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REAL-LIFE DRAMA

They were nearing the marvelous scene when Mortimer lifts the window seat and finds the body, one of the most delicious moments in theater. Onstage, Max strode around the living room. Janet picked up her pail from the sideboard and her cape, hat, and gloves from the table and left for the kitchen. Alone, Max continued his search for his lost manuscript. Annie’s lips parted in an anticipatory smile.

Max lifted the lid of the window seat. The play called for him to drop it, walk away, do a double take, and dash back. Instead, he remained in a half crouch, staring down.

Henny and Janet were just offstage, of course, ready to come on.

Max tuned, his face grim.

Henny and Janet stepped onstage, puzzled, then hurried to him.

He reached out to bar them from the windowseat. Janet craned to look past him, her hands flew to her throat, and her high, agonized scream rose in the musty air of the auditorium, then splintered into choking sobs.
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To my mother, Doris Akin Gimpel,
who gave me lots of Nancy Drews,
raspberry parfait chocolates,
and love.





As Will and Agatha often warned,
Something wicked this way comes.




1

The bicycle tires left a single track across the rippled tide-flat. The rider pedaled slowly, obviously enjoying a sunset outing, admiring the silvery glow of the chalky gray strand, the creamy gold of the gently waving sea oats on their wind-sculpted dunes. Every so often a weathered gray boardwalk provided access from the beach to the homes hidden behind the dunes. But the rider was oblivious to the tangy salt scent and silken caress of the breeze now flowing back to sea as the sun set. Instead, it was the emptiness of the scene that pleased, for no one moved on this stretch of Broward’s Rock beach so far as the eye could see.

So, the first objective had been met, an unobserved approach.

At the next boardwalk, the rider dismounted and dropped the bicycle on its side. The scuff of sneakers against the sand-filmed wooden slats couldn’t be heard over the rustle of the breeze through the sea oats. It took not quite thirty seconds to reach the patio behind the Buckners’ rambling beachfront house. A pink-and-yellow plastic sea horse rocked in the shamrock-shaped pool. Blue terry-cloth beach towels hung from webbed chairs. A Fortune magazine fluttered on a cane table, held in place by carelessly dropped, salt-rimmed goggles.

“Sandy? Dick?”

The call hung unanswered in the hush of twilight.

The bicyclist stepped over a furled beach umbrella, called out again, and knocked sharply on the French doors, but, just as expected, no answer came. The Buckners were not at home. There was always noise, motion, confusion, and disarray when Dick and Sandy were there.

A warm flush of anticipation suffused the bicyclist. And when the door, unlocked, swung in, there was a sharp, heady sense of triumph. Of course, Dick and Sandy left their doors unlocked. They were careless, messy, and heedless.

The den smelled of pipe smoke and an odd combination of dried newsprint and paints from Sandy’s collages. The Sunday papers littered the floor. Across the room the last shafts from the setting sun glittered on the glass panes of the gun case.

Now, crumpled gardening gloves were pulled from a jacket pocket and donned. A gloved hand twisted the handle.

An ugly twist of sheer fury flamed for an instant.

The hand rattled the handle. Locked. Locked!

But they were so careless, so idiotically undisciplined…. The haze of anger cleared, cold analytical thought returned, the gloved hand swept above the case, and a key clattered to the floor.

Less than a minute later, the bicyclist rode off into the dusk. Two target pistols in a capacious carryall thudded against the right leg as the rider pumped, a solitary figure against the dusky sky, enjoying the solitude of an evening outing on the beach.


2

Shane shifted the tiller, and the wind kicked into the sails. Sweet Lady surged ahead. He savored the heavy heat of the noon sun, the beading of water against his bronzed skin. He glanced down at the matted golden hair on his chest. By God, he still had the body women lusted for. He ignored the puffy softness of his belly and admired his trunk-thick legs. He recalled the quick glance of interest from that dark-haired girl on the Dancing Cat. Maybe he’d ask her over for a drink when he got back. He liked the look of her legs, long and slim, and a soft little butt. The familiar heat coursed in his crotch. Then he remembered. Shit. Another rehearsal. But only a few more days and all that would be over. He would be free. Free of this stuffy, boring island. Free of Sheridan. His shoulders hunched. Sheridan kept badgering him to learn his lines. Said it would look better. Hell, what difference did it make? God, he’d be glad to see the last of Sheridan, go his own way.

Only a few more days.
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Carla knew the room was a perfect backdrop for her: the muted bone of the linen-sheathed sofa and chairs, austere yet luxurious; the woven cotton rug with alternating diamonds of rust and brown, cobalt and moss green; the crystal clarity of the glass coffee table with its gleaming beveled edges. She moved through the open doors and stepped out onto the balcony overlooking the sound. Moonlight swept over her. She glanced down at her soft satin trousers. Turning, she slowly looked back into the living room and the mirrored wall opposite. Her reflection shimmered in the moonlight—jade green silk jacket, ivory trousers. She saw an apparition from long ago, cheeks faintly flushed, long ebony hair hanging straight and still. God, she hadn’t looked like this since … Her mind veered away, but the pain that slumbered in her marrow flared, and she felt a moment’s panic. She’d sworn that it would never happen again. Never. It hurt too much.

She glanced at the crystal goblets waiting on the jewellike table for the finest, lightest white wine, the best she could offer. And after wine, after conversation, words with long pauses and longer glances, she knew what would happen. A touch, a caress, and the explosion of passion that hurt and destroyed but transformed.

And yet, she knew—in her heart—she knew how it would end. But she was so tired of loneliness and the shell she had built to keep out the world. So tired. So hungry to be touched.

The front doorbell rang.

Carla glanced once more at her own loveliness, then—her face uncertain, her eyes clouded with yearning—she moved toward the door.
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Agatha crouched atop the coffee bar, her amber eyes glittering with pleasure, her plump black paw poised.

Annie deftly avoided the swatting paw as she bent down to open the box. “Why don’t you go outside and find a mouse, sweetie?”

Agatha’s tail switched a millimeter, her shoulders hunched, and she launched herself with fluid grace into the just-opened box.

“Agatha, no!” Dropping to her knees, Annie swiftly retrieved the silky cat, who immediately began to writhe, indicating extreme displeasure.

“I know. It’s Sunday. You’re bored. You want to play the string game, at the very least, but I have to hurry. I have to hang these watercolors, and I don’t have time to play with you.”

The cat emitted a choking hiss.

“You don’t scare me, kid.” Annie turned, bearing her squirming bundle, toward the back door of Death on Demand.

But Agatha, who could exhibit the liquidity of an eel, undulated free, and, with a final, outraged, over-the-shoulder hiss, disappeared into the darkness of the rattan-chair area of the bookstore, seeking sanctuary beneath her favorite fern.

Annie grinned. If there’s one thing Agatha had, it was spirit, just like her namesake. Agatha would return, more determined than ever to investigate that tempting box. Annie wished that she, too, could hiss. As she lifted out the top painting, she had a wonderful vision of a world where people hissed and flipped bouffant tails to indicate displeasure. Boy, would she ever switch a tail at the next rehearsal, right in Shane’s meaty face. And she would waggle a tail, even if at long distance, at her well-meaning but maddening mother-in-law-to-be.

Still grinning, she focused her attention on the first painting and gave a whistle of admiration. This was the first time Nan Allgood had painted for Death on Demand, and Nan had outdone herself. Spreading the five mounted watercolors on the floor, Annie nodded in satisfaction. They were wonderful! And so perfect for the romantic month of June. Her customers would have a fabulous time meeting the challenge of naming the books and authors they represented. Although she knew it was immodest, she congratulated herself anew on her cleverness in running a monthly contest to draw whodunit fans to her mystery bookstore, which was, of course, the finest this side of Atlanta.

In the first painting, a young woman stared at a gray stone house with mullioned windows, rising above a terrace and lawns that sloped to the sea. A lovely house. But closer inspection revealed that decay flourished. The drive was choked by weeds, pressed upon by unbridled trees, overborne by gigantic hedges, and in the garden, rhododendrons loomed against the moonlit sky. Yet the young woman’s face seemed to hold a memory of the house as it once was, the windows warmly lit, the curtains moving in the gentle night breeze. But the reality, forevermore, was desolate ruin.

In the second painting, a dark-haired young woman in a knee-length black dress and fur-collared coat stared in horror at the contents of a devastated linen closet. Fire had blistered the white paint of the door, and flames had singed the body that lay crumpled on the floor. But the flames hadn’t destroyed completely the victim’s silver fox jacket or the red silk negligee she wore.

A golden-bronze statue of Apollo dominated the third painting. A woman in a torn and dirty dress, her neck bruised and swollen, reached out to cup her hands in the water of a spring. Her companion, his face and hands still streaked with blood, his clothes showing evidence of a fierce battle, held out a gold sovereign to drop on the plinth in front of the statue.

The fourth watercolor brought to mind the glorious days when archeologists were first recovering the treasures of Egypt from the Valley of the Dead. A darkly beautiful woman raised a lantern high within the dusty confines of a burial chamber. The flickering light sculpted the terror on her face. Above her, rows of vultures painted on the stone wall watched implacably.

The fifth painting had, as did the first, an unmistakably dreamlike quality. The interior of the greenhouse was just blurred enough to hint at nightmare rather than reality. A striking young woman with short black hair and deep blue eyes held a shattered glass flask in her hands. She studied it in sickened fascination while the hundreds of orchids which surrounded her seemed to move and rustle and talk, willing her to die. The orchids ranged in color from white to mauve to deepest purple, and one monstrous bloom, a golden-tawny Great Empress, looked as though it were streaked with blood.

As she hung the painting of the gray stone house, Annie remembered the first time she’d ever read the book, and that haunting opening line. The words shimmered in her mind, as luminous as moonlight on dark water. What a wonderful writer. And how much pleasure she’d given millions of readers over the years.

It didn’t take long to hang all five. As Annie folded the stepladder, she quickly scanned the paintings again. Each brought back memories of exquisitely pleasurable, long ago Sunday afternoons, plates of chocolate chip cookies, and Uncle Ambrose handing her a stack of books and saying gruffly, “Pretty good, these. Think you’ll like them.”

The sharp peal of the telephone shattered her reverie.

Annie eyed the telephone with all the enthusiasm of a Roderick Alleyn fan stuck on a desert island with a crate of Mike Hammer books.

But, at Ingrid’s stern nod, she sighed and said grumpily, “I’ll get it.”

“Yo,” her clerk replied from the cash deck. Ingrid, too, had a strong suspicion as to the caller’s identity and had no intention of running interference. “Bunter I am not,” she had explained firmly, defending her cowardice.

“Death on Demand,” Annie answered and knew she still took pleasure in so announcing the finest mystery bookstore on the Atlantic coast, even though her tone at the moment was clearly defensive.

Laurel Darling Roethke’s voice flowed over the line like gin at a Pam and Jerry North cocktail hour, smooth and mellow. The undercurrent of laughter, wonderment, and other worldliness was as unforgettable as Shirley MacLaine’s performance in The Trouble With Harry.

Annie could feel her face softening in a smile, despite her near certainty that the call heralded yet another outrageous suggestion for the coming wedding.

“My sweet,” Max’s mother caroled, “I actually feel as though I’ve had a vision of feathered-serpent rainbow wheels. It’s quite mystic, actually, and it all springs, of course, from the approach of the Harmonic Convergence.”

As Laurel rhapsodized over the glories to be experienced later in the summer when the earth entered a new phase of evolution, which would climax in 2012, Annie’s hand tightened spasmodically on the receiver. She’d considered Harmonic Convergence, a hodgepodge of New Age philosophies, Mayan lore, sixties-style radicalism, and Buddhism, to be quite amusing until her future mother-in-law had telegraphed in April from Egypt:


ATOP PYRAMID. EXPERIENCING LOVE, HOPE, EAGERNESS FOR ARRIVAL OF HARMONIC CONVERGENCE—AND VISION OF WEDDING!! OPPORTUNITY TO CREATE MULTICULTURAL EXTRAVAGANZA!! WILL SERVE AS COSMIC REVELATION TO YOUNG LOVERS AND TO WORLD!!!



“So, of course,” Laurel now cooed in Annie’s ear, “I know you and Max will come round to my view of the wedding. Annie,” and now the husky voice was solemn with a catch in it, “this is truly a historic opportunity.”

Annie tried not to wail, but her voice rose wildly. “Laurel, I just want a simple wedding. Nothing extravagant. Nothing grand. And I’m certainly not going to turn it into a three-ring circus by trying to make some kind of cosmic statement.”

For an instant, she felt a swell of pride. She’d laid it on the line, been pleasant but firm. Her relief was short-lived, however.

Laurel gave a tiny golden laugh. “Oh, my sweet, don’t worry, you will receive enlightenment, I’m sure of it.”

It was like trying to seize motes in a sunbeam.

The graceful notes of laughter sounded again. “I want you to relax, Annie. Breathe deeply. Think of blue. That’s a lovely color, isn’t it? And then I know you’ll become a part of an ever-growing swell, a life-loving Force, and you will see just how marvelous it will be to create with this wedding, with the exchange of vows between you and Maxwell, a perfectly lovely representation of wedding customs from around the globe. Now,” and she was suddenly brisk and efficient, if a bit chiding, “you know that you needn’t concern yourself with the spadework at all! I’m taking care of everything. I will discover the finest, the most unusual, the most meaningful customs that have represented love’s true glory in every nation, and I shall bear them to you like Cupid hoisting garlands upon a silver salver.” She paused to draw breath, then added triumphantly, “I know you will be enchanted, my dear, to discover what the groom does in Korea.”

Annie waited in stony silence.

Undaunted, her mother-in-law-to-be trilled, “It’s so dear! The groom rides a white donkey to the bride’s house, and he’s carrying a goose and a gander as symbols of fidelity. Did you know those glorious creatures mate for life? Isn’t that quaint!” (Since Rudolf Roethke was Laurel’s fifth husband, Annie thought the description interesting.) “Anyway,” the husky voice flowed on cheerfully, “I’ve thought about it.” Her voice dropped a little. “Of course, it’s hard, since it’s here at home. Without a pyramid, you know. But I climbed the apple tree in the north meadow and I have an interpretation. Max can come to your house in a white Lincoln Continental and he can present to you on a white satin pillow a most lovely charm bracelet with a goose and a gander—and you can wear it at the wedding!”

“In addition to the gold whale’s tooth?” Annie asked acidly. “Won’t I start to clang?” (In Fiji, custom demanded that the groom give to the bride’s father a whale’s tooth, representing riches and status.)

“Oh. Oh, dear. I’d forgotten the whale’s tooth! Mmmh. Of course, we can’t have you clanging. Don’t worry, Annie, I’ll resolve it.”

And she rang off.

Annie looked toward the cash desk.

Ingrid raised an inquiring eyebrow.

“Korea. Groom on white donkey carrying goose and gander.”

Ingrid turned back to an order list, but not in time to hide her grin.

“Just wait,” Annie warned. “Let Laurel get her teeth into what you’ll wear as matron of honor—then we’ll see how funny you think it is.”

The phone rang.

Annie jumped and stared at it as warily as she would regard a hungry boa constrictor.

It rang again. Annie took a deep breath and lifted the receiver.

The sibilant hiss over the line hit her eardrum with stiletto sharpness. “Annie, it’s time we got to the bottom of the problem.”

Although this somewhat enigmatic pronouncement might be expected to puzzle her, Annie had no difficulty identifying the whisperer and her preoccupation. Leaning back against the coffee bar, she relaxed. “Hi, Henny.” She carefully kept amusement from her voice. Annie still felt a little awkward addressing her long-time and perhaps most avid customer, Mrs. Henrietta Brawley, in such familiar terms, but since they’d both joined the cast of the summer production of Arsenic and Old Lace, Mrs. Brawley had insisted on being on a first-name basis.

“Shh!”

Annie jerked the receiver away from her ear.

“No names, please!” The S’s rustled richly. “It’s time for action. We’ve got to save summer theater!”

The corners of Annie’s mouth edged upward. “Oh, it’s not that bad.” (In comparison to geese and ganders, Annie felt Henny’s concerns were mild.) “And maybe,” she added cheerfully, “whoever’s doing it will get bored.”

“Evil ignored flourishes like the green bay tree,” Mrs. Brawley intoned, forgetting to whisper.

Annie wasn’t sure whether this was an adjustment of a Biblical quotation, an observation based on the reading of more crime novels than any other resident of Broward’s Rock, or merely a social comment, so she ignored it and asked pragmatically, “What do you want to do?”

The whisper returned. “You and I can take turns camping out overnight at the theater.”

So far as Annie was concerned, camping—indoors or out—was a wonderful pursuit for pilgrims, pioneers, or extremely hearty party-goers, but she, personally, preferred to be pampered at a Hilton Inn, and even a Ramada would do in a pinch.

“Absolutely not.” Pleasantly, but oh, so firmly.

Once again the whisper fled, this time replaced by indignation. “Annie Laurance, I’m surprised at you! What do you think Hildegarde Withers would do?” A disgusted sniff. “Well, if I have to do it all on my own, I will!” A brisk click broke the connection.

Annie stared at the receiver for a moment, then slowly replaced it. Her sense of quiet amusement seeped away, and not because of the undisguised disappointment in Henny Brawley’s voice. The unease over the play that lurked just below the level of conscious thought burgeoned like a spark fanned by a willful wind. Actually, Henny had every right to—

“Penny for your thoughts.”

She looked up and flashed a brief smile. “Hi, Max. I didn’t hear you.”

“A phone call?” he asked tentatively.

His tone was just ingenuous enough to excite her suspicion. She looked at him sharply. “Has your mother called you, too?”

Max smiled airily. “The Japanese have a wonderfully liquid approach to such a solemn occasion. The bride and groom exchange sips of sake and become husband and wife after the first sip. We could substitute scotch.”

Damn, he would think Laurel’s plans hilarious, but Henny’s call made light conversation impossible. Annie frowned.

He leaned comfortably against the coffee bar and looked at her curiously. “Are they building a nuclear generating plant next door?”

That jolted her. “For Pete’s sake, I hope not. Where did you hear that?”

Max managed not to look toothpaste-ad handsome because his regular features—nice strong nose, firm jaw, and lake-blue eyes—had a slightly rakish air, not quite Mephistophelian, but assuredly not Eagle Scoutish. Those eyes now gleamed with quite as much pleasure as Agatha was exhibiting as she poked her head out of the painting box to watch them.

“Had I not been taught to be forthright and honorable at all times, I would claim to have heard about it over beer at Ben Parotti’s Bait Shop and Bar, and soon a whirlwind of rumor would sweep our tiny island. There would be torchlight parades. Mystery novelist Emma Clyde would chain herself to the Post Office flagpole in protest. An absolute explosion of excitement.” He smiled regretfully at a luscious prospect denied. “To tell the truth, however, I made it up just now.”

Annie sighed gustily in relief, then glared at him. “Why?”

“You looked so worried,” he replied earnestly, as if that explained everything.

Slowly, reluctantly, she began to laugh. “So okay,” she agreed, “nothing’s that bad.” Then her brows drew down again. “But, Max, I am worried about the play.”

“The play? Oh, well, sure. But what else is new?” He walked around the coffee bar and lifted down two mugs from her collection. Each mug carried in bright red script the name of a famous mystery.

Annie automatically noted the titles, The Innocence of Father Brown and The Rasp. “Do you think we have time?” She glanced at her watch.

“There is always time for coffee,” he said reverently.

As he poured, Annie sniffed the richness of the dark Colombian brew. Oh, well, she and Max usually arrived promptly for rehearsals, and almost everyone else ran late. She accepted the mug.

“So, why are you upset about the play?” He paused, and rephrased the question. “Or, more upset than usual? Has anything else happened?”

“Mrs. Brawley called.” She cleared her throat. “Er—Henny.”

He sipped and waited.

Annie struggled to explain. “Now, look, you know I don’t let things bother me.”

A thick golden brow arched sardonically over one quizzical blue eye.

“I mean,” she amended quickly, “I know I stew around and get mad, but we’ve agreed to go with the flow over the play.”

An encouraging nod.

“I can be relaxed, too,” she insisted.

He patted her shoulder, his expression unaltered.

“Dammit, Max,” she spewed, now pushed to the limit, “I am not uptight!”

“I didn’t say a word,” he said virtuously.

“It’s just that all those things that have happened, well, you have to admit they are worrisome.”

“The play is being presented by the Broward’s Rock Players. The director is Sam Haznine, the famous Broadway director. The stage manager is Burt Conroy, president of the players and a moving force in the Broward’s Rock Merchants Association.” He recited it as a litany. “In short,” and now his tone was brisk, “this production is not, as we’ve discussed before, any responsibility of the charming proprietor of Death on Demand.”

“Yes.” It was an unwilling agreement. “Darn it, I wish we’d never agreed to be in it. After all, we didn’t have to.”

“We had a gilt-edged invitation.”

“Yeah,” she said ruefully. “Us and Shane.” She grinned. “Maybe we all deserve each other. Just because you produced a couple of plays off-Broadway and I tried to be an actress, we’re classified as big New Yorkers with experience in The Theater. That’s just about as phony as Sam Haznine being a big-deal director.”

“Actually, Sam was a fairly big deal, until he had three flops in a row,” Max said mildly. “That’s why the players were able to hire him to direct the first play of the summer. He has to have some success somewhere, even if it’s a little island like Broward’s Rock. And you have to admit Shane has more experience than we do. He really was in all those surfer movies in the sixties.”

“Where he learned nothing,” she said darkly.

“How to surf?” As always, Max’s tone was gently amused and reasonable.

She shook her head impatiently. “Shane isn’t the point. He may,” she admitted, “be part of the problem, but he isn’t the point. I’m worried about Henny.”

Max looked surprised. “Is she going to quit or something?” For the first time, he sounded concerned. “Actually, she’s a great Abby.”

“Quit? You’ve got to be kidding. She’s enjoying this more than anything since she bought a full run of Nero Wolfe first editions in jacket from an estate dirt cheap. No, it’s all the mess. She wants to investigate! Find out who’s behind all the trouble.” Annie’s brows drew together once again in a tight, worried frown. “Max, maybe we ought to help her.”

He finished his mug of coffee, put it down with a decisive bang, reached over, and gently smoothed away the line between her nose. Then, with elaborate gestures, he curved his hands as if lifting an extremely heavy round object from her shoulders.

“I do not like mimes,” she said stiffly.

He shook his head and repeated the movements.

“What are you doing?” she demanded suspiciously.

“Lifting the weight of the world from your bowed shoulders.”

The corners of her mouth twitched. “So okay. Point taken. I’ll lighten up. And you’re right, I guess. I’m not the director. I’m not president of the players. So—”

“That’s my girl. Come on, let’s go to rehearsal and wow ’em. And who knows? Maybe everything will go great today.”

The Porsche swept into the lot behind the high school. Designed and built in the fifties, the dingy, orange-brick building had the ramshackle look of a once avant-garde structure whose glory days have passed. The endless facade of slanted windows, with a later addition of a blue tint to shade the subtropical sun, looked cheerless and tacky. Even the palmettos had a ragged air, and the untended yard was hummocky.

It wasn’t Broadway. It wasn’t the Helen Hayes. It wasn’t even a real theater, but the high school auditorium had it all over a storefront or the local Moose Lodge, so the players needed to be duly appreciative of the loan of the premises from the Broward’s Rock School Board (for a set percentage of the gross, of course). Without the auditorium, the players would have no stage at all. Ever since a January fire left the Broward’s Rock Playhouse a blackened shell, it had been touch and go whether the summer season could be mounted. And this summer season had to succeed, or the campaign to rebuild the playhouse, the ruins of which Annie could see from the front windows of Death on Demand, would founder and fail. The insurance coverage wasn’t nearly enough to meet present-day construction costs.

The players faced enormous obstacles, from overt and legal maneuvers to underhanded and deceitful sabotage.

Max suspected Harley Edward Jenkins III of engineering the setbacks which had dogged the company since rehearsals began.

Of course, Annie knew Max was prejudiced, to say the least. He’d despised Harley ever since the businessman had attempted to hire Max and his problem-solving agency, Confidential Commissions, to take some compromising photos of a competitor. (South Carolina statutes made it tough to establish a detective agency; Max insisted no law prohibited an energetic entrepreneur from solving assorted problems.) As for the photos, Harley wanted to use them for leverage in a business deal. Max had made it very clear that Confidential Commissions didn’t stoop to that kind of snoop.

So it was no surprise to Max when civic appeal left Harley unmoved, and that Harley, as CEO of Halcyon Development, creator of the resort community on the island, was vigorously opposed to rebuilding the theater on the choice location overlooking the sound. Instead, Jenkins wanted to open another retail shop there. The playhouse had never brought in as much as a business would at the site, but the original bylaws, offered by Halcyon Development and agreed to by property owners, provided for the continued support of a theater there “so long as the theater company meets its own expenses.” No one foresaw the burning of the theater and the subsequent cost of rebuilding. The Broward’s Rock Players insisted the clause mandated that the theater be rebuilt by Halcyon Development. The corporation disagreed, and claimed, moreover, that if the players didn’t have a successful (i.e., debt-free) summer season Halcyon Development would be free of any further responsibility for the theater, and could build and lease the site to any business of its choice.

At this point, Sunday, May 31, the players were determined to mount a successful summer season to maintain their claim to the harbor-front site and, hopefully, to force Halcyon Development to rebuild in the fall.

As the Porsche jolted to a stop, gray dust rose in dispirited swirls in the unpaved lot.

Max surveyed the skipping dust-devils. “We’d better remind Burt to have somebody wet down the lot before opening night.”

Annie was hopping out. “Let’s hurry. It looks like almost everyone’s here.” She noted the half dozen cars, and the two bikes, Henny Brawley’s bright red ten-speed and director Haznine’s cheaply rented bent and battered old-fashioned no-speed.

She moved eagerly toward the school. Despite the problems with the production—and God knows there were many, ranging from the miscasting as Teddy of a California surfer running to fat to the series of odd tricks that had plagued the play since rehearsals began—she still looked forward to rehearsals. She loved Arsenic and Old Lace. She loved the dear old sisters so busily dispatching lonely old men to, they were certain, a finer world. She loved nervous, alcoholic Dr. Einstein with his plaintive “No, Chonny, no!” And she adored Max as Mortimer. There was something about Max in a double-breasted suit and a snap-brim felt hat that melted her bones. She picked up speed. She heard a soft chuckle behind her as she pulled open the faded red door.

Then she pulled up short, stopped by a frazzled voice climbing until it neared falsetto.

Sam Haznine, his pudgy shoulders tightly hunched, stood with his back to them, clutching the receiver of the pay phone in the lobby. “I know it’s hot. Goddamn, I’ve been hot ever since we hit this godforsaken outpost, but, sweetie, it’s gonna get better. Stick with me, honey lamb. We’re going to bust out of this swamp right back to Broadway. Please, sweetie, don’t go. It’s just one more week and we open and then it will all be gravy, I swear to God.” He paused, pulled a wilted handkerchief from a hip pocket, and mopped the back of his neck. The director’s seersucker pants hung limply on his pear-shaped frame.

Annie held a finger to her lips and began to tiptoe across the scuffed tile to the double doors at the, center aisle. One door sagged from its hinges. Once she and Max were safely out of the foyer, she said softly, “Poor Sam.” Then, a little wearily, “Poor us. What’ll you bet it will be some rehearsal today?”

But Max was looking toward the stage. “Not all the fireworks are going to come from Sam.”

She looked down the aisle and saw Hugo Wolf rising from his seat as Burt Conroy darted out on stage.

Even in the somewhat dingy auditorium, Hugo commanded attention. As he stalked with measured tread toward the stage, every eye turned toward him.

What was it that distinguished Hugo? Not his size, although he was over six feet and solidly built. Not even his looks, although he had a dark, twisted countenance that made her think of a Borgia contemplating a dinner partner. Hugo had presence, that mysterious quality that makes men stand out from their fellows. You knew when you looked at him that he was a heavy hitter, and, if the set of his shoulders meant anything, and she was quite certain it did, he was ready to unload this afternoon.

It was easy to understand, when Hugo reached the stage, why he was cast as Jonathan, the menacing, saturnine older brother who has returned to terrorize his screwball family. Hugo’s thick, silvery eyebrows tufted in a grim frown as he glared down at Burt Conroy.

“Dump Shane.” His hard-featured, broken-nosed face was implacable.

To Annie’s surprise, Burt Conroy didn’t crumple on the spot.

Feeling a little as though she was intruding in a death scene, Annie slipped into the third row. She cringed as her chair squeaked. Max quietly joined her.

But every eye was focused on Hugo and Burt.

Standing in the center of the stage, the president of the Broward’s Rock Players and stage manager of Arsenic and Old Lace pleated his hands nervously against the trousers of his pale blue leisure suit, but his reedy voice was firm. “I am surprised at you, Hugo,” he chided. “You are experienced enough to know that the director makes all casting decisions and—”

“I’m experienced enough to know this play’s a disaster.” Hugo’s gravelly baritone carried from the first seat to the last. Everyone watched, mesmerized, because there was no mistaking the icy fury in his voice.

Serving as president of the players, despite the customary internecine squabbles among its members, hadn’t prepared Burt Conroy for this confrontation. Nor had his years as a successful owner and manager of Stuff ’N Such, a knick-knack shop on the waterfront that carried everything from memorabilia to quite old and valuable wooden duck decoys. Burt’s normally grayish face flushed a dull saffron and he took a deep breath, but Hugo plowed right ahead, his deep voice and superb diction flooding the auditorium.

He had an audience, all right. Of course, not all the cast members were there. Only Act II was on this afternoon’s schedule and several of the characters didn’t appear in it. But those present hung on every word.

Carla Fontaine, the set designer and chief carpenter, rocked back on her heels and looked up tensely. Her shining long black hair shadowed her patrician face, but her hands gripped a hammer so tightly that her knuckles blanched. Normally, she was remote and aloof, immersed in her work on the set, not even accepting graciously the compliments that had been showered over her superb creation: the Victorian stairs that dominated upstage right and were so essential to a successful production of Arsenic and Old Lace. Now her worried eyes showed just how much the production meant to her.

Arthur Killeen, the local druggist who played Dr. Einstein with raffish charm, stood at stage left, waggling his hands in helpless dismay. Brushing back a strand of thin black hair, he tried to break in, “Now, Hugo, it’s too late to make changes.” Hugo ignored him, increasing his volume just a little.

Henny Brawley bounced on her sneakered feet at the top of the downstage left steps. Her bright black eyes darted from face to face and her fox-sharp nose quivered with interest. In her brilliant crimson warm-up and with a calico headband holding down her salt-and-pepper hair, Henny looked like a bony geriatric jock, but she could pick up and discard personalities faster than Sherlock Holmes could fashion a disguise. She was a superb Abby. At this moment, she looked torn between being a theater stalwart and jumping ship to join Hugo’s insurrection.

The Horton family stood in a clump at downstage right. Although they were near each other physically, their familial bonds, were, as usual, stretched to the breaking point. Cindy, the nubile teenage daughter who fancied herself the eighties’ answer to Marilyn Monroe, so far forgot her lacquered persona as to permit a scowl to crease her normally unsullied brow and twist a mouth generously fashioned by the wettest-looking lipstick the local drugstore could provide. As a stagehand, she hovered backstage at all hours, but her thoughts were seldom on the play. She was wildly infatuated with Shane Petree, which everyone except her mother recognized.

Her mother, Janet, was no prize in the brains department. At the moment, she was registering ladylike disapproval, with several sad little headshakes at Hugo’s ungentlemanly behavior. A somewhat limp but moderately attractive midforties, Janet played Martha surprisingly well indeed and was an accomplished enough actress to recognize the truth in Hugo’s furious bellows. But women are notoriously blind to flaws in their beloveds, and the whispers around the island made the odds ten to one that Janet was another of Shane’s foolish conquests.

T.K. Horton looked to be odd man out on every front, with his daughter pursuing Shane with the tenacity of an overripe hound in heat, and his wife reverting to giggly, preteen behavior whenever the great lover appeared. T.K. was such an unlikely center for domestic tragedy. As he watched Hugo, his jowly face began to look years younger. Hope flickered in his spaniel eyes. If Shane were kicked out of the play—God, T.K. obviously could taste it!

Another face watched with burgeoning hope, and the sight really made Annie sad. Eugene Ferramond was born to play Teddy Roosevelt. He had the same bluff good looks, the same orange brush mustache, even the rimless eyeglasses that hung from a cord. He was burly as a bear, moved with a bouncy swagger, and was as nutty as his hero about history. Until this year, he could always count on playing Teddy whenever the players revived Arsenic and Old Lace.

But not this summer. Instead, when the cast was announced, Eugene was picked to play Officer O’Hara. Now, to be sure, that was a wonderful role, the cop who desperately wants to be a playwright and is consequently sublimely oblivious to the presence of a wanted murderer. He concentrates instead on selling his plot outline to the theater critic Mortimer Brewster, who is frantically trying to save his old aunts from incarceration as murderesses and simultaneously foil the deadly plans of his dangerous brother Jonathan and Jonathan’s sidekick, Dr. Einstein. Even as Hugo raised his volume another notch, Annie thought in passing what a wonderful Mortimer Max was.

Eugene was a very good Officer O’Hara. But he didn’t want to be Officer O’Hara. He wanted to be Teddy.

It was Henny Brawley who had gotten the real scoop and shared it with Annie when she dropped by Death on Demand to pick up her latest batch of books (two by Liza Cody, two by Jim Stinson, and three by Anne Morice). According to Henny, Burt Conroy had forced the director to pick Shane for Teddy because Sheridan Petree, Shane’s wife, had agreed to underwrite all the expenses for the play. And that was too tempting a plum for Burt to refuse. After all, if the play didn’t cost a penny, every cent of ticket sales could go for profits and make it that much more likely that the summer season would turn a profit—and Burt Conroy loved his community theater with a passion that most men reserve for their wives, mistress, or cars.

Hugo reached his dramatic finale. “God knows why Sam picked Shane! It would take a deity to understand that incredible decision. I consider it one of the world’s inexplicable mysteries.”

(But not to Henny, Annie thought.)

Hugo hit full vocal stride. “Shane’s an unmitigated disaster as Teddy. He’s a disaster as an actor. Although, God knows, it would help just a little bit if he would learn his lines. Is it too much to ask,” and now his voice dripped venom, “that the sorry bastard know his lines five days before we open?”

An ebullient call erupted as Sam pushed through the center aisle doors. “Kids, kids, let’s get ready! Time’s a-wasting.” Sam bounded toward the stage, clapping his hands. “Act Two, that’s the ticket. Everybody ready?”

Even Sam noticed something curious in the quality of silence that greeted him, but he shook his head, and the blondish fringe of hair that stuck out in tufts like a friar’s headpiece quivered with energy. “Come on now, lots to do, kids. Jonathan, stretch out in that armchair, look like the lord of the manor. You’re back home, king of the hill. Come on—”

Hugo didn’t make a move.

Sam squinted up in concern. “Sorry to be late.” His watery blue eyes flickered away. “Having trouble locating the programs.”

But Annie saw the pain in those eyes and in the sudden droop of the director’s mouth. So “sweetie” was still hellbent to leave the island.

Hugo looked down at Sam, in the manner of an executioner measuring rope. “Take your pick. Shane or me.”

The stuffy, airless heat in the foyer had leeched the last vestige of freshness from Sam’s seersucker trousers. Sweat ringed the armpits of his faded Grateful Dead T-shirt. His pink-rimmed eyes fluttered nervously as he looked up against the overhead lights at Hugo’s determined face.

“Now, Hugo …”he began placatingly.

But Hugo wasn’t having any. “Less than a week to go.” His voice clanged like a closing cell door. “And this show is hopeless. If that fat moron louses up again today, I’m walking.”

If it were possible for cherry red cheeks to blanch, Sam’s did. “Oh, Jesus! You can’t do it! Without you, we’re sunk. Dead. Rigor mortised.”

“With Shane, we are an abominable embarrassment to the world, and I’m not going to put up with it any longer. I’m telling you right now, Sam, if that sweaty stallion doesn’t know his goddamned lines today, I’m going to break his goddamned neck—and then I’m going to walk out of here a happy man.”

Sam jiggled unhappily on his tiny feet. “Hugo, Hugo, you don’t mean it, man. Why, you’re marvelous as Jonathan. The critics will go nuts. You want to go to Broadway, don’t you? Well, listen, I got news. I got great news. Listen, everybody. Hey, everybody, gather round, I got news.”

And that, of course, was when Shane made his entrance, slouching down the center aisle like Elvis Presley on a bad, late day.

“Coming, everybody. Coming.” Twenty minutes late at least, but there was no hint of apology in his voice. He was so full of himself it was miraculous that he didn’t explode like an overinflated balloon. Shane had starred in a series of low-budget surfer movies in the late sixties, and he still had the body of a Huntington Beach golden boy, except for the softness of his belly. Well over six feet tall, at a distance he looked like a casting director’s delight. Close up, he carried puffy pouches under his eyes from too much scotch and too many late nights.

Oblivious to the varying shades of disgust and dislike aimed at him, he sauntered up the stage right steps with a quick wink at Janet and a hot little glance at Cindy.

Hugo glared.

Sam swiped nervously at his perspiring face.

Cindy’s well-endowed bosom quivered.

Janet’s pale blue eyes widened rapturously.

T.K. stared glumly down at the boards.

Carla turned away and began to pound a nail into a loose tread of the stairs.

Eugene sighed, tugged on his orange brush mustache, and dropped heavily into a seat beside Annie.

Burt’s color turned muddy, offering an unpleasant contrast to the sky blue of his leisure suit.

Arthur batted nervously at that lank piece of hair dangling near his eyes.

Henny’s mouth formed a perfect O.

Max poked an elbow in Annie’s ribs, but she didn’t need a warning. Anyone could decipher these storm signals.

“So,” Hugo sneered. (And Annie put the tone right on a Richard Widmark level. Damn, Hugo was good.) “God’s gift to summer theater has deigned to join us—finally.”

Shane gave him an indifferent glance, then thrust out a middle finger in the immemorial gesture of disdain.

Hugo’s dark visage twisted with fury, and he lowered his head to charge.

Sam sprang forward, grabbed Hugo’s arm, and hung on like a limpet.

“Sweetheart, sweetheart, toss it off, ’cause I got news,” and he dug in his heels. He wasn’t big or strong enough to stop Hugo and was being pulled over the boards, but his voice kept rising with banshee desperation. “Producer!” he shrieked. “Broadway producer! Listen to me, Hugo, I got a Broadway producer coming for opening night!”

Hugo stopped. His clenched hands and flexed biceps slowly loosened. Slowly his head turned, and his glazed eyes focused on Sam.

“A Broadway producer?”

Sam knew he had his fish; all he had to do was play in the line. Sweat coursed down his face in rivulets. Panting, he poured it out. “God’s truth. Cross my heart. Solomon Purdy. You know who he is.” Sam looked around at his captivated audience. “Everybody knows him. Right? Three Tonys. Successful revivals of The Crucible and Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? And he’s casting Cat on a Hot Tin Roof.”

On the rare occasions when Hugo directed his attention to anything other than himself, he was fond of discussing Tennessee Williams’s plays. He considered Williams the quintessential American playwright. And, since his retirement as a trial lawyer at the peak of his career, Hugo considered himself the greatest undiscovered actor in America.

“Opening night?” Hugo repeated.

Sam’s shoulders heaved in relief. The fish was hooked. “Yeah, sweetheart. So, let’s go after it, baby. Give the brass ring a big try. Come on, Hugo, show these folks how they do it in the big time. You’re Jonathan and you’re so goddamned pleased with yourself—”

And, easy as that, they slid into the rehearsal of the first scene in Act II.

Annie never could decide which act she enjoyed the most. As Jonathan lit his cigar and leaned back comfortably in the armchair to the left of the table, Abby and Martha perched uneasily atop the window seat, while Dr. Einstein relaxed in his chair. Did she like best that wonderful moment in Act I when Mortimer finds the body in the window seat? Or his incredulity when he discovers that his aunts are merrily providing destitute elderly men with poisoned elderberry wine? Or the scene when Mortimer proposes to Elaine (her own fun role)? But Act II certainly had its moments, not least of which was Teddy’s enthusiastic agreement to dig another lock in the Panama Canal (the nice deep holes in the basement which the old dears utilized for gravesites).

As Teddy stomped out onto the balcony, wearing a solar topee and carrying a book, Eugene moved restively beside Annie.

She shot him a quick sideways glance. Eugene’s underlip drooped, and he suppressed a weary sigh. For once, in a life filled with conversational gambits, Annie couldn’t think of a thing to say.

Unfortunately, Eugene saved her the trouble. She knew, before he spoke, that he was going to share with her yet another flash of information about the life of his idol and look-alike, the redoubtable Teddy. Eugene was a walking authority on the interests, achievements, passions, and pursuits of the twenty-sixth president.

“The head of the African Cape buffalo that hangs over the mantelpiece in the entrance hall at Sagamore Hill was shot by TR on a safari to Africa in 1909.” Eugene nodded happily. “Oh, the colonel was a great hunter. And you know, it was a cartoonist’s rendering of a bear hunt in Mississippi in 1902 that got the rage started for teddy bears.”

Annie made a noncommittal noise. As the act progressed and Teddy came onstage again, she learned that Roosevelt was very partial to natty and stylish gray trousers.

It was with a feeling of relief that she made her escape. It was almost time for her to come onstage as Elaine. She didn’t know which bothered her the most, Eugene’s devotion to his idol or Shane’s wooden performance in the role. Each made the other worse.

As she waited backstage to enter through the front door of the set, she watched Abby and Martha resisting Jonathan’s orders to go upstairs and go to bed. (Jonathan is eager to clear the lower floors of the old ladies because he and Dr. Einstein have their own corpse which they wish to smuggle into the house.) Jonathan bellowed at Martha, and she started reluctantly up the stairs.

Annie heard a rustling behind the backdrop not too far from where she stood. A rustling, a high giggle, then a squeal. “Oh, you better not! I’ll tell my daddy on you—if you don’t do it more.”

Martha stopped midway up the stairs, and her head swung toward the backdrop. The image of Martha dissolved, and as it did, Annie saw Janet clutch her throat in shock, her usually placid, somewhat obstinate face crumpled in pain.

Another suggestive giggle, and a murmured, “Come on! You can do—”

“Cindy!” The name exploded from Janet’s contorted lips.

Taut silence behind the backdrop.

“Hey, what’s the matter, Janny?” Her husband’s voice came from the auditorium.

A rustle of movement behind the backdrop, a quiver as someone moved against the curtain.

Janet clung to the banister. She was breathing in jerky gasps, her face an unhealthy pinkish red.

“Janet?” T.K. lumbered solicitously toward the downstage left steps.

At that moment, Janet proved to Annie that she could indeed act. She lifted her head, took a deep breath, then turned to face the auditorium. “It’s all right. I just felt faint for a moment. That lunch. I know I can’t eat chili.” She managed a light laugh. “I’ll rest for just a moment offstage, and I’ll be all right.”

T.K. peered up at the stage. Concern warred with suspicion on his face. Obviously, he hadn’t heard the exchange behind the backdrop. Just as obviously, he had an inkling that there was more to this moment than indigestion.

Sam clapped his hands. Clearly, he knew damn well what was going on behind the curtain, and he was determined to keep the Horton ménage tamped down. “Let’s pick up at the top of the act with Einstein coming back up from the cellar.” But he gave a worried glance offstage, hoping, no doubt, that Janet would keep her mouth shut until she came back onstage.

Damn Shane’s proclivities. Annie’s entrance was now delayed until they ran through the first half of the act again. She tossed a glower over her shoulder but didn’t see anyone in the dimness. Then she turned back to watch, keeping an ear cocked for a first-class row, but a pastoral quiet reigned behind her. It figured. Janet was much too ladylike to mount a virago attack on her daughter in public, even though she had just had a traumatic shock. Annie shook her head. However could Janet have missed the byplay between Cindy and Shane?

The scene with Jonathan and Einstein went superbly and even Janet did well when she returned as Martha. Annie began to have a cheerful conviction that, by golly, the show was going to be a success, as by all rights it should be. Her good cheer remained until Shane entered as Teddy. Then the mood shattered. For his entrance was even more off-key than usual.

Shane looked excited, horny, and overpoweringly masculine. It was that rampant sexuality that made him so wrong for the role. Teddy is one of life’s innocents and Shane’s dissipation seemed almost obscene as he swaggered downstage. And, as usual, before he spoke, his eyes darted at the nearest prop, which held a prompt card. He was the only cast member who had yet to master his lines. In desperation, Carla had taped cards at various spots on stage so Shane could read Teddy’s dialogue. Shane’s cavalier attitude toward his lines enraged Hugo more than anything else. If Shane would learn his lines, Hugo groused, he could be a passable Teddy. Not a great Teddy, like Eugene, but passable, because beneath that layer of self-adulation and self-indulgence, lurked a minor talent. But the flicker of talent wasn’t enough to offset the wooden delivery of badly read lines.

Shane leaned closer to the table. “General Goethals,” he boomed, “says out damned spot—”

Sam’s high explosive scream sounded like a toreador gored by a bull.

Everyone swung to look at him.

Sam jumped up and down, absolutely out of control, his fringe of blondish hair flapping like mast flags in a hurricane. “Oh, Jesus X. Christ, I give up! So friggin’ hot it’s like rehearsing in the Black Hole of Calcutta, a stage that even a corn-pone outfit would sneer at, and now this hot-panted excuse for Teddy queers everything! Jesus, now there’s no hope at all!”

Cindy began to giggle.
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