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ONE





JUDITH MCMONIGLE FLYNN twitched in the kitchen chair, jumped up, paced the floor, and leaned her head against the cupboard by the sink. Desperately, she tried reason, argument, and, finally, bad grammar in an attempt to fend off Ingrid Heffelman from the state bed-and-breakfast association.


“I don’t want none of those crazy people at Hillside Manor,” she shouted into the phone. “I mean, any of them. They’re Hollywood types, and they’re nuts.”


“Just because they make movies doesn’t mean they’re crazy.” Ingrid huffed. “Look, I know this is a big favor. But you had only two other reservations for the last weekend of October besides the producer, Bruno Zepf. I can put those non–movie people up somewhere else to make room for the additions to Mr. Zepf’s original guest list.”


Since Bruno Zepf had made his reservation two weeks earlier, Judith knew she was on shaky ground. Like many Hollywood big shots, Zepf was as superstitious as he was successful. Ten years earlier, his career as an independent producer had been launched at a film festival in the Midwest. At the time Zepf couldn’t afford a hotel; he’d had to stay in a bed-and-breakfast. The movie had won the top prize, launching his Hollywood career. Ever since, he had stayed at B&Bs before premiering a new production. But other members of his company wanted to stay in the same B&B, hoping that Bruno’s good luck would rub off on them. Magnanimously—egotistically—the Great Man had allowed at least a half-dozen associates to join him at Hillside Manor.


“Please, Ingrid,” Judith pleaded, moving away from the cupboard, “I’m stuck with Mr. Zepf, but I’ve had my fill of so-called beautiful people, from opera singers to gossip columnists to TV media types. I’ve had gangsters and psychos and—”


“I know,” Ingrid interrupted, her tone suddenly cold. “That’s one of the reasons you’re going to accept this deal. You’ve managed to have some very big problems at Hillside Manor, and while they don’t seem to have hurt your business, they give the rest of the B&Bs a black eye. Look what happened a year or so ago—your establishment was included in a sightseeing tour of murder sites, and you ended up on TV with a dead body.”


“The body wasn’t at Hillside Manor,” Judith retorted as the cupboard door swung open all by itself. She took her frustration out on the innocent piece of wood, slamming it shut. “And it certainly wasn’t my fault. Besides, I got the tour group to take Hillside Manor off the sightseeing itinerary, didn’t I?”


“You still looked like an idiot in that television interview about your so-called sleuthing,” Ingrid countered. “It was embarrassing for innkeepers all over the state. You owe me—and the rest of the good people who run B&Bs around here.”



“That was the editing,” Judith protested. “I didn’t ask to be on TV. In fact, I begged them not to do the piece. I hardly consider myself a sleuth. I run a B&B, period. I can’t help it if all sorts of weird people come here. Look, now you’re the one who’s setting me up. Who will you blame if something happens while these movie nutcases are staying at Hillside Manor?”


There was no response. The line was dead. Ingrid had hung up on her.


“Damn,” Judith breathed. “Ingrid’s a mule.”


“She always was,” Gertrude Grover responded. “Fast, too. She wore her skirts way too short in high school. No wonder she got into trouble.”


Judith stared at her mother. “This is a different In-grid. She runs the state B&B association. She’s my age, not yours.”


Gertrude’s small eyes narrowed. “You just think she is. Ingrid Sack’s been dyeing her hair for years. Had a face-lift, too. More than once, I heard.”


“Mother,” Judith said patiently, “Ingrid Sack—I believe her married name was Grissom—has been dead for ten years.”


Now it was Gertrude’s turn to stare. “No kidding? I wonder how she looked in her casket. All tarted up, I bet. Funny I didn’t hear about it at the time.”


There was no point in telling Gertrude that she’d undoubtedly read Ingrid’s obituary in the newspaper. Read it with glee, as the old lady always did when she discovered she’d outlived yet another contemporary. Judith was used to her mother’s patchy memory.


“I’m stuck,” Judith announced, flipping the pages of the American art calendar she’d been given by her cousin Renie. August’s Black Hollyhock, Blue Lark-spur by Georgia O’Keeffe was a sumptuous sight compared with the stark, deliberately mundane realism of Louis Charles Moeller’s Sculptor’s Studio, which heralded October. Vibrant natural beauty versus taxing, gritty work. Maybe the painting was an omen. “Come Halloween, we’re going to be invaded by Hollywood.”


Gertrude pulled a rumpled Kleenex from the pocket of her baggy orange cardigan. “Hollywood?” she echoed before gustily blowing her nose. “You mean like the Gish sisters and Tom Mix and Mary Pickford?”


“Uh…like that,” Judith agreed, sitting down at the kitchen table across from her mother. “A famous producer is premiering his new movie here in town because it was filmed in the area. He’s bringing his entourage—at least some of it—to Hillside Manor.”


“Entourage?” Gertrude looked puzzled. “I thought you didn’t allow pets.”


“I don’t,” Judith replied. “I meant his associates. Speaking of pets,” she said sharply to Sweetums as the cat leaped onto the kitchen table, “beat it. You don’t prowl the furniture.”


Sweetums was batting at the lid of the sheep-shaped cookie jar. The cat didn’t take kindly to Judith’s efforts to pick him up and set him down.


“Feisty,” Gertrude remarked as Sweetums broke free and ran off in a blur of orange-and-white fur. “You got to admit it, Toots, that cat has spunk.”


Judith gave her mother an ironic smile. “So do you. You’re kindred spirits.”


“He gets around better than I do,” Gertrude said, turning stiffly to watch Sweetums disappear with a bang of the screen door. The old lady reached into her pocket again, rummaged around, and scowled. “Where’d my candies go?”


“You probably ate them, Mother,” Judith said, getting up from the table. “There are some ginger cookies in the jar. They may be getting a bit stale. It’s been too warm to bake the last few days.”


The summer had indeed been warm, though not unbearable. As a native Pacific Northwesterner, Judith’s tolerance for heat dropped lower every year. Fortunately, there was only a week left of August.


“I should call in person to cancel the displaced guests’ reservations,” Judith said, scrolling down the screen on her computer monitor. “Let’s see—the Kidds from Wisconsin and the Izards from Iowa.”


“Those are guests? They sound like innards to me.” Gertrude was struggling to get out of her chair. “You got two lonesome old cookies in that jar,” she declared. “I suppose that hog of a Serena was here and gobbled them up.”


Judith reached out to give her mother a hand. “It wasn’t Serena,” she said, referring to her cousin who was more familiarly known as Renie. “It was little Mac. Remember, he was here with Mike and Kristin and Baby Joe the day before yesterday.”


Gertrude paused in her laborious passage from the kitchen table to the rear hallway. “Baby Joe!” she exclaimed, waving a hand in derision. “Why did Mike and his wife have to name the new kid after Lunkhead?”


“Lunkhead” was what Gertrude called Judith’s second husband, Joe Flynn. “Lunkhead” was also what she called her daughter’s first husband, Dan McMonigle. Mac was the nickname of the older grandson, whose given name was Dan, after the man who had actually raised Mike. Though Judith had first been engaged to Joe, she had married Dan. It was only in the last year that her son had come to realize that Joe, not Dan, was his biological father. Thus, Mike had honored both men by giving their names to his own sons.


“Mike thinks the world of Joe,” Judith replied, escorting her mother to the back door. She didn’t elaborate. Gertrude had never admitted that her daughter had gotten pregnant out of wedlock. To Judith’s mother, sex before marriage was as unthinkable as chocolate without sugar.


They had reached the porch steps when Joe Flynn pulled into the driveway in his cherished antique MG, top down, red paint gleaming in the late afternoon sun.


“Ladies,” he called, getting out of the car with his cotton jacket slung over one shoulder. “You’re a vision.”


“You mean a sight for sore eyes,” Gertrude shot back.


“Do I?” Gold flecks danced in Joe’s green eyes as he kissed his wife’s cheek, then attempted to brush his mother-in-law’s forehead with his lips.


Gertrude jerked away, almost throwing Judith off balance. “Baloney!” the old girl cried. “You just want to get my goat. As usual.” She plunked her walker on the ground and shook off Judith’s hand. “I’m heading for my earthly coffin. Send my supper on time, which is five, not six or six-thirty.” Gertrude clumped off toward the converted toolshed, her place of self-imposed exile since she had long ago declared she wouldn’t live under the same roof as Joe Flynn.


“Ah,” Joe said, a hand under Judith’s elbow, “your mother seems in fine spirits today.”



“I can’t tell the difference,” Judith muttered. “She’s always mean to you.”


“It keeps her going,” Joe said, hanging his jacket on a peg in the hall. “Beer would do the same for me. Have we got any of that Harp left or did Mike drink it all?”


“He didn’t drink as much as Kristin did,” Judith replied, going to the fridge. “But I think there are a couple of bottles left. Kristin, being of Amazonian proportions, has a much greater capacity than other mortals.” She glanced up at the old schoolroom clock, which showed ten minutes to five. “You’re early. How come?”


“I found Sir Francis Bacon,” Joe responded, sitting down in the chair that Gertrude had vacated. “How the hell can you lose an English sheepdog? They’re huge.”


“Where was he?” Judith asked, handing Joe a bottle of Harp’s.


“In their basement,” Joe said, after taking a long swallow of beer. “He was trying to keep cool, and in the process, managed to get into the freezer. He found some USDA prime cuts and ate about a half dozen, which gave him a tummy ache. Then he went behind the furnace and passed out. He was there for two days.”


“Sir Francis is okay?” Judith inquired, after pouring herself a glass of lemonade.


“He will be,” Joe said. “They trotted him off to the vet. I hate these damned lost pet cases, but the family’s loaded, it took only a couple of hours to find the dog, and they paid me a grand.” He patted the pocket of his cotton shirt. “Nice work, huh?”


“Very nice,” Judith said with a big smile. “All your private detective cases should be so easy. And profitable. Maybe we can use some of that money to have Skjoval Tolvang make some more repairs around here.”


“How old is that guy anyway?” Joe asked with a be-mused expression on his round, florid face.


“Eighties, I’d guess,” Judith replied, “but strong as an ox. You know how hearty those Scandinavians are.”


“Like our daughter-in-law,” Joe acknowledged, opening the evening paper, which Judith had retrieved earlier from the front porch.


“Yes,” Judith said in a contemplative voice. Kristin was not only big and beautiful, but so infuriatingly competent that her mother-in-law was occasionally intimidated. “Yes,” she repeated. “Formidable, too. What is she not?”


The front doorbell rang, making Judith jump. “The guests! They’re part of a tour, here for two nights. I didn’t think they’d arrive until five-thirty.” She dashed out through the swinging doors between the kitchen and the dining room to greet the newcomers.


The tour group, consisting of a dozen retirees from eastern Canada, were on the last leg of a trip that had started in Toronto. Some of them looked as if they were on their last legs, too. Judith escorted them to their rooms, made sure everything was in order, and informed them that the social hour began at six. To a man—and woman—they begged off, insisting that they simply wanted to rest before going out to dinner. The bus trip from Portland had taken six hours, a result of summer highway construction. They were exhausted. They didn’t need to socialize, having been cheek by jowl with each other for the past three weeks. Indeed, judging from some of the glares that were exchanged, they were sick of each other. Could they please be allowed to nap?


Judith assured them they could. Cancellation of the social hour meant that she, too, could take it easy. Following hip replacement surgery in January, Judith still tired easily. But before taking a respite, she had to call the Kidds and the Izards to inform them that their reservations were being changed because of unforeseen circumstances.


Joe had just opened his second Harp when Judith returned to the kitchen. She observed the top of his head behind the sports section and smiled to herself. There was more gray in his red hair, and in truth, there was less of either color. But to Judith, Joe Flynn was still the most attractive man on earth. She had waited a quarter of a century to become his wife, but the years in between seemed to have faded into an Irish mist. On the way to the computer, she paused to kiss the top of his head.


“What’s this rash outbreak of affection?” Joe asked without glancing up.


“Just remembering that I love you,” Judith said lightly.


“Do you need reminding?”


“No.”


She noted the Kidds’ number in Appleton, Wisconsin, and dialed. They were repeat customers, having come to Hillside Manor six years earlier. Judith hated to cancel them.


Alice Kidd answered the phone on the second ring. Judith relayed the doleful news and apologized most humbly. “You’ll be put up at a lovely B&B which will be convenient to everything. Ms. Heffelman will contact you in a day or two with the specifics.”



“Well, darn it all anyway,” Mrs. Kidd said with a Midwestern twang. “We so enjoyed your place. How is your mother? Edgar and I thought she was a real doll.”


A voodoo doll perhaps, Judith thought. “Mother’s fine,” she said aloud. “Of course her memory is sometimes iffy.”


“Yes,” Mrs. Kidd said in a quiet voice. “Edgar’s mother is like that, too. So sad. My own dear mother passed away last winter.”


“I’m sorry to hear that,” Judith said.


Alice Kidd acknowledged the expression of sympathy, then paused. “You’re certain we’ll be staying in as nice a B&B as yours?”


“Definitely,” Judith declared. Ingrid wouldn’t let her down. She’d better not. An inferior establishment wouldn’t be a credit to Judith or to the association In-grid guarded like a military sentry. “Maybe even nicer.”


“I doubt that,” Mrs. Kidd said as if she meant it.


“You’re very kind,” Judith responded. “We’ll be in touch.”


Next she dialed the number of Walt and Meg Izard in Riceville, Iowa. A frazzled-sounding woman answered the phone.


“Mrs. Izard?” Judith inquired.


“Yeah, right. Who is this? We’re watching TV.”


“I’m sorry,” Judith said, then identified herself as the owner of Hillside Manor.


“What’s that?” Mrs. Izard snapped. “A rest home? Forget it.”


“Wait!” Judith cried, certain that Meg Izard was about to slam down the receiver. “I own the bed-and-breakfast you’re staying at in October. The nights of the twenty-ninth, thirtieth, and thirty-first. I’m afraid there’s been a change.”


“A change?” Meg Izard sounded perplexed. “In what? The dates? We can’t change. We’re celebrating our twenty-fifth anniversary.”


“The change affects your lodgings,” Judith explained. “I’m afraid I won’t be able to accommodate you that weekend.”


“Why not?” Meg’s voice had again turned harsh. “You got the Queen of England staying there?”


“Not exactly,” Judith replied. “I’ve had to rearrange my schedule. Unfortunately, there’s a movie crew coming for a big premiere.”


“Movies!” Meg exclaimed. “Who’d pay five dollars to see a movie when they can watch it on TV a year later? Who cares? We like our sitcoms better anyway. They make Walt laugh, which isn’t easy to do these days.”


Riceville, Iowa, must indeed be rural if they only charged five bucks for a first-run film, Judith thought. “It’s a big event,” she said, with a need to defend herself. “Bruno Zepf is opening his new epic, The Gasman, here in town.”


There was a long pause at the other end. Finally, Mrs. Izard spoke again: “Never heard of him.”


“I don’t know much about Mr. Zepf, either,” Judith admitted in an effort to appease the disgruntled Mrs. Izard. “You’ll be hearing from Ingrid Heffelman soon to make sure you’re put up in a very nice inn.”


“Hunh.” Meg paused. “Okay, we’ll stay tuned. But this Heffelbump woman better call soon. October’s not that far away.”


It was two months away, Judith thought, but didn’t argue. She was beginning to feel grateful that the Izards wouldn’t be staying at Hillside Manor. Trying to remain gracious, she rang off. The Kidds and the Izards had been disposed of; she needn’t worry about Bruno Zepf and his movie people for two months. The waning summer and the early fall should be relatively uneventful.


It was typical of Judith that, as Cousin Renie would say, she would bury her head in the sand. On that warm August evening, she dug deep and tried to blot out some of life’s less pleasant incidents.


One of them was Skjoval Tolvang. The tall, sinewy old handyman with his stubborn nature and unshakable convictions had already made some improvements to Hillside Manor. He had repaired the sagging front steps, replaced the ones in back, rebuilt both chimneys, which had been damaged in an earthquake, inspected the electrical wiring, and put in what he called a “super-duper door spring” to keep the kitchen cupboard from swinging open by itself. What was left involved rehanging the door to the first-floor powder room and checking the toolshed’s plumbing.


Judith came a cropper with the bathroom repair. On the first day of September, Mr. Tolvang showed up very early. It was not yet six o’clock when he banged on the back door. Joe was in the shower and Judith had just finished getting dressed. The noise was loud enough to be heard in the third-floor family quarters, and thus even louder for the sleeping guests on the second floor.


“Damn!” Judith breathed, hurrying down the first flight of stairs. “Double damn!” she breathed, taking the back stairs to the main floor as fast as she could without risking a fall.



“By early,” she said, yanking open the back door, “I thought you meant seven or eight.”


“Early is early,” the handyman replied. “Isn’t this early, pygolly?”


“It’s too early for me to have made coffee,” Judith asserted. “You’ll have to wait a few minutes.”


But Skjoval Tolvang reached into his big toolbox and removed a tall blue thermos. “I got my medicine to get me going. I vas up at four.”


Coffee fueled the handyman the way gasoline propels cars. He never ate on the job, putting in long, arduous days with only his seemingly bottomless thermos to keep him going.


“I’m a little worried,” Judith said, pouring coffee into both the big urn she used for guests and the family coffeemaker. “Having a bathroom just off the entry hall may no longer be up to city code.”


“Code!” Skjoval coughed up the word as if he’d swallowed a bug. “To hell vith the city! Vat do they know, that bunch of crackpot desk yockeys? They be lucky to find the bathroom, let alone know vhere to put it!”


“It was only a thought,” Judith said meekly.


“You vorry too much,” Skjoval declared, putting the thermos back into his toolbox. “I don’t need no hassles. I quit.”


It wasn’t the first time, nor would it be the last, that the handyman had quit over some quibble. Skjoval never lacked for work. He was good and he was cheap. But he was also temperamental.


Judith knew the drill, though it wasn’t easy to repeat at six-ten in the morning. She pleaded, groveled, cajoled, and used all of her considerable charm to get Skjoval to change his mind. Ultimately, he did, but it took another ten minutes.


Luckily, the rest of the week and the Labor Day weekend went smoothly. It was only the following Friday, when Skjoval was finishing in the toolshed, that another fracas took place.


“That mother of yours,” Skjoval complained, wiping sweat from his brow as he stood on the back porch. “She is Lucifer’s daughter. I hang the bathroom door yust fine, but vhy vill she not let me fix the toilet?”


“I don’t know,” Judith replied. Indeed, she had been afraid that Gertrude and Mr. Tolvang would get into it before the job was done. Given their natures, it seemed inevitable. “Did she give you a reason?”


“Hell, no,” the handyman shot back, “except that she be sitting on the damned thing.”


“Oh.” Judith frowned in the direction of the tool-shed. “I’ll talk to her.”


“Don’t bother,” Skjoval snapped. “I quit.”


“Please, Mr. Tolvang,” Judith begged, “let me ask—”


But the handyman made a sharp dismissive gesture. “Never you mind. I don’t vant to see that old bat no more. She give me a bad time all veek. Let her sit on the damned toilet until her backside falls off.” Skjoval yanked the painter’s cap from his head and waved it in a threatening manner. “I go now, you call me if she ever acts like a human being and not a vitch.” He stomped off down the drive to his pickup truck, which was piled with ladders, scaffolding, and all manner of tools.


Judith gritted her teeth and headed out under the golden September sun. Surely her mother would cooperate. The toilet needed plunging; Gertrude threw all sorts of things into it, including Sweetums. It was either Skjoval Tolvang for the job or a hundred bucks to Roto-Rooter.


Gertrude wasn’t on the toilet when Judith reached the toolshed. Instead, she was sitting in her old mohair armchair, playing solitaire on the cluttered card table.


“Hi, Toots,” Gertrude said in a cheerful voice. “What’s up, besides that old fart’s dander?”


“Why wouldn’t you let Mr. Tolvang plunge the toilet?” Judith demanded.


“Because I was using it, that’s why.” Gertrude scooped up the cards and put them in her automatic shuffler. “When’s lunch?”


“You ate lunch two hours ago,” Judith responded, then had an inspiration. “Why don’t you come inside with me? I’m going to make chocolate-chip cookies.”


Gertrude brightened. “You are?”


“Yes. Let me give you a hand.”


Judith was helping her mother to the door when Skjoval Tolvang burst into the toolshed.


“You got spies,” he declared, banging the door behind him. “Building inspectors, ya sure, you betcha.”


Judith’s dark eyes widened. “Really? Where?”


“In the bushes,” Skjoval replied. “Spying.”


“Here,” Judith said, gesturing at Gertrude, “help my mother into the house. I’ll go check on whoever’s out there.”


But Gertrude balked. “I’m not letting this crazy old coot touch me! He’ll shove me facedown into the barbecue and light it off.”


“Then stay here,” Judith said crossly, and guided her mother back to the armchair.



“Hey!” Gertrude shouted. “What about those cookies?”


But Judith was already out the door. “Where is this inspector or whoever?” she asked of Mr. Tolvang.


“By them bushes,” the handyman answered, nodding at the azaleas, rhododendrons, and roses that flanked the west side of the house. “Making trouble, mark my vords.”


“I wonder,” Judith murmured, heading down the driveway.


There was, however, no one in sight. She moved on to the front of the house. An unfamiliar white car was parked in the cul-de-sac. There were no markings on it. Judith moved on to the other side of the house.


A tall man in a dark suit and hat stood between the house and the hedge that divided Judith and Joe Flynn’s property from their neighbors, Carl and Arlene Rankers. The man had his back to Judith and appeared to be looking up under the eaves.


“Sir!” Judith spoke sharply. “May I help you?”


The man whirled around. “What?” He had a beard and wore rimless spectacles. There was such an old-fashioned air about him that Judith was reminded of a character out of a late-nineteenth-century novel.


“Are you looking for someone?” Judith inquired, moving closer to the man.


He hesitated, one hand brushing nervously against his trouser leg. “Well, yes,” he finally replied. “I am. A Mr. Terwilliger. I was told he lived in this cul-de-sac.”


Judith shook her head. “There’s no one by that name around here. Unless,” she added, “he intends to stay at my B&B.” She made an expansive gesture toward the old three-story Edwardian house. “I run this place. It’s called Hillside Manor. There’s a sign out front.”


The man, who had been slowly but deliberately backpedaling from Judith, ducked his head. “I must have missed it. Sorry.” He turned and all but ran around the rear of the house.


Judith’s hip replacement didn’t permit her to move much faster than a brisk walk. Puzzled, she watched the man disappear, then returned to the front yard. He was coming down the driveway on the other side of the house, still at a gallop. A moment later he got into the car parked at the curb and pulled away with a burst of the engine.


“Local plates,” she murmured. But from where Judith stood some ten yards away, she hadn’t been able to read the license numbers. With a shrug, she headed back to the toolshed. She’d mention the stranger’s appearance to Joe when he got home. If she remembered.


Five hours later, when Joe arrived cursing the dead end he’d come up against in a missing antique clock case, Judith had forgotten all about the man who’d shown up at Hillside Manor.


It would be two months before she’d remember, and by that time it was almost too late.














TWO





JUDITH RECOILED FROM the obscenity screamed into her ear by Cousin Renie. The four-letter word was rapidly repeated before Renie cried, “You’re not 911!” and hung up.


Shaken, Judith stared at her cleaning woman, Phyliss Rackley. “Oh, dear. What now?” she breathed to Phyliss.


“What ‘what now’?” Phyliss inquired, scarcely missing a beat as she scoured the kitchen sink.


“My cousin—Serena,” Judith said, her high forehead wrinkled in worry. “I think she was trying to call 911. I don’t want to call her back in case she’s on the line with them. Maybe I should go over to her house to see what’s happened.”


“You got those Hollywood sinners due in two hours,” Phyliss pointed out. “Besides, that cousin of yours is probably in Satan’s clutches. I always said she’d end up in the hot spot.”


Judith’s gaze darted to the old schoolhouse clock. It was two on the dot. Friday, October 29. The day when Bruno Zepf and his Hollywood entourage would arrive for the premiere of The Gasman on the following night.



But family came before filmdom. “I’ve still got some spare time. I’m going to Renie and Bill’s. I don’t dare call in case she’s tied up on the phone with 911.”


“Keep away from Lucifer!” Phyliss warned as Judith rushed out the back door. “He’ll come after you when you least expect him!”


Judith was used to her cleaning woman’s fundamentalism. But like Skjoval Tolvang’s obstinacy, Phyliss Rackley’s religious mania could be tolerated for the sake of a reliable, thorough work ethic.


Traffic on Heraldsgate Avenue was relatively light for a Friday afternoon. It was just a little over a mile from Hillside Manor to the Joneses’ residence on the north side of Heraldsgate Hill. Six minutes after she had left Phyliss in the kitchen, Judith was at the door of her cousin’s Dutch Colonial. So far, there were no signs of emergency vehicles outside. Judith didn’t know if that was a good or a bad portent.


When Renie and Bill had moved into their home thirty years earlier, the doorbell had been broken. Bill was a psychologist and a retired college professor, a brilliant man in his field, but not adept at household repairs. The bell was still broken. Judith pounded on the solid mahogany door.


No one responded. Anxiety mounting, Judith started to go around to the back but was halted at the corner of the house by a shout from Renie.


“Hey! Come in. I’ve got this junk all over my hands.”


Judith returned to the porch. Renie stood in the doorway, her hands and lower arms spattered with what looked like the insides of a pumpkin. Bill came down the hall from the kitchen. His head was covered with the same orange clumps and he’d left a trail of yellow seeds in his wake.


“What on earth…?” Judith began, her jaw dropping. “I thought you had a catastrophe!”


“We did,” Renie replied, moving back to the kitchen, where she ran her hands and arms under the tap. “Bill got a pumpkin stuck on his head.”


Judith looked at Bill. Bill shrugged, then took a towel from the kitchen counter and began to wipe himself off. Judith then looked at what was left of the pumpkin. It lay on the floor in several pieces. Only the top with its jaunty green stem remained intact.


Putting a hand to her breast in relief, Judith leaned against the refrigerator. “Good grief. You scared the hell out of me.”


“Sorry,” Renie said, rinsing her hands. “I hit your number on the speed dial instead of 911.”


“Then,” Bill put in, his voice muffled by the towel, “she punched the button for her hairdresser. By that time I’d gotten the pumpkin off my head.”


“I don’t suppose,” Judith said slowly, “I ought to ask why you were wearing a pumpkin on your head, Bill?”


Removing the towel, he shrugged again. “It was for your Halloween party tomorrow. I planned to go as Ichabod Crane.”


Judith shook her head in wonder, then frowned. “It’s not my party, it’s Bruno Zepf’s. I’m merely catering the damned thing.”


“I’m helping,” Renie said, looking a trifle hurt. “That’s why we’re coming, isn’t it? We thought it would be more fun if we wore costumes like everybody else.”



“What,” Judith asked Renie, “were you going as? Ichabod’s horse?”


“A tree,” Renie said with a lift of her short chin. “You know—the scary kind with a twisted trunk and clawlike branches.”


“Don’t,” Judith advised. “You’ll hurt yourself.” She glanced at Bill. “One of you already has. I’m going home now. In fact, I might as well stop at Falstaff’s Grocery on the way to stock up for the party. Bruno Zepf gave me a list. Some of the items had to come from specialty stores. I hope he can pay all these bills.”


“He can,” Bill said, his clean-cut Midwestern features finally free of pumpkin debris. “The man’s movies make millions. The Gasman may hit a billion.”


“Good for him,” Judith said on a bitter note. “I just wish he wasn’t staying at Hillside Manor.”


“It’s only two nights,” Renie soothed. “Look at it as an adventure. A big-time Hollywood producer. Glamorous stars. A famous director. It’ll be like having Oscar night in your living room.”


“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Judith said, making her way to the door. “Glad you’re not dead. See you tomorrow night.”


“I’m coming to help at five,” Renie announced. “I’ll change into my tree suit later.”


“Goody,” Judith said in a lifeless voice. “Maybe I’ll turn into a pumpkin.”


“Hey!” Bill called after her. “I’m wearing the pumpkin!”


Judith glanced back at the orange glop that littered the kitchen. “You mean, you were.”


 



An hour later Judith arrived at Hillside Manor with fourteen grocery bags and an entry on the debit side of her checking account for almost four hundred dollars.


“What are you feeding?” Phyliss asked as she put on her shapeless black raincoat. “An army?”


Judith gazed at the paper-in-plastic bags and shook her head. “The problem is, I don’t know how many will come here after the premiere and the costume ball at the Cascadia Hotel. Most of the movie people are staying at the hotel. But Mr. Zepf had one of his staff members send me a list of what he’d like served at the midnight supper party. I don’t want to run short. He’s also been shipping some things that I wouldn’t be able to find here in town.”


Phyliss gave a toss of her gray sausage curls. “More money than sense,” she declared. “What’s wrong with meat and potatoes? As for all this shipping, at least two more express trucks showed up today. There may have been another one, but I was upstairs and my lumbago was giving me fits, so I didn’t bother myself to come down.”


Judith eyed Phyliss. “Are you sure?”


“No, I’m not sure,” Phyliss answered crossly. “I’ve no time for all this fancy-pants stuff. It’s gluttony, if you ask me. That’s one of the Seven Deadly Sins. I wonder how many of the others they’ll commit while they’re here.”


Judith winced, and based on past history, hoped murder wasn’t one of them.


 


The doorbell rang at precisely five o’clock. By that time Judith had finished organizing and storing the groceries. Feeling nervous, she hurried to greet her first guests.



The middle-aged couple who stood on the front porch didn’t look much like Hollywood to Judith. In fact, they seemed more like Grant Wood, or at least his famous painting of American Gothic. The thin sour-looking woman with her fair hair pulled back in a bun and the balding gaunt-faced man needed only a pitchfork to complete the image.


“May I help you?” Judith inquired.


“You sure didn’t help us before,” the woman asserted, “so I don’t expect you can help us now.”


The voice sounded familiar, but Judith couldn’t place it. “I’m sorry, I don’t understand. This is a B&B. Have you been a guest here on a previous occasion?”


“Hell, no,” the man responded in a deep bass. “We tried, though.”


“We need to find the place where they put us instead,” the woman said. “Some fool sent the directions to your B&B instead of the one we got changed to.”


“Oh!” Judith exclaimed in relief, noticing what appeared to be a rental compact car out in the cul-de-sac. “You must be the Izards. Of course, come in, let me figure out how you can get where you’re going.”


City maps and guidebooks were kept at the registration desk in the entry hall. Walt Izard showed Judith the address of the substitute inn, which was located about four miles away, near the zoo. She gave him directions while Meg Izard wandered around the big living room.


“I’d like to check out your place,” she declared, returning to the entry hall. “I want to make sure we’re not getting cheated in case this other B&B isn’t up to snuff. We’d stay with my brother, Will, but his place is too small.”



“Well…” Judith hesitated. “All right, but don’t take too long. My guests are due at any moment.”


Meg gave a snort. “Movie folks, right? Think they’re big stuff. Bunch of phonies, if you ask me.”


Judith hadn’t asked, so she didn’t comment. “The guest rooms are on the second floor. They’re unlocked at present, but please just take a quick look. I have to stay downstairs.”


“Will do,” Walt replied in the deep voice that seemed too large for his skinny frame.


Judith stayed by the front door, but the phone rang just as the Izards disappeared around the corner of the second landing.


It was Alice Kidd, the wife of the other displaced couple. “We’re at Cozy Fan Tutte,” she said, “and I wanted to let you know it’s not nearly as nice as Hillside Manor.”


Judith knew the establishment, which was located north of the university. It was a veritable stately mansion, Georgian in design, and featured amenities not possessed by Hillside Manor, including a sauna and a whirlpool.


“That’s very kind of you,” Judith said, hearing the Izards’ footsteps overhead. “I’d love to have you come to Hillside Manor again. I can’t say how sorry I am about the inconvenience.”


“I suppose,” Alice Kidd said in a slightly wistful voice, “the filmmakers have been given a warm welcome.”


“They’re not here yet,” Judith replied, jumping slightly as the back door banged open. “Excuse me, Mrs. Kidd, but someone has just arrived. Remember us the next time you visit the area, and enjoy your stay.”



Clicking off, Judith saw Renie charge out of the dining room. “I’m here. Where’s Hollywood?”


“They’re late,” Judith noted, glancing at her watch, which told her it was almost five-fifteen. “They probably got stuck in Friday rush-hour traffic coming from the airport.”


“Probably,” Renie remarked, opening the oven. “No appetizers?”


“No guests,” Judith said. “I’ll wait until they arrive. Hey, what are you doing here? I don’t need help until tomorrow night.”


“Yes, you do,” Renie insisted, pointing a finger at her cousin. “You’re already twitching. You’re agitated, uneasy, even a little scared. Hollywood descends upon Hillside Manor. You have to be nervous.”


“I guess,” Judith admitted, “I am.”


“So,” Renie said, extending her arms in a gesture of goodwill, “I’m at your disposal.”


“But what about dinner for Bill and the kids?” Judith inquired.


“Incredibly,” Renie said, removing a can of Pepsi from the fridge, “Bill informed me that the kiddies are making dinner tonight. Very brave of them.”


“It would be,” Judith said dryly, “if they were still kiddies. But since they’re all in the thirtysomething range and still living at home…”


Renie waved a hand. “Don’t remind me. They’re merely a bit slow to develop a sense of independence.”


“Leeches,” Judith said under her breath as footsteps emanated from the front hall.


Renie looked startled. “Who’s that? Is Joe home already?”


“No,” Judith replied, heading out of the kitchen. “It’s my ex-guests, the ones I had to cancel to make room for the movie people. Hang on while I say good-bye.”


Renie, however, wandered out behind Judith, but stopped in the archway between the dining room and the entry hall. The Izards were at the door, city map in hand.


“This place isn’t too bad,” Meg Izard allowed. “Maybe next time we come through here, you’ll actually let us stay.”


“I hope so,” Judith said, not quite truthfully.


Walt Izard opened the door. “Lousy weather, though.” He gestured outside. “It’s started to rain. Does it really rain here all the time?”


“Often,” Judith answered, this time with honesty. “Especially this time of year. Windy, too,” she added.


“Halloween weather, all right,” Meg said with a grimace. “That’s too bad. I hoped we’d have some sun to celebrate our silver anniversary.”


“Drive safely,” Judith cautioned, moving closer to the Izards in an effort to get them out of the house and into their compact rental. “These streets can be slippery when—”


She stopped, staring into the cul-de-sac as a pair of limos glided to the curb.


“Well, well,” Meg Izard muttered, “here come the rich and famous. Let’s get out of their way, Walt. We wouldn’t want to give them any just-plain-folks germs.”


Judith was too flustered to protest. As the limo doors were opened by their drivers, a third car pulled up and stopped in front of the Steins’ house at the corner.


“Hey,” called one of the other drivers as a diverse group of people began to emerge from the chauffeur-driven cars, “will somebody move this crate?” The young man gestured at what Judith assumed was the Izards’ rental.


Both Meg and Walt froze momentarily on the threshold. “Big-shot bastards,” Walt muttered. “To hell with ’em.”


But Meg had already started for the car. With an annoyed shrug, Walt followed his wife. The couple drove away as Arlene Rankers appeared from the other side of the hedge and the first of the celebrities made their way toward Hillside Manor.


Although at least a half-dozen people were approaching the front porch in styles ranging from a brisk trot to a languid lope, Judith’s gaze was fixated on just one man, who held a cell phone to his ear: He was almost bald, with a short grizzled beard and a fire-plug build. What little hair he had left had grown out and was tied with a black ribbon into a thin, foot-long ponytail. His cheeks were pitted with old acne scars, and while his movements were controlled, energy exuded from him like sparks from a faulty toaster. Judith realized that she recognized him from casually glimpsed photographs. He was Bruno Zepf, megaproducer and Hollywood legend-in-the-making.


“Mr. Zepf,” Judith said, putting out her hand.


“Mr. Zepf,” echoed Renie and Arlene, who had joined Judith on the porch. Renie looked as if she were trying very hard not to be impressed; Arlene appeared close to bursting with unbridled gush.


Zepf clicked off the cell phone and zeroed in on Judith, his shrewd blue eyes narrowing a bit. “You’re Mrs…. Flynn?”


“I am.” To her horror, Judith dropped a slight curtsy.



“Welcome to Hillside Manor,” Arlene burbled, grabbing the hand that Judith had just released. “This is a wonderful B&B. This is a wonderful neighborhood. This is a wonderful city.” She lowered her voice only a jot. “That’s why we’re thinking of moving.”


Judith and Renie were used to Arlene’s contradictions. Judith flinched, but Bruno apparently hadn’t heard Arlene. He had already moved on to shake Renie’s hand without ever looking right at her, and was now in the entry hall, surveying his new surroundings. Such was his air of possession that Judith felt as if she’d not only rented Bruno a room but sold him the entire house.


Judith had to force herself to take her eyes off the great man and greet the other guests. She immediately recognized Dirk Farrar and Angela La Belle, whose famous faces had appeared in a series of hit movies. Judith had actually seen two of their films, on video. Just as the pair reached the porch, Judith noticed that Naomi Stein had come out of her house on the corner and Ted Ericson was pulling into his driveway across the street.


As Ted got out of his car, Dirk Farrar also saw the newcomers. “Beat it, scumbags!” he yelled. “No paparazzi!” Pushing past Angela La Belle and the three-woman welcoming team, he disappeared into the living room.


With a faint sneer on her face, Angela La Belle ignored the gawking neighbors along with her fellow actor and proceeded up the front steps.


“Ms. La Belle,” Judith said, gathering her aplomb, “I so enjoyed your performance in”—her mind went blank—“your last movie.”



Angela’s face, which seemed so angelic on the screen, wore a chilly smile. “Thanks. Where’s the john?”


“Straight ahead,” Renie said, pointing to the new door that Skjoval Tolvang had recently installed.


Judith was left to confront a somewhat less familiar face. She racked her brain to recall who else was on Bruno’s guest list.


“Hi, Mr. Carmody,” Renie said, coming to the rescue. “My husband and I were sorry you didn’t win Best Supporting Actor this year. You were a really great villain in To Die in Davenport.”


“Thanks,” Ben Carmody replied with what appeared to be a genuine smile. “Face it, I was up against some pretty tough competition.”


Judith was startled by Carmody’s benign appearance. She was so used to seeing him as the embodiment of evil that she scarcely recognized him. He was tall and lean, much better looking in person than on the screen. Judith shook Ben Carmody’s hand and also received a warm smile.


Like Dirk Farrar, the next arrival ignored Judith and the others. Unlike Dirk, the pencil-thin black woman in the gray Armani suit glided over the threshold as if she had wheels on her Manolo Blahnik pumps. Once inside, she joined Bruno Zepf, who had migrated into the front parlor. The woman closed the parlor door behind her, leaving the cousins and Arlene staring at each other.


Last but not least was a small, exotic creature who apparently was communing with the squirrels in the maple tree near the front of the house.


“Who is that?” Arlene inquired, her pretty face perplexed. “She reminds me of someone.”



“Ellie Linn-MacDermott,” Renie said. “Except I think she’s dropped the MacDermott.”


“Y-e-s,” Arlene said slowly, “that’s who she reminds me of. Ellie Linn-MacDermott. I’ve seen Ellie in two or three movies. Funny, this girl’s a dead ringer for her.”


“She is Ellie Linn,” Renie responded, making way for the chauffeurs, who were carrying in the luggage. “She has a role in The Gasman.”


“Oh!” Arlene’s hand flew to her mouth and her blue eyes widened in surprise. “Of course! The actress! Or is it hot dogs?”


“Both,” said Renie, then jumped out of the way as the wheels of a large suitcase almost ran over her foot. “Her father, Heathcliffe MacDermott, is the Wienie Wizard of the Western World.”


Arlene again looked puzzled. “But this girl…” She waved an arm toward the young woman who was trying to coax one of the squirrels down from the maple tree. “She looks Chinese.”


“Her mother’s from Hong Kong,” Renie said. “Or Shanghai. Or someplace like that.”


Judith excused herself to show the drivers where to stow the luggage upstairs. When she started down again, Angela La Belle met her on the second landing.


“Where’s my room?” she asked, blinking big brown eyes that were offset by long lashes that might or might not have been her own. The lashes, like the eyes, were dark, and made a striking contrast with the actress’s waist-length blond hair.


“Um…” Judith hesitated. “Let me get the room chart. I’ll be right back. There’s a settee in the hallway and a phone, if you need it.”



Without any response, Angela passed on to the second floor. Judith hurried to fetch the room chart, which she’d left on the entry-hall table. The only thing she remembered was that Bruno Zepf had the largest room, Number Three, to himself, though he shared the bathroom with Room Four. Judith couldn’t believe that she was so rattled by a bunch of Hollywood hotshots. After ten years in the hostelry business, she thought she’d met just about every type of person from every level of society. Maybe she was more impressionable than she realized.


Swiftly, Judith tabulated the guests who had arrived so far. Unless she was mistaken, at least one of the members of Bruno’s party hadn’t shown up yet.


“Psst!” Renie hissed from the hallway. “We’re on the job.”


Judith turned sharply. “You are? Doing what?”


“Plying your guests with adult beverages,” Renie replied. “Or, in some cases, the freshest of spring-waters and a vegetable drink that looks like a science experiment.”


“Thanks, coz,” Judith said with a grateful smile. “Thank Arlene for me, too. I’ll be right with you.”


Checking the chart, Judith noted that Winifred Best, Bruno’s special assistant, was slotted for Room One. Since there were only three women in the party and Judith had recognized the two actresses, Winifred must be the Armani-clad black woman who had sailed into the house and closeted herself with Bruno.


Dirk Farrar and Ben Carmody were sharing Room Four. Judith wondered how—and why—they’d put up with such an arrangement. The same could be said for Angela La Belle and Ellie Linn, who would be staying in Room Six. Of course it was only for two nights. Perhaps the proximity to Bruno was worth the sacrifice. Still, Judith wasn’t accustomed to such self-effacement among the Well-Heeled.


Room Five had been assigned to The Gasman’s director, Chips Madigan; the film’s screenwriter, Dade Costello, was set for Room Two, the smallest of the lodgings. Chart in hand, Judith went back upstairs to find Angela La Belle.


“Room Six,” Judith said with a cheerful smile.


Angela was sprawled on the settee in the hallway, leafing through one of the magazines Judith kept handy for guests. “Okay.” The actress didn’t look up.


“Your key,” Judith said, reaching into the pocket of her best black flannel slacks. “I’ll give the other one to Ms. Linn.”


“Fine.” Angela still didn’t look up.


“Your baggage is right there,” Judith said, pointing to the piled-up suitcases and fold-overs the drivers had placed in front of Grandma and Grandpa Grover’s old oak book shelving. “Only Mr. Zepf’s has been put away because I wasn’t exactly sure who was staying where. Some of his belongings arrived earlier today via UPS.”


Angela yawned. “Right.”


Judith gave up and headed past Rooms Four, Five, and Six to the back stairs. She wanted to pop the appetizers into the oven before she joined her other guests. Halfway down, she realized she hadn’t given Angela the front door key along with the one to her room. Though her hips were growing weary, Judith hurried back to the second floor.


The settee was empty, the magazine that Angela had been perusing lay on the floor. Judith frowned. Could Angela have already collected her luggage and gone into Room Six so quickly?


The stacks of baggage sat untouched. But the door to Room Three, Bruno’s room, was ajar.


“Hunh,” Judith said to herself. When she picked up the copy of In the Mode magazine, she noticed that it was open to a spread on a recent Hollywood gala. The large color photo on the left-hand page showed Dirk Farrar and Angela La Belle with their arms around each other. The caption read, Super Hunk and the Ultimate Babe get cozy at the annual Stars for Scoliosis Ball. Are Dirk and Angela hearing La Wedding Belles?


Judith wondered if Angela and Dirk had no intention of staying in different rooms.
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