

[image: e9781429922753_cover.jpg]







[image: e9781429922753_i0001.jpg]





Table of Contents


Title Page


ONE

TWO

THREE

FOUR

FIVE

SIX

SEVEN

EIGHT

NINE

TEN

ELEVEN

TWELVE

THIRTEEN

ALSO BY JOAN HESS

PRAISE FOR JOAN HESS AND HER CLAIRE MALLOY NOVELS

Other titles from St. Martin’s Minotaur Mysteries

Copyright Page
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WHO PUT UP WITH A LOT OF NONSENSE FROM 
THEIR MOTHER. 
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ONE

The little bell above the door of the Book Depot jangled with such fury I expected to see it sail across the room. It did not. To my regret, two teenage girls sailed across the room and skidded to a halt in front of the counter, where I was thumbing through the checkbook in hopes of something along the lines of what happened on Thirty-fourth Street.

One of them had my curly red hair, green eyes, and pale complexion, and was beginning to be able to look me in the eye without standing on her tiptoes. She was developing some of my mature physical attributes, which led to a great deal of pensive study in the bathroom mirror when she thought I wasn’t watching and an artistic display of apathy about the entire business when she realized I was.

The other had limp brown hair, limp brown eyes behind thick lenses, and a limp body that was trapped somewhere between the chubbiness of childhood and a postpubescent promise of sleekness. I suspected her mother had yet to catch her preening in front of a mirror.

“Mother,” the former began grimly, “do you want
to know what Rhonda Maguire told Inez after fifth period?”

“Not especially,” I said truthfully, although I didn’t doubt for a second I was going to hear it anyway. My daughter Caron exists on a very intense plane, where nothing simply happens: it explodes, it detonates, it blusters and rages and erupts. Fifteen can do that to you, along with pimples, simmering hormones, and an inability to refrain from eye rolling, lip protruding, and other displays of histrionics. Caron’s faithful sidekick, Inez Thornton, has not yet managed to grasp the delicacies of melodrama, but she’s a good student and observes Caron’s every gesture with wide-eyed awe.

“But it was incredibly gruesome,” Inez whispered.

“So’s my bank statement,” I said.

Caron poked Inez. “Tell her what Rhonda Maguire said. I just want to Absolutely Die every time I so much as think about it. I mean, I thought Rhonda was one of my closest friends, but after what she—”

“What did she say?” I interrupted, bowing to the inevitable.

Inez looked thoroughly miserable, and her voice fell to a raspy whine. “Well, Rhonda said that some of the sophomore football players were watching the fourth-period girls gym class, and … and elected Caron … Well, they elected her Miss Thunder Thighs of Farberville High School. I didn’t think it was the least bit nice. It was, like, really tacky and catty.”

I glanced at the newly anointed royalty, who was hyperventilating hard enough to blow a good deal of the dust out the bookstore door. “And we were not amused?”

“No, Mother, we were Not Amused.” Out came the lower lip. “I’m glad to know you think it’s funny,
however.” The eyes rolled. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to go home and look up suicide techniques in the encyclopedia. Inez, you can have my stuffed animal collection, but only if you swear on your grandmother’s urn to tell everyone that Rhonda Maguire has herpes and that she passed it on to the entire football team.”

“You look perfectly fine, dear,” I said. “Your proportions are quite reasonable for your age.”

“That’s what you say, but you weren’t elected Miss Thunder Thighs, were you?” she retorted without mercy. “I’ll try not to bloody up the bathroom too badly.”

Inez patted Caron’s shoulder. “I don’t see how you can ever show your face at school again. Those football players are all jerks, and Rhonda had no business listening to their crude jokes, much less repeating them to me. She knows I’m your best friend.”

I repressed a sudden urge to leap across the counter and shake two pairs of shoulders. “I think you’re taking this too seriously, but if you’re truly upset, then why don’t you go on a diet for a week or two and see if that makes you feel better? There’s a whole rack of diet books in the self-help section; one of them might be appropriate.”

“It probably won’t do any good, but I suppose I could look at them,” Caron said, iciness now replaced with despondency. She glanced at Inez. “We can do a diet together. It won’t hurt you to lose a few pounds—unless, of course, you prefer to claim the title.”

Inez’s mouth pursed as if she were considering a response, but after a moment she nodded meekly and followed Caron around the corner of the rack. I returned
my attention to the checkbook, which hadn’t produced any major deposits during the minor hiatus, and I was still frowning as the two went past me and out the door, their arms laden with paperback books. I did not suggest anything so crude as payment, but I’ve always had an aversion to pain.

The afternoon drifted by without any further disruptions, including such annoyances as customers desiring an entire collection of hardbound textbooks. At five-thirty I locked the door of my dusty, musty bookstore and walked up Thurber Street toward my apartment. Caron and I reside in the top half of a house across from the undulating lawn of Farber College. During the winter months we have a fine view of Farber Hall, which in its youth and middle age housed the English department and thus the office of my deceased husband. Carlton had joked about the ceiling coming down on his head, but in the end—his, actually—he should have been more concerned about wet highways and errant chicken trucks.

Passing the sorority house inhabited by nubile young things with a tendency to squeal, I stopped on our front porch to collect my mail. There was no letter from Publishers Clearinghouse mentioning that the check was in the mail. I was glancing through the stack of envelopes with cellophane windows when the downstairs door opened and Joanie Powell joined me.

She was an attractive widow of moderate years, with soft brown eyes and a pleasant smile. On her first day in residence I had learned she lived in Little Rock, worked part time in a travel agency, got along well with her two grown children, and was at the college for a semester to pursue an interest in ceramics. On the second day I had learned she raised azaleas,
downed an occasional beer, and had a fondness for barbecued ribs and basketball. I had also learned she was loquacious.

“Why, Claire, I was hoping I’d bump into you,” she said as she took her mail from the metal box. Hers, I noticed, was addressed by hand and lacked windows.

“Oh?” I murmured cautiously.

“I wanted to invite you, Caron, and Caron’s friend to a little party this weekend. I ran into an old friend of my daughter’s, and I thought it would be nice for all of us to get together for tea, cake, and conversation.”

“I’d love to, Joanie, but I have to work all day Saturday. My accountant has a tendency toward ulcers, and I feel responsible.”

“Then we’ll do it Sunday,” she said briskly. “Shall we say three o’clock?”

“I don’t know about Caron and Inez. They’re on one of their typical rampages and may have other plans.”

“I do so hope they can join us, Claire. Maribeth is in dire need of companionship, even if for only an hour or so. It took all of my wiles to persuade her to come, and I’d feel bad if no one else could be bothered.”

With a brave little sniffle, Joanie went back into her apartment, leaving me to my wretched solitude on the porch. I went upstairs, kicked off my shoes, and, content in the knowledge I’d been manipulated by a master, went into the kitchen for a shot of scotch. I was savoring the serenity of early evening when Caron and Inez thudded into the room, each now carrying a sack from the market.


“We have decided to try the seven-day fruit diet,” Caron announced, flourishing a banana. “It’s supposed to be absolutely incredible, and you can lose up to ten pounds in one week. Imagine—ten pounds!”

“It doesn’t sound healthy,” I began in the dreaded maternal tone.

“But it is,” Inez inserted. “The first day you eat nothing but bananas in order to enhance your potassium level. Then, on the next day, you eat nothing but oranges, for the vitamin C. On the next day—”

Caron brushed her aside to shoot me one of her finely honed defiant looks. “Actually, it’s apples on the second day. They’re an excellent source of something or other. Then oranges. I wish you’d pay more attention, Inez; this diet is terribly scientific and we have to do it right if we’re going to lose all ten pounds in a week. I for one do not intend to behave like a fruit fly an extra week or two because you got confused about the proper sequence.”

“This is scientific?” I said.

“Of course it is,” Caron said haughtily. “The guy who made it up is a doctor, for pete’s sake. There’s a photograph of him on the back cover, and he’s wearing a white coat, so he ought to know. Come on, Inez, let’s get started.”

The two went into the kitchen to put down the sacks, then returned, bananas in hand. I contemplated the wisdom of further discussion centering on nutritional soundness and dubious credentials, but concluded that they were young, healthy, and would survive a week of the crazy diet without any dire side effects. And be safe from scurvy, to boot.

They were nibbling righteously and I was reading the local newspaper when footsteps once again were
heard on the stairs. I guiltily began to tell them about Joanie’s invitation to the tea party, but then realized the footsteps were masculine and broke off before I reached the essence.

Peter Rosen, a man of great charm and innumerable talents, tapped on the door and came in. He has the curly black hair of a well-groomed poodle, eyes the color of molasses, and a pronounced beak of a nose above fine white teeth. He dresses like a bank president: power tie, three-piece suit, imported footwear, the whole routine. At certain times he and I engage in a mutually enjoyable relationship that veers perilously close to a commitment. At other times, however, it veers perilously close to a precipice—and neither of us are supplied with pitons.

Peter is a cop. He probably would argue that he’s a detective in the Criminal Investigation Department of the Farberville police force, but he still has the heart of an old-fashioned, potbellied, nightstick-twirling cop. A cop who feels himself above any assistance from civilians merely doing their patriotic duty to ensure justice for all. A cop who turns splotchy and sputters whenever given a tiny bit of advice from a well-meaning woman with red hair, green eyes, and an acute mind that can solve a mystery and be home in time for the cocktail hour. In the past said woman has been rewarded with acerbity, with acrimony, with accusations that she is a snoop and a meddler.

He gave me an avuncular kiss, then continued into the kitchen and returned with a beer. Once he was settled next to me, he noticed Caron and Inez sharing a chair across the room. “Is the drama club doing a production of Tarzan?”


“What’s that supposed to mean?” Caron snapped.

“You two look as though you’re rehearsing for the role of Cheetah.”

“That’s so funny I may laugh next week.”

“I’ve never seen you eating bananas,” he said mildly. “You’re usually eating chips and dip, or pizza, or fries and bacon cheeseburgers. Bananas are healthy.”

Caron stuffed the last of hers into her mouth. “Inez and I happen to be on a diet, if you must know.”

Peter may have caught a glimpse of my smile, but he assumed the expression of one patently impressed by this manifestation of self-discipline. “That’s admirable, but also somewhat of a shame, girls. I spotted a new pizza place out on the highway, and dropped by to invite all of you out for dinner. You two can split the supreme with seven toppings. Claire and I lack the wild abandon of youth, but perhaps we’ll risk pepperoni and Italian sausage.”

“Make him stop, Mother,” Caron said.

“With extra cheese,” he continued. “The real gooey kind that you have to rip off with your teeth.”

“Mother!”

I patted his arm. “You mustn’t tempt them; they’re terribly sincere about this fruit regime. Let’s leave them to their bananas and try the pizza place ourselves. Furthermore, we can throw octagenarian caution to the wind and order a supreme. If you agree to skip the anchovies, I’ll yield on the issue of black olives.”

While we negotiated the terms, Caron and Inez whispered intently to each other. Peter and I were on our feet when Caron said, “Inez and I have concluded that it’s pointless to begin a diet at night. We’re not
going to realize the full benefit of the banana day when we’ve already had all kinds of junk for breakfast and lunch. This diet is meant to be started in the morning.”

“So our systems can absorb the potassium,” Inez added, her eyes blinking like strobe lights.

“First thing tomorrow morning we’ll begin the diet,” Caron said firmly.

Inez sounded a shade more dubious as she said, “And have nothing but the allotted six bananas and twelve glasses of water.”

“And not one bite of anything else.”

On that rationale, we went for pizza.

 


The following morning I left Caron snoring gently under a comforter and a dozen stuffed animals, and went to do that which makes a minuscule yet nevertheless sincere dent in the national deficit. Saturdays are fairly good for fiction and a smattering of magazines, although the college students remain complacent on weekends and wait until midweek to dash in for study aids. My favorite aged hippie came in for the latest science fiction epic, and we had a grave conversation about the current trend toward fantasy versus old-fashioned carnivorous aliens determined to eat the inhabitants of any or all world capitals. My favorite cop came by with sandwiches. We were discussing various inconsequential things when his beeper beeped. He made a call to headquarters, cast a plaintive look at the remaining half of a turkey on rye, and went away to play detective. In that I am not a snoopy, meddlesome sort, I merely waved and agreed to a movie that night.

I was rearranging the dust in my tiny office and
attempting to sneeze my nose off my face once and for all when Joanie called my name from the front of the store. Brushing at my cheeks, I went to see if she was going to allow me to weasel out of her tea party. She was not. “Good heavens,” she murmured, “you look as if you just rode in from a cattle drive. In any case, I wanted to remind you that Maribeth is coming at three o’clock tomorrow, and I’m so thrilled that you and the girls will have the opportunity to meet her. She’s a dear, dear girl.”

“She’s a friend of your daughter’s?”

“They met at summer camp when they were twelve, and they were close friends until Maribeth went back east to attend a rather posh, exclusive school. My daughter insisted on a school closer to home.” Joanie wandered over to the science fiction rack, but she kept shooting odd little looks over her shoulder at me. “Maribeth has a problem,” she said at last.

“So do I,” I said promptly. “My bank account. I’m supposed to send in my quarterly self-employment tax by the fifteenth, and I doubt those guys will accept an IOU and half a book of trading stamps.”

“Maribeth has a serious problem, Claire, and you’re just the one to help her.”

“I don’t even know her,” I said, backing toward the sanctuary of my office, where the danger, in the form of rodents and an allergic reaction to the dust, was more tangible.

“But you will tomorrow. That’s why I invited you.” She picked up a paperback, then settled it back on the rack and began to stalk me down the aisle. “Maribeth, needs to get out, to meet people and do things. She’s
been back in Farberville for nearly eleven months, and I don’t think the poor thing has spoken to a dozen people. She stays home all day every day, just doing housework and watching those silly soap operas on television. What kind of life is that for twenty-nine-year-old woman?”

I kept moving backward. “Maybe the life she prefers?”

“Nonsense. She’s very shy, that’s all. Her husband teaches business law at the college, but he’s made no effort to include her in the department’s social functions. In fact, I suspect he wants her to stay home and iron his shirts. It’s important that you and I help her out of her pathetically lonely existence.”

We were past the study aids and closing in on the young adult fiction. “If she’s married, then it might be a mistake for outsiders to interfere in their relationship,” I said, although without much optimism. I’d seen enough of Joanie to know that when she smelled a good cause, she was as stoppable as a freight train coming down a mountainside. “And she really may prefer to stay home. Some people do.”

“Oh, Claire, how can you entertain such a silly idea? No, we must encourage Maribeth to take an interest in the outside world. She and I discussed the possibility of her taking a class or two, but she said Gerald—her husband—would never allow it. Even though she would receive a discount on the tuition, she implied they were in a serious financial bind for the rest of this year. Next year will be different, of course, but it may be too late for her by then.”

Joanie was baiting me, and we both knew it. Although I am not and never have been snoopy and meddlesome, I do have a healthy curiosity. I stopped
in the middle of young adult fiction and said, “You win. What happens next year?”

“She comes into the family money. Didn’t I mention that she’s the great-granddaughter of Thurber Farber?”

“Thurber Farber?” I echoed, gulping. “As in Farberville, Thurber Farber College, Thurber Street, Thurber Farber Memorial Library, and all those other Thurbers and Farbers?”

“Yes, indeed. She’s the only direct descendent, although I believe there are a few distant cousins who will receive small amounts from the trust. Maribeth will be a rich young woman on her thirtieth birthday. It’s up to us to see that she will also be a happy, fulfilled young woman with a normal life.”

I bounced off the young adult fiction and careened into the reference section. “Surely she can borrow against all those millions she’ll receive next year?”

“I’m afraid Great-grandfather Farber was a miserly old coot who would have preferred to take it with him, were there an FDIC institution at his final destination. There’re several clauses in the trust agreement forbidding early withdrawal, loans, or even using it for collateral. Besides, the lack of money’s not the real problem; it’s her attitude.” Joanie gently untangled me from the metal arm of the rack, brushed a smudge off my nose, and gave me a bright smile. “Well, I’m glad we’ve got this settled, Claire. I’ll be expecting you and the girls at three o’clock.”

I was too astounded by the revelation of Maribeth’s ancestry to argue, or to wonder how I’d been so helpful when all I’d done was run into a book rack and bruise my fanny. Thurber Farber was quite the local legend. In the thirties, while everyone else was leaping
out windows or selling apples on the corner, he’d amassed a fortune dealing in commodities such as sowbellies and soybean futures. After he had finally made so much money even he was ashamed, he donated enough of it to the tiny town where he’d been born that the town fathers felt obliged to rename most of it after him. He lived the remainder of his life in a grotesquely gothic mansion on the hill overlooking the town, being chauffeured about in a Rolls-Royce and disdaining any contact with the peons.

Thurber Farber’s great-granddaughter was going to be rolling in the green stuff. Wallowing in it like a hog in a mudhole. Using it to wallpaper the dining room and carpet the den. Perhaps, I thought as I picked up the dust rag, she was too intimidated by the idea of all that money coming to her in the future. In any case, I had dust and mouse droppings in my future. Such a glamorous life.

When I dragged home many hours later, I found three banana peels on the kitchen table and a note informing me that Caron and Inez were at Rhonda Maguire’s for a bunking party. I put the peels and the note in the trash, took a long bath, and was nearing a civilized mood when Peter arrived.

We greeted each other with a reasonably tempered display of affection, then sat down for a drink before the movie. I told him the maiden name of my soon-to-be-acquaintance, earning a low whistle and a raised eyebrow.

“I hope she becomes your dearest friend,” he said.

“She’s twenty-nine years old and, apparently, some kind of social misfit who irons shirts and watches soap operas,” I said, sighing. “Joanie has decided that she and I are going to save the girl from Days of Our
Lives and As the World Turns, not to mention spray starch and permanent-press settings, but she failed to offer further details. It makes me as nervous as a substitute teacher facing a roomful of high-school sophomores.”

“Speaking of such beasts, how’s the diet going today? Those two ate enough pizza last night to hold them for the duration, and a month or two afterward.”

“I haven’t seen either of them today. The whole thing’s ridiculous. If Rhonda hadn’t blurted out the nonsense to Inez, and if Inez hadn’t felt some moral imperative to offer an instant replay to her best friend, Caron never would have looked twice at a banana, much less allowed it in her mouth—unless it was adorned with three scoops of ice cream and a quart of hot fudge sauce. I suspect they’ll tire of a pizza-free life within a day or two and return to their normal diet of junk food.”

I found my jacket and purse, and we opted to walk to the theater, which managed a foreign film every now and then, along with politically correct amateur theatrics, the annual local beauty pageant, and other equally desirable productions. As we strolled down Thurber Street, I idly inquired about what had occurred earlier that had torn him away from the turkey on rye.

“A case.”

“Anything interesting?” I asked.

“No.”

“Goodness, I’m not going to let you teach conversational skills to Maribeth Farber Whatever. You’re positively terse.”

“It’s official police business,” he said in a positively snooty tone. “If the CID flounders so badly we
need your astoundingly brilliant mind to save us from disgrace, I’ll call. Besides, it really isn’t interesting.”

“Then I’m not the least bit interested,” I said, matching his tone.

I thought I heard a “Ha!” from somewhere, but I was hardly in the mood to pursue its origin.




TWO

Caron and Inez staggered in the next morning looking as though they’d had less than an hour of sleep, which was most likely true. A gossipy gaggle of teenage girls is not conducive to a good night’s sleep.

I glanced up from the Sunday paper. “Did you have a good time?”

Caron let her sleeping bag fall to the floor. “Yeah, everything was peachy-keen, up until Rhonda felt obliged to tell everybody what those bozos had the nerve to say about me. If that bitch thinks she’s ever going to copy my American history notes again, she’s got ingrown hairs in her head.”

“Nobody laughed,” Inez said timidly. “I mean, everybody looked shocked.”

“I heard Leslie and Rhonda giggling in the bathroom,” Caron continued, glowering at me as if I’d been convulsed over the commode, too.

I opted to change the subject. “So how did the diet go yesterday? Did you eat lots of yummy bananas to elevate your potassium?”

Caron folded her arms. “Bananas are gross and disgusting. I never want to look at another banana as
long as I live. Inez and I discussed it, and we’ve decided to try a diet that’s not utterly nauseating.”

“Yes?” I said encouragingly.

“We’re going on the Zen macrobiotic diet. You eat soybeans and seaweed extract and oat bran bread and stuff like that. Ten pounds in ten days. It’s terribly healthy.”

I repressed a shudder. “You have an interesting definition of the phrase ‘utterly nauseating.’ Where do you intend to find soybeans and seaweed extract and oat bran?”

“At the health food store. It may be expensive, but we’ll only need a ten-day supply.”

“The health food store is closed on Sundays,” I pointed out. “Since you can’t start until tomorrow, you can eat cake with a clear conscience. We’re all invited to a party this afternoon.”

Inez sadly shook her head. “We really shouldn’t. The book says to fast and meditate for a full day before we start the diet. It’s supposed to cleanse our systems and align our brain waves for the diet.”

“You think I’m going to drink nothing but water and make funny noises through my nose all day?” Caron said, curling her lip at the absurdity of such a suggestion. “I happen to have a very delicate metabolism. If my blood sugar drops below a certain level, I get totally dizzy. I have no intention of being dizzy all day today when I have to study for an algebra test second period tomorrow.” Having dealt with that, she turned on me. “Whose party and what kind of cake?”

“Mrs. Powell in the downstairs apartment, and I don’t know what kind of cake. She looks like the sort who’ll serve several kinds, though, and all made from scratch.”


Caron nodded, then poked Inez into motion. “Come on, let’s make waffles. Those petrified doughnuts Rhonda produced this morning were at least a week old. I seriously considered suggesting to Rhonda that we use them to play a variation of horseshoes—using her sweet little button nose for a stake.”

The two devoted dieters left me in peace.

By three o’clock I’d read every word of the newspaper except for the sports section and the classifieds, being less than fascinated by neckless hulks and hot deals on used cars. I had not come across anything that might relate to Peter’s newest case, but I decided it would be in the following day’s edition. The girls came out of Caron’s room and we dutifully trooped downstairs.

Joanie seemed edgy as she invited us in. “Maribeth’s not here yet,” she said to me in a low voice. “I’m worried that she panicked and decided not to come, or that her husband refused to allow it. Do you think I should telephone her?”

“She’s only a minute or two late, Joanie. It’s too early to call the CID and report her missing.”

“You’re right, but I’m still concerned. She’s terribly shy. However, all we can do is hope she arrives shortly. In the interim, let’s all have some tea and cake.”

Caron and Inez were already admiring the silver tea service and the platters of goodies on the coffee table. Joanie served us, then poured herself a cup and sat down, managing to check her watch every thirty seconds without spilling a drop or a crumb. Caron and Inez made a mockery of the proposed fast by taking several slices of all three cakes, along with discreet handfuls of cookies and a sprinkling of salted nuts.


I admitted to myself that I was curious about the mysterious Maribeth Whatever née Farber. I was in the midst of imagining a wide-eyed fawn poised on the front porch, her hand flirting with the doorbell, when the doorbell jangled.

Joanie hurried to the door and opened it. “Why, Maribeth, I’m delighted that you could come this afternoon. I invited a few friends to join us, and they’re looking forward to meeting you. Now come right in; I insist.”

The fawn had wide eyes. She also had a body with an excess of at least a hundred pounds. I tried not to stare as Joanie took Maribeth’s wrist and pulled her across the room to introduce us, saying, “Maribeth, this my upstairs neighbor, Claire Malloy, who owns that wonderful bookstore in the old train depot. Claire, this is Maribeth Galleston.”

“I’m pleased to meet you, Maribeth,” I managed to say in what I prayed was a normal voice. She had a heart-shaped face that would have been quite pretty had it not been as misshapen and pasty as leavened bread dough. Her dull brown hair was pulled back in an uncompromisingly tight ponytail. Her eyes were the palest blue I’d ever seen, and ringed with thick curly lashes. Her faded, shapeless dress had seen too many seasons, or perhaps too many sessions in the washing machine, and it was very snug, accentuating her bulging stomach and broad rear end.

She gave me a weak smile, and, after a gulp that sounded painful, said, “It’s nice to meet you.”

Joanie kept her hand around Maribeth’s wrist as she shot Caron and Inez a level look and said, “This is Claire’s daughter Caron and this is Inez Thornton. You girls are in tenth grade, right?”


Caron took in a deep breath as if preparing to make funny noises through her nose. To my relief, she let it out silently and said, “Pleased to meet you, Maribeth. Yeah, we’re in tenth grade. Farberville High School.” Beside her, Inez made a weak sound meant to second the sentiment.

Maribeth looked a little brighter. “I went to school in Farberville, but then I went away to college on the East Coast. I always wondered if I might have enjoyed the local college more.”

Joanie suggested she sit down next to me. After more tea had been poured and the platters passed, she said, “I’m so glad you came, Maribeth. When you were late, I was worried that your husband might have had other plans for the afternoon.”

Maribeth’s teacup rattled in her saucer, and her laugh was unconvincing. “Oh, Gerald had plans for the afternoon. He’s playing racquetball with one of his friends from the department. I used to go along to watch, but the sight of all those svelte bodies got to me after a time or two. Besides, there’s usually an old movie on the television on Sunday afternoons. I’d rather stay home than be the object of whispers and giggles.”

The silence was such we could have heard a cockroach sneeze. Caron and Inez began to stuff cookies in their mouths, while I discovered the necessity of stirring my tea. At last, when the bottom of my porcelain cup was in danger of being scratched for all eternity, Joanie cleared her throat and said, “And what did you take your degree in, Maribeth? Did you continue your interest in art history?”

“I had to drop out my senior year.”

“How unfortunate,” Joanie murmured. “Perhaps
you could finish your degree here at Farber College. The art department has a degree program in art history, and you might even look into the possibility of a graduate degree.”

Maribeth gazed at the wall above Joanie’s head. “There’s not much point in finishing my degree. Gerald expects to be offered tenure when he publishes his book on international business law, and he’ll want me to stay home in order to manage the house and entertain. He thinks it’s important for professors to maintain a certain life-style, because of the competitiveness within the department. Besides, there’s not much I can do with a degree in art history. Outside of teaching, the only option is a job in a museum or a gallery, and Farberville has neither of those.”

We once again found ourselves straining to hear a wee nasal eruption from the kitchen cabinets. This time Caron rescued us. “This cake is swell, Mrs. Powell. It’s kind of our last chance to eat anything sweet for ten days, because Inez and I are going on a diet first thing in the morning. It’s this wonderful macrobiotic thing where … you …” Her voice dribbled into nothingness as she realized what she’d said, and her face flushed until it might have been mistaken for a cherry tomato. “I didn’t mean that—that—well, I didn’t mean anything. I’m sorry if anyone thought I meant anything.”

“She never means anything,” Inez contributed helpfully.

Maribeth continued to gaze serenely at the wall, but her cup again began to rattle against her saucer, and her eyes seemed overly bright.

Joanie said, “I was reading about a new diet place in town, called the Ultima Center. It’s on the other
side of the campus in that open mall just off the bypass, and they claim to have a foolproof plan with a money-back guarantee. Those programs can be expensive, but they do work for some people, so they may be worth it.”

“Really?” Maribeth said with only a flicker of inflection.

I glanced at my watch. “My goodness. It’s getting late, and I promised myself I’d go down to the store and spend several hours unpacking the latest shipments. There’s no way I can get to them during the week, and Sundays are my only opportunity to work without constant interruptions. Caron, you and Inez can come help me for an hour or two. It’ll help cleanse your systems and align your brain waves for the upcoming ordeal.”

“What you need is a part-time clerk,” Joanie inserted before the girls could rally an argument. “Think how much you could get done if you had someone to mind the front of the store, if only for a few hours every afternoon. Without all those interruptions you’d be able to stay in the office and balance the books or unpack shipments, that sort of thing.”

I realized why the fox had insisted on serving tea in the henhouse. “It would be extremely helpful, Joanie, but the unpleasant truth is that I can’t afford to hire someone for thirty minutes, much less on a regular part-time basis. If you don’t believe me, I’ll bring you a note from my accountant—and I can assure you it’ll be written in red ink. But thanks for the suggestion; I’ll keep it in mind in the event that the general populace takes up literacy as a hobby some day in the distant future.”

“Part-time help shouldn’t be all that expensive,”
she continued, as determined as a compulsive gambler on a roll. “Even as little as two hours a day would allow you to get all sorts of things accomplished. I’m sure it would be worth the minor expense.”

“Maybe at a later time,” I said with all the vagueness I could produce. “For the moment, I’ll have to settle for indentured labor from my darling daughter and Inez, who need to earn enough money to keep themselves in seaweed extract for ten days. Thanks for the tea and cakes; they were quite delicious. Nice to have met you, Maribeth. Perhaps the Guggenheim will open a branch one of these days.”

Motivated by my beady stare, Caron and Inez mumbled thank-yous and nice-to-have-met-yous, and we fled to the Book Depot before Joanie could propose the name of the perfect candidate to rescue me from myself, even if I preferred otherwise.

When we’d done all we could bear to do, I told the girls I would treat them to a final meal and we went up the hill to a charmingly inexpensive Mexican restaurant that served killer fajitas. Caron perused the menu with a morose frown, then looked at Inez, who had a similar (although somewhat tepid) expression. “You know, we’re not going to be able to start this macro thing tomorrow morning, because we can’t stock up until after school. We’ll have to wait until Tuesday morning, which means I’ll be Miss Thunder Thighs an extra day.”

I sensed a pattern in the making, but being both weary from physical labor and leery of the possibility of being coerced into paying a part-time employee with that which I normally used to pay the rent, I opted not to say as much and took refuge in a frozen
margarita. The girls ordered cheese dip and extra chips.

The following morning Caron, fully caught up in the role of a convict on death row, ingested several thousand calories for breakfast and dragged herself off to school, muttering all the while about impending humiliation and the possibility of dropping out to become a clerk at a discount clothing store. It was almost moving. I tidied up and dragged myself off to the Book Depot, muttering all the while about impending bankruptcy. It was incredibly moving.

The day was less than frantic, and I was rearranging the romance novels when Joanie came into the store, put her fists on her hips, and said, “Well? Have you spoken to Maribeth yet?”

“I can’t afford to hire her.”

“Nonsense, Claire. It’s obvious that the poor girl will do nothing if we don’t give her some help. I thought I could rely on you, and I must say I’m disappointed.”

“If you won’t read my lips, at least read my bank statement. I don’t have anything remotely resembling minimum wage with which to hire a part-time clerk. I’d like to help Maribeth, but I simply can’t do anything until business picks up. I usually have a rush before Christmas; I’ll certainly keep her in mind if I find that I can hire someone.”

“She may be beyond help by then,” Joanie said, clearly unwilling to read anything. “After you scurried away yesterday—and in a very cowardly manner, I might add—Maribeth and I discussed the possibility of her trying the Ultima Center. She agreed that it sounded promising, but insisted that she couldn’t afford it and that her husband would be furious if she
borrowed the money from me or anyone else. The solution is as clear as the front window of this store.” She winced at the patina of dust on said window. “Clearer,” she corrected herself. “Maribeth must earn the money herself. Here, working part time for you.”

Had my red hair not been so alluring, I might have ripped out great swatches of it in frustration. “I cannot afford her. Maybe in December. Hell, maybe in November, if the professors decide to throw extra reading material at the freshman lit classes. But until that happens, or the borders of hell start icing over—no way. I’m sorry, but that’s all there is to say about it.”

“Then I’ll pay her salary. We’ll just keep that our little secret. You give Maribeth a call and ask her if she can start immediately. That way she can also begin the Ultima program and shake off this dreadful lethargy.”

“I can’t let you do that.”

Joanie came across the room and stuck her face about three inches from mine. “Either allow me to pay her salary or pay it yourself. This girl was a dear, dear friend of my daughter’s, and I am determined to do whatever is necessary to restore her body and her spirit. When the girls were in junior high, Maribeth used to visit us over all the holidays and a good part of the summer. She was a tiny bit plump, but she had a quick wit and a laugh that reminded me of sunlight reflected on a pool of water. She was filled with energy, and she was always coming up with crazy schemes that kept them in mild trouble and me in semihysterics. Now she’s dull and depressed, unable to leave the house or take an interest in anything beyond brownies and daily doses of serialized melodrama.”


I thought of a few debatable points, none of which would have done the slightest bit of good, and ceded with a shrug. “Okay, you can pay her salary for a month or so. I’ve got more than enough for her to do—if she’s willing. Have you discussed this potential employment with her?”

“Of course not. She would be deeply suspicious if I said one word about it. You must call her, or better yet, run by her house and plead with her. Tell her how desperate you are for help, and how perfect she is to handle the counter while you fiddle around in the back. And you must sound convincing, Claire—she’s quite bright and more than capable of spotting any lack of enthusiasm on your part.”

The lecture continued in this rut until Joanie had satisfied herself I could follow her rigorous instructions. I cravenly agreed to drive by the old Farber house after I’d closed for the day but was informed that the issue demanded immediate action. After another round of futility, I left Joanie behind the counter and drove across town and up the hill to Farber Manor, now the Galleston residence.

I’d always been intrigued by the house, which from its vantage point seemed to loom over the local goings-on with an uncompromisingly grim sneer. It was three stories high and painted in an unappealing shade of mustard, with swooping gables, peeling gingerbread trim designed by a leaden hand, and lanky windows that were shuttered to turn away any curious glances from the street. The wrought-iron gates were closed but not locked, and once I’d shoved them aside and mopped the sweat off my face, I drove up the weedy driveway and parked in front of the broad porch. There were no other cars in sight. Wondering
if Maribeth were home (or had deduced Joanie’s plot and disappeared), I rang the doorbell.

The noise echoed as if in a bottomless well, as if the sound waves were careening off unadorned walls and swirling through cavernous, empty rooms long devoid of life. After a moment, I concluded no one was home and started back to my battered little hatchback. As I reached the bottom step, the door opened behind me.

“Claire?”

“Maribeth,” I said, turning back without, I dearly hoped, visible reluctance. “I wasn’t sure you were here, since I didn’t see any cars.”

“I don’t go anywhere, so there’s not much point in having a second car.”

Her voice was as flat as it had been the previous afternoon when Joanie was extolling the virtues of the Ultima Center, but her fingers gripped the side of the door with white intensity and her pale blue eyes were glittering with some unfathomable emotion. I would have given anything I possessed, except my keen mind and brilliant deductive powers, to climb into my car and drive away, but I knew that if I did, I’d also have to face Joanie Powell. I ordered myself to smile. “May I come in for a moment? I have a proposition for you.”

“Gerald will be home for lunch any minute. He usually brings papers to grade or a book to read, and he doesn’t like to be disturbed.”

“I promise not to lie on the dining room table,” I said, intending to insert a note of levity but realizing I’d managed to sound like an escapee from a state institution. “I’ll discuss this with you as quickly as
possible and try to be gone by the time your husband arrives.”

“I suppose it’s all right,” she said, then stepped back and gestured for me to enter the oppressively dark foyer that brought to mind the House of Usher.

I followed her down a corridor to an enormous kitchen. It was somewhat lighter, but still shadowy and unnerving, as were the massive black fixtures and faded brown wallpaper. She sat down at a dinette and said, “Can I get you coffee or anything?”

“No, I’m in a hurry myself. After listening to Joanie’s remarks about hiring a part-time person, I decided she was right. Every time I sit down to do the accounts or sort through invoices, a customer wanders in and forces me to put down whatever I’m doing. By the time I get back to it, it’s as if I’d never seen it before. I wondered if I might persuade you to come in for a couple of hours each afternoon and basically hold down the front of the store for me.”

She clasped her hands together and gave me a look that hinted of fear. “I couldn’t. It’s out of the question.”

“It’s not a difficult job, Maribeth. You’ll have to familiarize yourself with the basic layout so that you can help customers on occasion, but most of them are regulars who know what they want and where to find it. My cash register’s only a few years older than the American Revolution and easy to operate. Ring up the sale, put the book and receipt in a bag, and that’s all there is to it.”

“I couldn’t.” She looked as if she were going to continue, but flinched as a door slammed in the distance. With another frightened look in that direction, she struggled to her feet and went across the room to
an oversized refrigerator of my cash register’s era.

“Is that Gerald?” I asked brightly, if not brilliantly.

“I haven’t even started his lunch. He’s only got an hour, and he’s upset if everything’s not on the table the minute he walks into the kitchen. But I’m out of almost everything, and he hasn’t done any grocery shopping for more than a week.” Her voice was becoming increasingly shrill as she began to grab containers from the interior shelves. “He doesn’t like leftovers; I eat them myself and prepare something fresh for him. Oh, damn. I’ve got a slice of ham in here somewhere.”

The kitchen door opened and a black-haired man came into the kitchen. He wore a conservative suit and a dark tie, and his shoes shined as if they’d been coated with enamel-based paint. His body was the antithesis of Maribeth’s; it was obvious he was the Jack Sprat who scorned fat. Everything about him was thin, including his lips and hooded eyes. Because of his pronounced cheekbones and concave cheeks that converged on a rather weak chin, his face had an element of felinity about it that I found unappealing. I suspected I was in the minority.

“Gerald,” Maribeth said in a startled voice. “I’ll—I’ll have your lunch in a minute. This is Claire Malloy. She owns a bookstore near the campus, and she—ah, she came by for a brief visit. I’ll show her out and fix something for you.”

He crossed the room to examine me. After a moment, he produced a smile and said in a voice that would have worked well in a Pennzoil commercial, “How nice of you to visit Maribeth. Please don’t leave on my account; it’s rare that anyone can endure her company.”


Maribeth’s shoulders twitched, but she kept her back turned. Mimicking his oily voice, I said, “I appreciate your concern for my well-being, but I enjoy Maribeth’s company.”

“There’s always a first,” he murmured, managing to imply he felt sure I was a likely candidate for a lobotomy. “Well, I certainly don’t want to interrupt this cozy little chat, so I’ll pick up a sandwich on my way back to school. Maribeth, do you need anything from the market? In that I’m forced to eat junk food for lunch, I would appreciate a decent meal this evening.”

“I made a list yesterday. It’s in my purse in the front room.” He crossed his arms and stared at her until she began to fidget.

“I’ll go get it,” she mumbled and trudged out the kitchen door.

Gerald snorted. “She’s hardly a beacon in the night. You, to the contrary, seem to have a functional mind inside your admirably sleek and attractive body. Which bookstore is yours?”

“The Book Depot on Thurber Street. It’s a handful, but I enjoy it most of the time,” I said, determined to be civil while secretly envisioning him floating face down in a sewage ditch. “Maribeth mentioned yesterday that you’re writing a textbook.”

“It’s nearing completion, and I’m quite pleased with it. I hope I don’t sound too much like a proud father, but I feel it will be the definitive text on the development of international trade regulations in the late nineteenth century.”

“It sounds fascinating,” I lied. “And you teach international law at the college, Maribeth said. Where did you take your law degree?”


“Back East,” he said vaguely. “What in God’s name is taking Maribeth so long? I’ve got a class in less than forty-five minutes, and I’m already off schedule because she couldn’t bother to fix my lunch. Now it seems she can’t find her purse.” He frowned at his watch, which I noticed was of double-digit carats. “Listen, Claire, be a doll and tell Maribeth I’ve gone back to school. She can waste the rest of the day searching for the list, should she run out of more important things to do. Perhaps one of these days you and I can get together and discuss the publishing business over a drink. I’m sure it would be an intriguing conversation.”

He gave me a smile that implied we’d discuss other things, too, and went out of the kitchen. I heard his voice in the hall, with pauses during which Maribeth must have spoken, followed by the slamming of the door and seconds later the sound of a car engine.

The man was a bully and as much of a jerk as any opinionated member of the sophomore football team. However, when Maribeth came into the room and sat down across from me, I merely said I hoped my presence hadn’t caused too many problems.

“He’s always like that,” she said dully. “He gets so impatient with me that I end up flustered and helpless. He’s right when he says I’m incapable of doing anything except adding pounds every week. I suppose one day I’ll explode and he can find some skinny little coed with a major in nuclear physics, a minor in microbiology, and a shelf full of racquetball trophies.”

She was attempting to sound flip, but her face crumpled like a punctured soufflé and she began to cry. I patted her hand and made ineffectual noises until she stopped crying and blew her nose resoundingly.
I then said, “That’s why you need to take a part-time job at the Book Depot, Maribeth. I’m confident you’ll make enough money to enroll at this Ultima diet place and start doing something about your weight problem. If you don’t do something, you’re going to have some serious medical complications, not to mention emotional ones. Joanie said you were bright. Why don’t you act like it, for pete’s sake!”

“Gerald won’t allow me to work. He says it’s inappropriate for a professor’s wife to have a job, because everyone would assume his salary is inadequate to support us. It’s vital that publicly we look as if we’re in the same financial bracket as his colleagues, even if it means scrimping along in private. Maybe I’ll try this diet place next year, when I come into some money.”

“I could talk to Gerald. He’s surely concerned about your health, and I don’t think helping out at a bookstore is equivalent to mopping someone’s floors or clerking in a convenience store.”

She rubbed her forehead, sighed, and said, “He’ll never allow me to have a job, even if it’s respectable. Thanks for the offer, Claire … and tell Joanie thanks for me.”

“Joanie has nothing to do with this. I need help at the store and you need the money. You’ve had jobs before, haven’t you?”

She gave me a blank look. “No.”

“Didn’t you baby-sit or something?”

Her cheeks turned pink and she found something of interest to gaze at in her lap. “My family was well off. If I wanted pocket money, all I had to do was ask. The money’s tied up now, but I’ll assume control
of the bulk of it next year on my birthday.”

“That’s nothing to be ashamed of, Maribeth. On the other hand, it’s no excuse to sit in this dreary house all day because your husband doesn’t want you to get out and do things. You’re not a scullery maid. You’re young and intelligent and capable of taking charge of your life.” I was frothing by this point, but for a good cause.

I’d taken a deep breath and prepared myself for round two (or three—I’d lost count), when she said, “It would be nice to see someone once in a while. I was going to join the Law Wives Auxiliary, but Gerald wouldn’t let me. He said it would embarrass him.”

If I’d possessed a lethal weapon and a propensity for violence, I would have driven straight to the law school and gunned Gerald down in front of the class, thus provoking a lively and informative discussion about justifiable homicide. Instead, I said, “If you’re willing to work every afternoon from two until four, it would be a tremendous help to me. At least promise me that you’ll think about it, okay?”

“I’ll think about it,” she said morosely and without any discernible conviction.

I told her to call me later. She walked me to the front door and was still standing in the doorway as I got in my car and drove down the driveway. She looked as despondent as I felt.
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