensics. I’ve no doubt they’ll find traces of saliva, which will contain a few mammalian cells. And those cells will identify the species of animal that killed your sister.”

Cassandra’s big eyes popped. “They can tell all that—just from some spit?”

Doc Simpson’s chuckle jiggled the cigar, popping off miniature smoke signals. “You bet your boots, Cassie—that and lots more. If we happen to get our hands on a suspect animal, the forensics techs can do a cross-check on the DNA and determine whether that specific bear or cougar or whatnot is responsible for the mauling.” Wolf was a long shot. Simpson had an afterthought. “It might’ve even been that vicious dog pack that’s been running wild, pulling down sheep and—” Seeing Beatrice pale, he clamped his mouth shut.

Cassandra sighed. “Poor Astrid. How horrible, to have a bloodthirsty animal break into your bedroom and—and…” Her eyes seemed to glaze over.

Doc Simpson was observing the elder sister with intense clinical interest. I hope she doesn’t have one of her seizures, right here in Pug’s office. “It happens more often than you might think, Cassie. The bear—if it was a bear—probably smelled something good to eat in the house. A bear’ll eat anything from roadkill to roast pheasant, but what really turns ’em on is something sweet. Like candy. Or fruit.”

Parris and the DA exchanged quick glances. The ME did not know that Charlie Moon had discovered a lone strawberry in Astrid Spencer’s bedroom, and another a mile away at the foot of Spencer Mountain. But every GCPD cop knew about it, plus the state police, so it was only a matter of time before that information appeared in the newspaper.

Beatrice seemed almost relieved by this tentative conclusion. “A hungry bear attracted by the scent of food.” A sniff. “Yes, I suppose that must have been what happened.”

Pleased at this convergence toward consensus, the DA chimed in, “Happens all the time with campers. Last year—it was on Labor Day weekend down at Raccoon Creek Campgrounds—there was an attack on some twelve-year-old scouts that had a stash of candy bars in their tent.” Dumb kids. “But all they got were some scratches and a bad scare.”

Pointedly ignoring Pug, Beatrice smiled at Doc Simpson. “Cassie and I appreciate your lucid explanation of what you have determined so far.” A glance at the clock on the wall. “Now, we must be going.” As if they were coupled together by some invisible sister-mechanism, Beatrice and Cassandra simultaneously got up from their chairs.

The DA raised his palms in a gesture that suggested boundless generosity. “You have any more questions or concerns, ladies—feel free to call my office.”

Beatrice nodded at the assembly of solemn men. “Good day, then.” With this, the Spencer sisters departed.

District Attorney Bill “Pug” Bullett sighed to vent his pent-up anxieties, shot a scowl at Scott Parris. “Now, all we need to do is find that killer bear and destroy it.”

Walter Simpson got out of his chair, drew himself up to his full height of five feet three inches. “Let’s not go slaughtering any forest creatures before I get the forensics report back from the FBI.”

The DA cocked his head. “How long could that take?”

“At least six weeks. Probably a lot longer.” The ME took a long pull on his cigar. “They’ve got a huge backlog of work. And as you know, Pug”—as you ought to know—“when a citizen is mauled by a wild animal”—if it was a wild animal—“there’s no crime involved. So the Bureau won’t give a high priority to analyzing the samples I submitted.”

The DA grunted, scratched himself in a spot where he could not when the women were present. “I can’t very well prosecute a bear for killing somebody.” He turned his head toward the chief of police and whispered, “But we can sure as hell shoot the fuzzy bastard.”

Scott Parris didn’t know whether to roll his eyes or grin. He exercised both options.

The Dogs

Late that evening, as Beatrice and Cassandra were having a telephone chat, the former sister mentioned something odd that, she said, had occurred around dusk. “I was outside, working in the garden when Ike and Spike seemed to sense something up on the mountain.”


The spookily gifted sister was intrigued. “Sensed—what do you mean?”

“It was odd. They didn’t bark—they growled, and skulked around. Then, Ike stalked off into the forest and Spike tagged along. That was hours ago. They have not returned.”

“Peculiar,” Cassandra murmured.

“Yes.” Beatrice nodded at her distant sister. “Very peculiar, indeed.”

Following a silence pregnant with forebodings, Cassandra murmured, “I see…dark vibrations.”

A wry smile curled the sensible sister’s lips. I thought you might.

The psychic: “I have a bad feeling about this.” Heavy sigh. “I don’t think Ike and Spike will be coming home.”

Bea’s eyes were hard. Cold. Two blue Saturnian ice moons.
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Six

Score One for the Clairvoyant




As so often happened, Cassandra’s psychic dart had hit the bull’s-eye.

The German shepherds did not return home. Nor would they ever. Never again would the energetic canines romp exuberantly on the lawn, chase a Frisbee thrown by Beatrice, or—for that matter—pursue an unseen creature into the forest on Spencer Mountain. Though she had been fond of her pets, Bea accepted the loss as one of those unfortunate events that are bound to happen from time to time, and comforted herself with the observation that having dogs around the house was not all wine and roses. Animals could be such a bother. No sentimentalists, these Spencer women. Like Daddy, they were made of tough stuff. But was it the right stuff?
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A few days after the meeting in the DA’s office, the sisters marched into the Sugar Bowl Restaurant, nodded curtly at a middle-aged waitress whose feet ached from too many years on concrete floors; knotty varicose veins traced circuitous backcountry road maps on her parchment-pale legs. In hope of a generous tip, Mandy smiled through the pain and led the wealthy women to a booth that was partially concealed behind a walnut-paneled partition.

They waved away the proffered menus.

“Sun tea,” said Beatrice with a flippant cheerfulness. “Lightly iced, with a slice of lemon.”


Cassandra ordered a carafe of New Mexico Piñon coffee. “Freshly ground beans, if you please.”

The weary waitress yes-ma’amed her customers, turned her back, allowed the smile to fall away.

Beatrice and Cassandra exchanged a few bright comments about the new spring outfits at Felicia’s Fashions on Main Street. When Mandy had delivered the beverages and departed, Beatrice looked past her sister. “Well, guess who has surfaced.”

Behind her, Cassandra heard footsteps on the tile floor. “Is it him?”

The older sister smiled. “Good morning, Andy.”

Andrew Turner approached the booth, gazed at the attractive women. “Morning, Bea. Cassie.” The melancholy expression added just the right touch of gravitas to his boyish features. “I came in for some coffee.”

“You may share mine.” Cassandra patted the seat beside her hip. “Please sit with us.”

“Well…I wouldn’t want to disturb you.” Uncertainty clouded his brow. “Are you sure?”

“Of course.” Beatrice was tempted to wink at her sister, who’d had a crush on Turner since he’d hit town two years ago and bought the ailing Granite Creek Electronics and Computers.

“Very well, then.” Turner slid into the booth. Beside Beatrice.

Cassandra’s mouth went thin. Hard.

Oblivious to the tension, Turner released a mere spark of the dynamite smile—that dazzling flash of charm that had disarmed so many of their tender gender. “How are you two getting along? Under the grim circumstances, I mean.”

Beatrice put on a brave face. “We are managing.” She arched an elegant eyebrow. “And yourself?”

“The days are barely tolerable.” A manly set of the jaw, a shrug. “It’s at night when I…” His voice cracked, choked to a stop.

Bea reached around his shoulders, gave him a hug. Also a little peck on the cheek.


The best Cassandra could do was reach across the table and pat his hand. Hardly an effective follow-up to a kiss, the affectionate gesture went unnoticed. The dark-haired beauty felt cheated by her sister. If only the psychic could have foreseen the treachery that was just around the corner….

Having lost interest in coffee, Turner waved away the approaching waitress, said to the sisters, “There’s something I must talk to you ladies about.”

The sisters waited.

He tap-tapped a finger on the table as if transmitting Morse code, decided on a preamble: “As you can well imagine, this has been a terribly traumatic time for me. I find it difficult to concentrate on practical matters, which nevertheless must be attended to.”

The golden-haired sister took his hand in hers. This affectionate gesture was definitely noticed. Andrew returned Bea’s little squeeze.

The star of Cassandra Sees displayed a brittle smile. Unseen, under the table, the psychic bent a spoon into the shape of a horseshoe. No. Not by that means. With her hand.

Had her jealous sister vanished in a puff of sulfurous smoke, Beatrice might not have noticed. “It has been terrible for us all, Andy—but you and Astrid were practically newlyweds.” As they disengaged hands, she added quickly, “I do hope you’re not thinking of hiring a manager for your store and going away on some long trip. Cassie and I would miss you so.”

Relieved at having his revelation made easier, Turner smiled across the table at Cassandra. “It would appear that you are not the only mind reader in the Spencer family.”

The psychic blushed to her toes. Vainly attempted to straighten the unseen spoon.

Evidently weary of telegraphy, he drummed all four fingers on the table. “I’m thinking about putting my business up for sale.” Granite Creek Electronics and Computers would bring a pretty price. “And travel is definitely in the picture.”


There were quite audible gasps from the sisters.

Beatrice frowned. “But where will you go—and how long will you be away?”

“As to the first part, I’ve not quite made up my mind. But I’m thinking about France. Toulon, perhaps. And Nice. Then off to Italy. I’ve always wanted to visit Rome. And Naples. As to the ‘how long’…” The fingers kept on drumming. Like a spirited horse running. “I might not return at all.”

Beatrice felt almost faint. “Oh, dear—you can’t really mean that!”

“But I do. With Astrid gone, I don’t have any reason to remain in Granite Creek.” He concentrated his gaze on a heavy glass ashtray. “I’ll be putting the Yellow Pines Ranch up for sale. I thought I ought to tell you ladies immediately—offer you right of first refusal.”

The sisters were struck dumb.

Sensing that this was turning into an awkward situation, Turner promised he would telephone them within a day or two, said a hurried goodbye, got up, and strode away.

“Well,” Cassandra said. And again: “Well.”

“Indeed,” her sister murmured. And after taking thought, she added, “Poor, dear Andrew—he believes he is going to inherit Yellow Pines.”

Cassandra nodded. “Evidently, Astrid neglected to tell him about Daddy’s will. Andrew doesn’t realize that in the event of any of our deaths, our share of the Spencer real estate passes on to the surviving sisters.”

“Cassie, I hate to sound catty—especially under the circumstances. But I would not have put it past Astrid to have purposely led Andy to believe that he was marrying into her lion’s share of the Spencer land holdings.” Beatrice added, somewhat acidly, “A woman who has her heart set on a man will stop at nothing.” She bared her teeth, suggesting a shark about to attack. “And I do not exclude myself. Or you.”

Cassandra pretended to be shocked. “Bea, you are really terrible.”


The terrible sister took no offense. “Do you know what Andy is lacking?” This was one of those pesky rhetorical questions that Cassie detested. Beatrice clarified: “The poor baby needs a wife.”

Unable to think of a word to say, Cassandra kept her mouth shut.

Neither sister was aware of the fact that their waitress was just on the other side of the panel, wiping a damp cloth on the immaculately clean salad bar. And being a sponge for gossip, Mandy was soaking up every word.

Beatrice continued to provide the desired product: “Andy will be terribly shocked to discover that he is not going to inherit an acre of real estate.” She had an odd glint in her eye. The left one. “Which shall provide us with an unprecedented opportunity.”

Sensing that her sister was about to suggest something outrageous, possibly even dangerous, Cassandra’s asked, “What sort of opportunity?”

Beatrice flashed a beatific smile at her sister. “To add a measure of happiness to our lonely lives.”

“Oh.” I don’t get it.

She doesn’t get it. “Cassie—one of us must marry Mr. Turner.”

“Did you say marry him?”

“I did.”

“Oh.” Now she got it. But the solution to one problem often raises another thorny conundrum. Cassandra’s brow furrowed. “But whom will it be—me or you?”

“I can think of only one solution.” The calculating sister removed two wooden toothpicks from a glass dispenser. She broke one in half, tossed the unwanted splinter into a potted palm, pinched the remnants between a pair of perfectly manicured digits, and tapped the sharp tips until they were precisely even. She offered her younger sister the choice.

Cassandra stared at the pointy little objects. “What?”

“Think of it as drawing straws.”

Never one for games, the brunette was looking askance. “Straws?”


“It is a simple process. She who draws the short straw loses.” Regretting the necessity for redundancy, Beatrice added, “And the sister holding the long straw wins.” When explaining such matters to Cassie, one must not presume too much. “But as there are no straws readily available, we shall use toothpicks. One whole one, one half.”

Cassandra frowned at the little spikes of wood. “I don’t know.” The psychic sibling felt an odd chill ripple along her spine. “Resorting to a game of chance to see who vamps our poor dead sister’s husband…” She seemed about to cringe. “Under the circumstances, it all seems rather icky.”

“Icky?”

“Triple-icky.”

“Dear Cassie—I did not realize you had such scruples.”

“It’s not only icky. It’s crazy.” She raised the most serious objection: “And it could be embarrassing. I mean—what if he’s not interested?”

“If you have what men want—and both of us do—they are always interested.”

Cassandra’s face burned. “Oh, Bea, you are absolutely shameless!”

Beatrice arched a brow. “My reference was to valuable real estate, with which—in light of Astrid’s untimely demise—we are both rather well endowed.” She effected a coquettish pose. “And as to physical attraction, I daresay neither of us resembles a mud fence.”

Cassandra stared at her sister. You were always the prettiest.

“But if you are suffering an attack of conscience, you may leave the snaring of Andy Turner entirely to me.” Beatrice, a natural actress, raised her chin in an impudent gesture. “I’ll show you how easy it is to trap yourself a man.”

“Perhaps that is just what I should do. Leave him to you, I mean.” To demonstrate her contempt for Sister’s brazen plan, Cassandra tossed her raven mane. Came very close to snorting. But she could not tear her gaze from the toothpick ends that protruded between Bea’s finger and thumb.


As she had during all their years of growing up together, Beatrice waited for the inevitable. She had not the least doubt that Cassie would reach out and select the toothpick that would seal her fate.

Which she did.

Beatrice threw back her head, laughed. Games are such great fun. Especially when you win.
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Mandy was distressed to be called away from her eavesdropping to attend to a famished couple at table 5 who desired to see a menu.
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Cassandra stared at the offending splinter. Bea was always the lucky one. Dammit—dammit—dammit! She dropped her puny little half toothpick into the ashtray, announced, “I’m glad that I got the short one.”

“No you’re not.” The winner of the pot pointed a long-stemmed teaspoon at her forked-tongue sister. “And don’t let me catch you cheating on the deal. If I so much as see you batting those big eyelashes at Andy—why, there’s no telling what I might do.”
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Shortly after the Spencer sisters had departed, Mandy, wincing at a stinging shin-splint pain, came to clean the table. Just imagine them two rich young women, drawing toothpicks for who’ll marry that poor widow-man. Beatrice had left a five-dollar bill, which covered the coffee and tea…and twenty-five cents for me. Big whoopee. I’ll go see a movie and buy me a queen-size popcorn. With six squirts of hot butter.

A sense of humor is a great blessing.

Going about her monotonous duties, Mandy removed Cassie’s discarded half toothpick from the ashtray. Noticing a metallic gleam under the table, she squatted with a painful grunt, found a spoon bent into a U. Now why would anybody do a thing like that? As she was retrieving this piece of damaged flatware, the meticulous cleaner-upper noticed a second, smaller object on the floor—on Bea’s side of the booth. Another half toothpick. Curious. Suspicion that she was “on to something” led to an extended search. In the potted palm, our Sherlock discovered the whole toothpick. As she examined these artifacts of the game, the sordid truth became apparent: Bea was holding two broken pieces—so Cassie would be bound to draw a short one. Mandy smiled, shook her head. Well, don’t that just beat all, how rich folks will cheat each other—and blood sisters at that! The happy woman dropped the souvenirs into her apron pocket.
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