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ONE





JUDITH MCMONIGLE FLYNN gnashed her teeth, slammed the front door so hard that the screen rattled, and decided to call the police. She had gotten as far as the kitchen when her husband, Joe, sauntered in from the pantry.


Whats wrong? he inquired, noting his wifes grim look.


Rudi, Judith snapped. Rudi and his violin. I cant stand it another minute. And neither can the B&B guests. Id like to strangle your first wife for renting her house to that awful man.


Come on, Joe said, trying to sound reasonable. You were elated when Vivian decided to stay year-round in Florida. Face it, youve never really liked having her live so close to us in the cul-de-sac.


Judith admitted that was true. The situation had always been awkward, though in fairness, Vivian Flynn hadnt turned out to be as big a pain as Judith had feared. For one thing, Vivianor Herself as Judith had nicknamed herspent at least half of the year in a condo on Floridas Gulf coast. When she was in residence on Heraldsgate Hill, Vivian was usually too busy drinking her way through the day to pester her ex-husband and his second wife. Herself was a creature of the night, and whatever she did after hours seldom disturbed Judith and Joe or the guests at Hillside Manor B&B.


But Rudolf Wittener had brought a new element into the cozy cul-de-sac of agreeable neighbors. Im talking about her choice of a tenant, Judith declared. You know many of our guests complain about Rudi practicing his damned violin or playing his own recordings at all hours. The last straw was during that hot spell in August when he rehearsed outsidein the nude. That poor woman from Vermont fainted.


No wonder, Joe remarked, his green eyes mischievous. Shed probably never seen her husband in the nude. I might faint if I saw that guy naked. Hes so skinny that she could have shipped him here from Vermont in a mailing tube.


Judith tried not to smile. Im serious. Talking to Rudi didnt do any good. We both tried that. He knows youre a retired policemanthat doesnt bother him. Some of the other neighbors have complained, too, including Carl and Arlene Rankers. I even spoke to his wife or girlfriend or whatever she is. Zip. He just keeps sawing away.


I thought the girl was his daughter, Joe said, taking a gingersnap out of the sheep-shaped cookie jar on the kitchen table.


Judith shook her head. Definitely not. At least she doesnt call him Daddy. She uses his first name. Hers is Taryn, I think. She gives music lessons in the basement, but luckily you cant hear that.


Joe poured himself a mug of coffee. If its true that hes taken on a job as assistant concertmaster with the symphony, the seasons under way. Didnt they already have their big gala about a week ago? Hell be playing or at rehearsals most of the time. Besides, were into fall. The weathers changing. Doors and windows will be closed. Ill bet you fifty bucks we wont be hearing much of Rudi for a while.


Youd better be right, Judith said. Id bet a lot more than fifty that weve lost several potential return visitors in the two and a half months since Rudi moved in.



Munching on the gingersnap, Joe shrugged. Youve got to admit, he plays well.


Judith shot Joe a dirty look. Yes. But even if he doesnt actually practice more than an hour or so a day, he plays those tapes or whatever over and over again, and theyre way too loud. Id like to kill him.


The gold flecks that had danced in Joes eyesmagic eyes, Judith called themfaded. Dont say things like that.


Judith grimaced. No. No, I shouldnt.


You do have a history when it comes to dead people, he said, and though he tried to keep his voice light, his expression was somber.


I know. Judith put a hand on his arm. I swear to you, I dont want history ever repeating itself.


Joe tried not to look dubious.





Im calling from our new slum, said the muted voice at the other end of the line.


Judith frowned. It sounded like Cousin Renie, but the words didnt quite fit. Yes? Judith replied in a noncommittal tone.


Bill and I have to sell the house.


It was definitely Renie. What? Judith practically shouted.


Renie sighed loudly. How else can I pay off those bills from the San Francisco trip? When Cruz Cruises went belly-up after the homicide investigation last March, I not only lost their graphic-design account, but I never got reimbursed for myourexpenses.


Judith thought back to the longvery longweekend she had spent with Renie in San Francisco. They were supposed to go on a cruise to the Cook Islands, but on the night of their departure, murder had intervened. The trip was eventually canceledand so was the cruise line, which had more problems than a dead owner.


Surely, Judith said wryly, youre not including all those clothes and shoe bills you ran up at Saks Fifth Avenue and Neiman Marcus. I assume they werent business expenses.



Well Renie paused. They are. Ive tried to deduct my clothes from our income tax, but the IRS is so unreasonable. Dont they realize that I cant meet clients in the old crap I wear around the house?


That, Judith had to admit, was true. Renies at-home wardrobe consisted of ratty T-shirts, baggy sweatshirts, and tattered pants. She lookedas Renie and Bills children insistedlike a bum. You spent a grand on shoes alone at Neiman Marcus, Judith pointed out. And I know you must have shelled out five times that much at Saks. You even bought me clotheswhich Ive finally paid you back for.


Yes, yes, Renie said impatiently, but there are other considerations. Like food and clothing and The Children.


Judith hung her head. She really didnt want to hear any more complaints about the three married Jones children and their spouses. They all lived in distant locales, but were constantly short of funds. Tom, Anne, and Tony Jones had decent jobs, but none of them made big salaries. Annes husband was still studying to be a doctor; Toms wife was involved in Catholic charities in Guam; Tonys spouse had turned her law degree into a virtual charity, too, devoting her practice to pro bono work with Native Americans in New Mexico. All of the in-laws parents had sufficient money to helpbut they werent saps like Renie. Despite Bills solid, sensible advice, Renie had always spoiled their children. And now she was paying the priceusually a big one.


What about your other clients? Judith asked. Arent you busy? Bill still gets consulting fees for his psychology patients, doesnt he?


Yes, Renie replied, sounding defensive. Although hes cut his client list back. He is retired, after all.


And?


And what?


You. Arent you working on a couple of brochures right now?


Theyre not bringing in big bucks, Renie said. Ill have them done by Wednesday. Thats the trouble with billing by the hour. I try fairly hard to avoid exaggerating the time I actually spend on a project. Frankly, I could have blown these two pieces out of my ear.


Which meant, Judith figured, that Renies CAJones Graphic Design would submit a bill for about three times the real amount that her cousin had spent working. But the job would be done well. Renie had talent, if not ethics, going for her.


Its September, Judith pointed out. Doesnt your business always pick up after everybody comes back from summer vacation?


Usually. Renie sounded glum. The economys still in the dumps around here. Didnt you say the B&B wasnt getting as many reservations lately?


Well Judith glanced at the calendar she kept on the bulletin board by the sink. Theres always a lull after Labor Day. But its trueOctober isnt filling up the way it usually does, and this week and next, I have more vacancies than Id like.


You told me Joe was cutting back on his private investigations, Renie said. That cant help.


He, too, is officially retired, Judith responded with a frown. Lets face it, coz. Were not getting any younger. Joe wont take clients who require long surveillance stints. He refuses to stay up all night sitting in the car waiting for adulterers to make whoopee or watching insurance scam artists do the tango from dark till dawn.


I dont blame him. Renie sighed again. I have to finish my cardboard sign, Will Design for Table Scraps.


Judith wished her cousin luck. Hanging up, she scrutinized the calendar more closely. Only two of the six guest rooms were taken for the night, only one for Tuesday and Wednesday, and three for Thursday. The weekend looked better. All but one of the rooms had been reserved for Friday and Saturday. There might be latecomers, of course. Occasionally, visitors would stop by at the last minute, hoping to find accommodations available.



The phone rang again. Judith figured it was Renie, calling back to complain some more. But the caller ID displayed an unfamiliar area code. Judith answered in her best professional voice.


Are you reputable? the cultured female voice inquired.


I beg your pardon? Judith said, surprised.


Your establishment was mentioned by someone in your neighborhood who has never actually stayed at Hillside Manor, the woman replied frostily. Were seeking a convenient location for our visit, but we also require utter respectability.


Im Judith Flynn, the owner, Judith said. I assure you, I run a first-class B&B. Its a large older home in a quiet neighborhood on a cul-de-sac. Were located less than ten minutes from downtown and no more than five to the civic center, where the opera house and several other attractions are located.


I know, the woman said. Im calling to see if you have two rooms for Wednesday and Thursday of this week. I must have assurances that your inn is above reproach.


You can check us through the state B&B association, Judith responded, straining to sound polite. The phone number is She paused as Gertrude hustled through the back door in her wheelchair.


Hey, Toots, Judiths mother shouted in her raspy voice, who swiped my dirty moving picture?


Frantically, Judith motioned for Gertrude to shut up.


What was that? the woman at the other end of the line demanded.


Nothing! Judith said quickly. That is, one of my employees asked who wiped thepicture.


I thought she said moving picture, the woman said incisively.


Yesuhthe picture had been moved. So we could wipe it. Because it was dirty.


And a bunch of baloney, Gertrude put in, wheeling around the kitchen. I should sue.



Baloney? the woman on the phone said in a puzzled tone.


Judith moved out of the kitchen as quickly as she could, despite her artificial hip. Shes looking for baloney. For one of our guests named Sue. Ill make a reservation for you if you give me your name.


There was a long silence at the other end of the phone. To Judiths horror, Gertrude and the motorized wheelchair were coming from the dining room into the living room. Again moving fast, Judith went outside via the French doors and latched them behind her.


Yes? she said in an encouraging voice.


Very well, the woman finally replied. The last name is Kluger. Ill spell that for you.


There were no writing supplies on the back porch. As Gertrude pounded on the French doors and shook her fist, Judith committed the name to memory.


Im Andrea, the woman continued, and my husbands name is Dolph. We also need a second room for my daughter, Suzanne. Her last name is Farrow.


Shes an adult? Judith inquired. We dont accept guests under eighteen.


Suzanne just turned thirty, Andrea Kluger informed Judith in a stilted voice. I wouldnt dream of bringing small children to a B&B. You have no pool.


Through the small glass panes, Judith saw Gertrude clutching her chest, throwing back her head, and then falling forward. Either she was faking a heart attackor she wasnt. A sense of panic overcame Judith.


Yes, fine, Judith said in a rush. Well see youWednesday?


Dont you want my credit-card information? Andrea asked.


Gertrude was slumped forward in the wheelchair.


Ill get it after you arrive, Judith said, reaching out to unlatch the door. Thank you. Good-bye.


Clicking off, she practically fell back into the living room. Mother! Judith cried. Are you okay?



Gertrude didnt move. Judith couldnt bend down very far for fear of dislocating her artificial hip. But she could take the old ladys pulse. Anxiously, Judith lifted her mothers limp, gnarled right hand. Every two years, Judith took a Red Cross refresher course so she could handle emergencies with guests. She knew how to take a pulse.


But she couldnt find one in her mothers wrist. Judith froze. Maybe she hadnt felt in the right place. Her own hands were trembling. Gertrude was very old and very frail. It would hardly be surprising if


In a daze, Judith looked around for the phone. Shed dropped it on her way into the living room. The receiver had bounced under the baby grand piano. There was no way she could reach it without getting down on the floor. Joe wasnt home. Hed gone to the hardware store on top of Heraldsgate Hill.


Phyliss. Judiths cleaning woman was upstairs, working in the guest rooms. Reluctantly leaving her mother in the wheelchair, Judith went across the long living room and into the entry hall, shouting at Phyliss from the bottom of the stairs.


But Phyliss didnt respond. Judith, who was accustomed to all sorts of crises, suddenly felt helpless. It was one thing to discover the body of a stranger or even someone she knew only slightly. Somehow, she had managed to stay calm and efficient when her first husband, Dan McMonigle, had died. He had eaten and drunk himself into a massive four-hundred-plus pounds and been ill for some time. It was different now. This was her mother, who seemed invincible.


Then she remembered her cell phone. It was in her purse, in the kitchen. She had started to move out of the entry hall when she heard those wonderful words:


Hey, Dumbbell! Where are you?


Mother! Judith cried, hurrying back into the living room.


Gertrude was sitting up, though she looked pale and shaken. Her faded eyes stared at her daughter. Is this where Im supposed to say, Where am I? What happened?



Judith tried to smile. Yes. What did happen?


Darned if I know, Gertrude said, shaking her head. I just came over queer all of a sudden. Her wrinkled face was etched with worry. Do you think I had a stroke?


Can you move your hands and feet? Judith asked.


Can I ever? Gertrude snapped. Would I be in this stupid contraption if I could walk? She slapped both hands on the wheelchairs arms. Im lucky I can still play cards.


Well, said Judith, your hands seem okay, and your face looks fine, except youre a bit off-color.


Sos that dopey movie, Gertrude declared. No wonder I passed out. In Gritty Gertie, I act like a tramp. Thats not me. The movies too suggestive.


The film that had been based on Gertrudes life had undergone many script changes, and although it had ended up showing the trials and tribulations of a member of the so-called Greatest Generation, there was far more fiction than fact in the story line. When Gritty Gertie had been released in July, Gertrude had refused to see it in the theater. Judith, Joe, Renie, and Bill had gone instead. They were prepared for the changes, but still dismayed. Joe couldnt understand why they hadnt kept to the original concept of an ordinary twentieth-century woman surviving historys tragedies and triumphs. Judith worried that her mothers reputation had been tarnished. Bill, who was a knowledgeable movie buff, had critiqued the production in his usual no-frills manner by stating that it was a piece of crap. Renie had complained because she didnt get extra butter on her popcorn.


Finally, the producers had sent an early release of the DVD version over the weekend. Gertrude had watched it Sunday night and pitched a fit. In fact, she wouldnt even see it through its lugubrious two-and-a-half-hour length.


Thats it! shed cried when the movie version of Gertie had started to undress in front of her gangster lover after a Charleston contest in the Roaring Twenties. Nobody sees me in my underwear! Or less!


Recalling how distressed her mother had been over the films final cut, Judith tried to calm the old ladyand herself. Youve been upset, she said to Gertrude as Sweetums crept into the living room through the open French doors. You should see a doctor.


Phooey, Gertrude said. I had a little spell, thats all. I swooned. So what? Whens supper?


Its only three oclock, Judith replied as Sweetums prowled around the wheelchair, rubbing his big orange-and-white furry body against Gertrudes legs.


Hunh. Gertrude, whose color was returning to normal, looked disappointed. I thought I was out for a lot longer than that.


You should probably drink some juice and have a little snack, Judith said as Phyliss Rackley entered the living room. Im going to make an appointment with the doctor.


Howd you know? Phyliss asked, her white sausage curls practically standing on end. Ive been feeling poorly all day.


Phyliss frequently felt poorly. What is it today? Judith asked in a weary voice.


My spleen, Phyliss replied, watching Sweetums with a wary eye. So thats where that horrid cat is. He was trying to suck my breath.


Nonsense, Judith snapped. Thats a myth. Cats dont try to suck the breath out of humans.


Phyliss was eyeing Sweetums with distrust. Thats no ordinary cat. That cat is Satans spawn.


It was an old employer-and-employee argument. Between Phylisss hypochondria and religious fanaticism, there were times when Judith wondered how shed managed to put up with the cleaning woman all these years. Except, of course, that Phyliss was very good at her job.


Why, Judith demanded, do you think Sweetums wastrying to do what you said he was doing?


Gertrude shot Phyliss a sidelong glance. Nut, she muttered. Didnt I always say as much?


Phyliss looked chagrined. It was my spleen, she said, dancing a bit as Sweetums sniffed her orthopedic shoes. There were only two guest rooms to prepare today, so I thought Id lie down for just a minute. I felt unbalanced.


You are, Gertrude said.


Phyliss glared at Gertrude; Judith glared at Phyliss.


Is that why you didnt come downstairs when I called you? Judith asked sharply. You were taking a nap?


I was resting my eyes, Phyliss replied, still trying to sidestep the cats inquisitive nose. Or trying to. Thats when that She glanced at Sweetums, who had finally sat next to her feet and was gazing up with as innocent an expression as his type of feline could manageThat creature jumped up on the bed and began to go for my poor face!


He was just curious, Judith declared. Thats the way cats are. You dont, she added meaningfully, usually lie down on the job.


True enough, Phyliss mumbled. But my spleen


Judith waved a hand. Never mind. I have things to do. So do you, Phyliss. Come on, Mother, lets go into the kitchen.


But first, Judith remembered to ask Phyliss to retrieve the phone from under the piano. We all have our health issues, she reminded the cleaning woman in a more kindly voice.


Phyliss seemed placated, but watched Sweetums to make sure the cat didnt follow her.


Gertrudes doctor didnt have an opening until Thursday, but a nurse practitioner could see the old lady the following morning at ten. Judith accepted the compromise. She was putting the last of the ginger snaps on a plate for her mother when the front doorbell chimed.


Drat, Judith murmured. Who can that be? Family and friends always came in the back way. It was too early for guests to arrive. Check-in time was 4 P.M.


Judith recognized her new neighbor immediately. But she wasnt absolutely certain of the visitors name. Hi, Judith said in a friendly voice. What can I do for you?



A slight smile played around the young womans finely chiseled mouth. Im Taryn Moss from the house we rented


Yes, Judith interrupted, beaming. You give piano lessons, right?


Stepping over the threshold, Taryn nodded. In the basement. Where its quiet.


Judith felt that was Taryns way of apologizing for Rudi Witteners disturbances. I imagine you play very well yourself, she said, closing the front door. Wont you come into the parlor?


Taryn shook her head, which was crowned with a jumble of black curls. I cant stay. I have a pupil at four, so I must prepare. But I needed to ask a favor. I understandthat is, the other Mrs. Flynn told methat besides running your B&B, you have a catering business.


Not anymore, Judith replied. I gave that up years ago. We enlarged the B&B, so I had to focus all my attention on our guests.


Oh. Taryns thin, attractive face fell. Judith figured her for midtwenties, at least fifteen years younger than Rudi Wittener. Thats a shame. I was hoping you could bail me out.


I could recommend someone, Judith offered.


Taryn looked pained. Its only a small group, less than a dozen, if that. But our place is really small.


Judith knew the house well. Too well, and not just because of Vivian Flynns off-and-on residency. An older couple had lived there for years, and the wife had been brutally killed. The property had gone up for sale, but even though the sellers had given full disclosure of what had happened on the premises, Herself had been undaunted. Murder was a minor obstacle in the first Mrs. Flynns journey to alcoholic oblivion.


The thing is, Taryn went on before Judith could make any other suggestions, three of the guests plan on staying at your B&B. In fact, Mrs. Kluger may have already contacted you.



Oh! In the anxiety over Gertrudes spell, Judith had forgotten about the Kluger reservation. Yes, she called just a short time ago.


Taryn nodded. Rudi told her about Hillside Manor. You see, Dolph Kluger is Rudis mentor. Hes coming to visit us.


Taryn didnt look very excited at the prospect. How nice, Judith said in a noncommittal tone.


Mrs. Klugers daughter by her first husband is also coming, Taryn continued, still without enthusiasm. What I thought was that if we could have the little party at your B&B Leaving the sentence unfinished, she shrugged.


Judith wanted to keep peace in the cul-de-sac. It was crucial for her business, and also important to the rest of the longtime neighbors. How about this? she said. You can give the party here, but supply your own food and beverages.


Taryns face brightened. Thats wonderful. Well pay for using your place.


A minimal fee, Judith said. Just to coverany breakage or spillage. She smiled in her friendliest manner. A hundred dollars?


Thats fine, Taryn replied, also smiling. Wednesday evening, around six?


Judith considered. I dont know how many other guests will be staying here. Six to seven is the usual social hour. Could we make it for seven so we dont disrupt the regular schedule?


Taryn nodded. Okay. Well probably all go out to dinner afterward. Should we provide glasses and plates and such?


No, Judith answered. I have plenty of serving items. You can use the oven or the microwave to warm up any hot appetizers.


Thats so nice of you, Taryn declared, looking genuinely pleased. Ive been dreading this.


Judith was puzzled. You mean, asking me to host the party?



Taryn shook her head. Not that so much asoh, itll be fine.


Of course it will, Judith assured her. Ill do my best to make sure everybody has a good time.


Judith would keep her word to make the proper preparations. But a good time was far from the way shed later describe the event.













TWO





NURSE PRACTITIONER DAVIS could find nothing seriously wrong with Gertrude. Her vital signs were goodfor a woman of her age. Various blood tests were taken, with results due in a few days. It might, the nurse practitioner suggested, be that Gertrude needed new glasses. It had been over two years since her trifocal prescription had been changed. Judith couldnt get an appointment with the ophthalmologist for another three weeks.


I can see fine, Gertrude declared on the way home. Look out for that deer!


Judith was driving down the citys main north-south avenue that led to the bridge over the ship canal. Thats not a deer. Its a motorcycle.


With antlers?


The rider doesnt have antlers, Judith replied.


Then he must have horns on his head, Gertrude said stubbornly. I always figured that was the case with people who ride motorcycles.


Actually, Judith said as she drew closer to the cyclist, its a cop. I better slow down.


The cop kept going, past the turnoff to Heraldsgate Hill at the far end of the bridge. As Judith drove up the hill, she asked her mother if shed mind waiting in the car at Falstaffs Grocery.


I have to get a couple of items for dinner, Judith said. I forgot there was a sale on whole-bodied fryers.


Have they got whole-bodied people? Gertrude asked. I could use a new one. My originals falling apart.


The nurse practitioner said you were in remarkably good health for your age, Judith reminded her mother. Itll take less than five minutes.


Inside the store, Judith bought two of the chickensone for that evening and the other to put in the freezer. She also picked up some fresh broccoli. Three minutes later, she was headed for the checkout stand. Renie was already there, her cart piled high.


I thought you were broke, coz, Judith said, gazing at the multitude of items, which included Kobe beef steaks, New Zealand lamb chops, French cheeses, and three cans of Alaskan smoked salmon.


I am, Renie replied, but Bill and I still have to eat. The dog-food aisle didnt look that tempting.


Neither do you, Judith remarked, taking in her cousins droopy red T-shirt with its Arkansas Razorbacks hog logo, stained black sweatpants, and shoes that looked like theyd slogged through a pigsty.


Thanks, Renie snapped. I was about to say that you certainly look better since you gained a few pounds. But I wont tell you now.


Thanks anyway. Judith and Renie were the closest of cousins, and could say just about anything to each other without creating permanent hard feelings. Each had been an only child, and their families had lived two blocks apart. All her life, Judith had fought a weight problem, but in the past couple of years shed dieted strenuously because less meat on her bones was easier on her hip. Shed gone too far, however, getting run-down and looking gaunt. Finally taking Renies advice to add a little weight, shed also acquired a new hair color, a golden-streaked brown to cover the prematurely white hair that had made her look much older than she really was.


Renie pushed her cart up to the counter. Ive spent all day trying to track down new clients, she said to Judith as the checker began to scan her items. Im coming up empty.


The B&B isnt doing much better, Judith admitted. A few more reservations have trickled in, but Ive been reduced to earning a hundred bucks by letting Rudis girlfriend hold a party tomorrow night for some of the guests whore staying with us.


You shouldve charged three times that much, Renie declared, getting out her checkbook.


They have to provide the food and drink, Judith replied. I didnt feel I should ask for more. Its a neighborly peace-keeping gesture.


Renie stopped in the act of rummaging for a pen at the bottom of her huge handbag. Heydidnt I hear that the symphony was going to start a big fund-raising drive? That usually requires promotional materials. Some of the other cultural groups in town are trying to raise money. Theyve all had attendance problems in the past few years because of the dot-com slump. I should call my old pal Melissa.


Melissa Bargroom was the classical-music critic for the local newspaper. What are you talking about? Judith asked.


Renie had gone back to rummaging. The checker indicated a pen on the counter. Renie shook her head. No, thanks. Im an artist by trade. I can only use my own pens. She kept digging. Melissa would know if the symphony needed any design work. I assume Rudi will be at your party, too. Maybe some other symphony people will show up. I could put a flea in their ear. Damn! Where is that pen?


Rudis new to the symphony, and the gathering is very small, Judith said. Why dont you get Melissa to mention your name? She knows all those people.


I should, Renie agreed. Stilloops! She dropped her handbag, spilling its contents all over the floor. Lipsticks, gum, breath mints, nail files, keys, bankbooks, Kleenex, eyeliner, hairbrush, cell phone, dental floss, compact, mascara wand, pillbox, several coins, two pens, a pair of champagne-colored underpants, and what looked like a wilted stalk of leafy rhubarb rolled around the aisle.


Judith couldnt bend over to help Renie retrieve her belongings. Underpants? Dare I ask?


Hey, Renie replied without so much as a blush, at our age, you never know.


Judith shrugged. So whats that thing that looks like rhubarb? she asked, ignoring the mutters of customers who had queued up behind the cousins.


Rhubarb, Renie replied, scrambling around on the floor.


You hate rhubarb, Judith said.


I know. Renie finally gathered everything together and dumped all of it except one of the pens back in her handbag. She saw the checker eyeing her with curiosity. I didnt shoplift the rhubarb. I got it out of a neighbors garden a while ago.


Of course you didnt shoplift, Mrs. Jones. The checker, who was thirtyish and whose name tag read Alana smiled faintly. She seemed accustomed to Renies peculiar antics. Our produce is always fresh, Alana added as some of the customers in line began moving to other registers.


Right. Renie scowled at the total on the registers digital readout. Sheesh. A hundred and twenty bucks. I hope I still have that much in our account. Oh, well. She finished writing the check and handed it over to Alana.


So why are you carrying rhubarb in your purse? Judith asked as the courtesy clerk bagged Renies items.


I forgot it was there, Renie admitted. Everything falls to the bottom in this satchel. I was going to do a brochure for a co-op grocery, but they went bust before I could finish it. Can I come tomorrow night?


To the party? Judith shrugged. I cant see the point, but go ahead. I wont have much to do, so we can sit in the kitchen and visit.



Id rather schmooze, Renie said. Who knows? Maybe somebody from the symphony board will be there.


I doubt it, Judith responded, paying cash for her few items. Oh, shoot! she cried. I left Mother in the car. She must be wondering why Ive taken so long.


Tell her it was my fault, Renie said, following the courtesy clerk to her Camry. I lost my underpants.


Shell believe it, Judith replied with a sigh. By the way, they told Mother at the clinic that shes fine.


No surprise there, Renie muttered. Sos my mom. It sounds like they were the life of the party on that cruise they took last spring. It must have rejuvenated them.


Judith nodded. Between your mothers social skills and my mothers cardplaying, they had a wonderful trip.


Thats more than we had, Renie responded, thanking the courtesy clerk and closing the Camrys trunk lid. We never got out of port in San Francisco.


Dont remind me, Judith said.


Gertrude had rolled down the window and was barking at a poodle in the car that was parked in the next stall.


Now what? Renie asked before getting into the Camry.


Judith shook her head. Never mind. Mothers having a dogfight.


Renie merely shook her head and got into her car. Gertrude was still barking at the poodle that, of course, was barking right back.


Mother, Judith said as she slid into the drivers seat, stop. Its only a dog. Hes getting tired of waiting all alone.


So was I, snapped Gertrude. Who do you think started it?


I should have guessed, Judith murmured, reversing out of the diagonal parking space. You shouldnt exert yourself. You might have another spell.


The old lady snorted. But for all of their daughters bravado, both Gertrude and Aunt Deb were very old and quite frail. Like her sister-in-law, Deborah Grover was also confined to a wheelchair. Judith cast a fond sidelong glance in her mothers direction. Gertrude was still feisty and her tongue might be sharp, but her heart waswell, sometimes it was hard, but at least it was still beating.


The rest of the day and the following morning were routine. Besides Mr. and Mrs. Kluger and Suzanne Farrow, Judith had four other guestsnewlyweds from Green Bay, and a middle-aged couple from Japan who had indicated that they didnt speak English very well. Judith was accustomed to foreign visitors, especially from the Pacific Rim, and had instructions printed in several languages. Over the years, her guest list had become increasingly global.


Phyliss was doing laundry, Gertrude was playing bridge at Aunt Debs apartment with their old cronies from a Catholic charity theyd belonged to for fifty-odd years, and Joe had taken on a case involving a title search for some waterfront property south of the city. He was at the county office, doing research to ferret out the various aliases one of the alleged owners had used. Mike had called from the ranger station up at the pass to say all was well. Just before school started, he and Kristin had taken their two boys to Disneyland. Theyd had a wonderful time, and Judith wished that she and Joe could have gone along to see the excitement in their grandsons eyes. But August had been busy at the B&B. Fortunately.


The front doorbell interrupted Judith in the middle of filling wonton wrappers with shrimp. Maybe, she thought, going through the dining room and entry hall, it was Taryn Moss with party preparations.


But although a woman stood on the porch, it wasnt Taryn. Instead, it was a redhead in her forties, porcelain skin etched with fine lines and wide-set gray eyes. She looked delicate, almost wispy, but her manner indicated that there was steel somewhere in those fine bones.


Im sorry to intrude, she said in a soft, yet compelling voice, but Im Elsa Wittener. Ill be attending the party here tonight, and I wanted to check everything out beforehand. Do you mind if I come in?


Judith noticed that an older-model blue Honda was parked at the curb. She wondered if it belonged to her visitor. Please, Judith said, stepping aside. Ill show you the living room. Its quite large.


Elsa stood just beyond the open pocket doors that separated the living room from the entry hall. Her gray eyes took in every detailincluding the oak buffet, the armoire that held the TV, the matching sofas, the bay window, the fireplace, the plate rail, and the bookcases.


I see you have a piano, she remarked. How nice. Do you play?


Judith shook her head. Not very well. My cousin and I took lessons when we were kids, but neither of us had any talent. The piano is for guests.


Elsa nodded. May I try it?


Of course.


The women walked to the other end of the room. As usual, Judith had a jigsaw puzzle set up on a card table near the piano. The work in progress was the old Paris Opera house at night.


You must like music, Elsa remarked, glancing at the half-finished puzzle.


Oh, yes, Judith replied, but Im not very knowledgeable. My cousin is quite an opera buff, though.


Elsa remained standing, but began to play. To Judiths surprise, she sounded almost professional.


Thats lovely, Judith said when Elsa finished the brief recital. What was that?


Part of a Bach piano concerto, Elsa replied. This instrument has a decent sound, but you might consider having it tuned.


Judith grimaced. Its been a while.


Elsa nodded as she started to walk away from the piano. I can tell. Where should we set up the drinks and food? On that buffet?


Yes, thats how I usually do it.


You have all the necessary serving pieces, of course, Elsa said. Will they be set out?



Judith was growing a little vexed. The newcomer acted as if Judith was a novice at playing hostess, not to mention tone-deaf. Certainly. Ill put everything youll need on the dining-room table since we wont be using it for dinner this evening. But I need the buffet from six to seven for my other guests social hour. Judith started out of the living room. The dining room is in here, she said over her shoulder. The kitchen is just beyond it. I already told Taryn she could use the oven and microwave if she wanted to.


She forgot to mention that, Elsa said in a disapproving tone. Taryn isnt very organized and details are beyond her. Thats why I wanted to make sure everything is in order.


Judith pointed to Grandma and Grandpa Grovers oak dining-room table, which was decorated with a crimson chrysanthemum centerpiece. Thats where Ill put everything.


Elsa, however, was gazing at the breakfront. You have some nice pieces in here, she remarked.


Theyre heirlooms, Judith said as they strolled back into the living room.


Elsa paused to study the Flynns CDs and tapes. Very eclectic, she remarked.


True, Judith said. Weve collected all sorts of music over the years, going back to vinyl and even beyond. My parents and grandparents, my son, my first husbandwe all had different tastes.


So I noticed. Elsa regarded a heavy-metal groups tape with disdain.


Mikemy sondidnt take all of his recordings with him when he moved, Judith said, feeling she needed an explanation. I hate to throw them away. Indeed, she hated to throw anything away. All of her familys possessions symbolized fond memories. And why, Judith thought to herself, do I feel I have to defend myself to you, Elsa Wittener?


By the way, Judith said before the next sheathed criticism could flow from Elsas lips, are you Rudolf Witteners sister?



Elsa smiled slightly, but her gray eyes were as cold as snow clouds. No. Im his ex-wife.


Oh. Judith was taken aback. I didnt mean to pry. I was just trying to sort out the party guest list in my mind.


You neednt bother. Elsas smile remained in place as she examined a blue Wedgwood plate on the oak rail above the buffet. Is that an heirloom as well?


Yes, Judith replied. Most of the plates are. All but one of the Hummels are mine or my mothers. We both have a fondness for them.


Elsa glanced at a figurine that depicted two children looking up at a roadside shrine. Charming, she commented. But the word lacked conviction. I must go. Thank you.


Judith followed Elsa to the door, but the other woman said nothing more except for a perfunctory good-bye. Judith peered through the window in the door. The Honda remained parked at the curb, but Elsa was walking along the cul-de-sac, headed toward Rudis home, the second house from the corner.


Judith gazed back at the Honda. She thought there was someone sitting in the passenger seat, but she couldnt be sure. Nothing moved. Perhaps it was a coat or jacket that had been slung over the back of the seat. With a shrug, she returned to her wonton wrappers.


The Japanese couple, whose last name was Kasaki, arrived punctually at four oclock. Their English was better than they had indicated. Judith was able to learn that they were on a West Coast tour that would include Las Vegas. The Kasakis were very excited at the prospect of seeing the Stripwhile, Judith figured, probably losing a lot of yen in the process.


The honeymooners, aptly named Bliss, showed up at Hillside Manor fifteen minutes later. They were African-American, biochemists, and big Green Bay Packer fans. Joe, who got home just as they arrived, took over the greeting duties and admitted a soft spot for the Packers ever since theyd beaten Dallas in a championship game on a frozen field in 1966.



Just before five, Judith received a call from a woman who said that she and her husband had been stranded at the airport. Our flight was canceled, she explained in a fretful voice. We cant leave until late tomorrow morning, and all the hotels near the airport are full of conventioneers. My husband and I stayed with you four years ago. Hillside Manor was so pleasant. By any chance do you have a vacancy?


I do, Judith replied, trying to place the couple whose last name was Theobald. Come right ahead. Youll make it just in time for the social hour.


Mrs. Theobald expressed her gratitude and hung up. Five minutes later, the Kluger party arrived.


Andrea Kluger was a slender woman probably closer to sixty than fifty with ash-blond hair, deep blue eyes, and perfect makeup. Her husband, Dolph, was perhaps nearing seventy, but a large, bald man whose vigor hadnt been dimmed by age. Mrs. Klugers daughter, Suzanne, had her mothers coloring, though her frame was much leaner. She wore no cosmetics, but glowed with health. Still, Suzanne struck Judith as somewhat withdrawn.


We had to wait forever for our luggage, Andrea said in annoyance. The conveyor belt broke. Travel these days is so difficult.


Only six minutes, Dolph said with the trace of a European accent. He glanced fondly at his wife. Andrea doesnt like waiting.


Andrea had the grace to look faintly embarrassed. Admittedly, patience has never been one of my virtues. But I mustnt bore you, Mrs. Flynn. She gazed around the entry hall. Yes, this looks quite nice. We dont usually stay in bed-and-breakfast establishments.


Judging from the designer luggage, Andrea Kluger was accustomed to traveling first-class.


But so close to dear Rudi, Dolph said in his hearty manner. That was the priority. He handed Judith his cashmere overcoat. I dont need this in your balmy autumn weather.



It was chilly when we left New York. I shall go see Rudi immediately. Which way?


Before Judith could show him Rudis house, Andrea put a hand on her husbands arm. Really, darling, must you? Well be seeing him in less than two hours. You should rest. It was a long flight.


I rested on the flight, Dolph responded. You expect me to race up and down the aisle? Do push-ups in the tiny restroom? Come, come, I must go. We have only a limited time here, and Rudi has rehearsal tomorrow with performances in the evening.


As you like. Andrea had the air of a woman who was used to losing arguments with her husband. Or, Judith thought, at least over small matters. Dont stay too long, she cautioned. Rudi and hisfriends have to get ready for the party. Suzanne and I will go up to our rooms. She turned to Judith. Keys, please.


Judith fumbled with the keys to Rooms Three and Four. Fortunately, neither the Blisses nor the Kasakis had wanted to pay the higher rate for Room Three, which was the largest and therefore the most expensive. Shed been able to give it to Dolph and Andrea. The room, however, shared a bathroom with Room Four, which was where Judith had booked Suzanne.


A moment, please, Judith said to Andrea. I must show Mr. Kluger where Mr. Wittener lives.


Dolphs long strides beat Judith to the door. Pay no attention to my lovely wife, he said in a low voice. She fusses. She sometimes fumes. But she means well. She is a good womanthe best.


Im sure she is, Judith said, though she wasnt convinced. Your stepdaughter is very quiet.


Usually, Dolph said as Judith opened the door. Suzannes a freak.


Judith looked surprised. A freak?


Dolph nodded. He was obviously anxious to be on his way, barely able to contain his energy. A physical-fitness freak. So much exercise! It cant be good for you. Now where is my dear Rudi?


Judith pointed out the Wittener house. So modest, Dolph murmured, hurrying down the porch steps.


Judith refrained from saying that with increasing property values on Heraldsgate Hill, even an ordinary bungalow such as Vivians could fetch two grand a month. But if Dolph lived in New York City, he was probably accustomed to even higher prices.


Andrea and Suzanne were still waiting. Judith glanced at the six pieces of luggage. Shed be lucky if she could carry one at a time.


Suzanne apparently noticed Judiths hesitation. Let me, she said. Effortlessly, she stowed a suitcase under each arm and picked up two more. Mother, you can take the carry-on and the fold-over.


Ill get the fold-over, Judith said quickly. Im sorry, but I have an artificial hip.


No problem. Suzanne was already mounting the stairs with ease.


Andrea picked up the carry-on along with Dolphs overcoat, which Judith had hung on the hat rack. She followed the women a little breathlessly. The fold-over was heavier than shed expected.


Room Three? Andrea asked when they reached the second floor.


Judith nodded. Room Four is yours, Ms. Farrow.


Suzanne placed one of the smaller suitcases outside of Room Four.


My daughter travels light, Andrea remarked with apparent amusement.


Judith opened the door to Room Three. Andrea stopped on the threshold, studying the space. Yes, this is quite nice, she said after a long pause. It will do.


Im glad, Judith replied. We remodeled a few years back.



You have good taste, Andrea declared. I particularly like your wallpaper. Its very William Morris.


It is a William Morris design, Judith said proudly. All of the wallpapers are inspired by him except for two from Clarence House.


Excellent. Andrea nodded approval. Im afraid Ive always associated B&Bs with gluts of chintz and stuffed animals on the bed.


Judith was very pleased. She hadnt seemed to get a very good grade from Elsa Wittener, but her stock had risen with Andrea Kluger. I went for elegance, Judith said, rather than cutesy. And quality. These wallpapers cost more, but they last forever. Refurbishing rooms means losing income while the work is under way.


Very sound. Andrea nodded again. My first husband would have approved. Blake carried on the family tradition of quality over quantity in the manufacture of musical instruments. His ancestors were Italian, originally Farranzelli, but his great-grandfather changed it when the immigration officials at Ellis Island couldnt spell it properly. Thus, my husband became a Farrow. Blake Farrow the third, to be exact.


Is he still in the business? Judith asked.


Andrea shook her head. No. His younger brother runs it now. Blake was killed a few years ago in a foxhunting accident in New Jersey. He was only forty-nine.


Im sorry, Judith said. My first husband died at the same age.


An accident? Andrea inquired.


A train wreck, Judith thought to herself. That had been Dan McMonigle, a self-created accident waiting to happen. No. He was ill. The idea of Dan riding to the hounds was so preposterous that Judith had to turn away. The closest hed ever have come to that kind of sport was betting on the dog races. And losing.


Andrea had entered the room. Suzanne stacked the suitcases against the wall while Judith hung the fold-over on the closet door. After pointing out the shared bathroom and other amenities, she accompanied Suzanne to Room Four.


I didnt ask what your stepfather actually does for a living, Judith said as Suzanne immediately opened both windows to let in the autumn air.


He guides and advises musicians, Suzanne said. He used to teach, too.


I see, Judith said, watching Suzanne pull her blond hair away from her face and tie it up in a ponytail.


Im going to work out, Suzanne said.


Good for you, Judith responded. Enjoy your stay.


Suzanne didnt reply.


As soon as she turned onto the first landing of the stairs, she saw Dolph Kluger stomping toward her. He was red in the face and perspiring.


Are you all right? Judith inquired.


Yes. No. The big man edged past Judith and kept going.


It appeared to Judith that Dolphs visit with dear Rudi hadnt gotten off to a good start.


But she didnt know that the worst was yet to come.
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