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ONE




JUDITH MCMONIGLE FLYNN tripped over the silver bells on the silver box, fell against the oak banister, and landed on her knees atop something odd from Aunt Ellen. Cursing under her breath, Judith sat on the next to the bottom stair and tried to figure out what her aunt in Beatrice, Nebraska had sent Mike and Kristin for a wedding present. Was it a wall plaque? Was it a clock? Was it a hat? Unable to make heads nor tails nor anything else out of the jumbled corn husks, Judith rubbed her sore knees and called for Joe.

Your aunt gives some weird gifts, Joe Flynn remarked around the cigar he held between his teeth. Is she nuts or just cheap?

Neither, Judith replied a bit testily. You met Aunt Ellen and Uncle Win when they came to our wedding five years ago. Aunt Ellen is the sanest person I know, but she is a bitumthrifty. Plus, she does crafts. Judith lifted the cluster of corn husks. Maybe its a wreath for the front door.

Joes round face registered mild interest. He picked up the object of conjecture, experimented with setting it on his thinning red hair, and finally brandished it like a shield. I think its a toilet seat cover. Youd have to be careful, though. His green eyes sparkled with mischief.

Judith stood up. She was almost as tall as Joe, who fudged a little when listing his height at six feet. Ill let Mike and Kristin deal with it, she said. Ive got other things to worry about before the wedding.

It was Thursday morning, and the ceremony was set for Saturday at eleven A.M Between now and then, Judith had a long list of things to do. As the mother of an only child who was male, she had never expected to shoulder the lions share of putting on a wedding. That was usually up to the brides family, but Kristin Rundbergs parents lived on a wheat ranch in the eastern part of the state, a remote locale that wasnt conducive to hosting large celebrations. Thus, Mike had asked his mother if he and Kristin could be married in the city, at the parish church on Heraldsgate Hill. Euphoric over the news that her son and his long-time fiance had finally set a date and were actually going to become man and wife, Judith readily agreed.

But that was almost eight months ago, at Thanksgiving. Now it was late June, and Judith was wondering why shed been so accommodating. Kristins relatives were coming, not only from the wheat country, but from Idaho and Montana. Most were arriving in a few hours, and some would stay at Hillside Manor. Judith would be out of pocket in more ways than one, since she would have to give up at least three nights of paying guests at the bed and breakfast. There would be meals to provide for the visitors, including those who were checking into motels or camping in their RVs. Judith wasnt looking forward to the descent of the Rundbergs.

The phone rang as Judith was carrying some of the presents from the hallway into the front parlor. Joe picked up the cordless phone from where Judith had left it at the bottom of the staircase.

Its Renie, he called. What should she do with the lutefisk?


Ask her if it smells bad yet, Judith shouted back. If it does, its ready to eat.

There was a pause, then Judith heard Joes mellow voice speaking into the phone. She loved that voice, which sounded like honey on warm toast. It wasnt a cops voice, though it served Joe well. Those soft, ripe tones had deceived many a perp in the interrogation room. Of course Joe could also yell, which he proceeded to do just as Judith came out of the front parlor.

She says it smells like a Metro bus on a hot afternoon, and if you dont get it out of heroh. Joes voice dropped several notches as he saw his wife come into the entry hall. Renies kind of mad, he said, putting his hand over the mouthpiece.

Judith took the phone from her husband. Whats wrong? she demanded.

Renie told her cousin exactly what was wrong, which was just about everything. Its not my sons that are getting married, Renie snarled. Theyll never marry, nor will our daughter. They will drift in and out of this house and that college and this job and that relationship until Bill and I are in some pest house, putting spaghetti in whats left of our hair. William and Serena Jones are doomed. Meanwhile, your son is taking a fine, buxom young woman to wife and will produce grandchildren for your posterity. And all I have is this stupid stinking lutefisk. The lye its soaking in has eaten through my new kitchen counter. Im bringing it over now and throwing it on your front porch. Good-bye. Renie hung up.

Youre right, Judith said to Joe. Renies mad. Wheres Mike?

He took your car to the airport to collect the Montana contingent, remember? Joe replied mildly. He and Kristin were going to stop at Nottingham Florists to check the flowers.

Judith ran a hand through her shoulder-length salt-and-pepper hair. Oh. Thats right, I forgot. Do you need the MG? I was thinking of going over to Renies and rescuing the lutefisk.

Joes green eyes regarded Judith with something akin to pity. Jude-girl, he said, using the nickname that his wife had once despised, but had gotten used to since their marriage, Im taking two days off from chasing murderers and other bad guys to play designated driver, remember? Im heading for the bus depot and the train station in about twenty minutes.

Oh, Judith repeated. I forgot. Renie would have to deliver the lutefisk, but hopefully not in the manner she had threatened. Do I have time to run up to Falstaffs and get the pork roast for tonight?

Joe glanced at the grandfather clock in the living room. If you hurry.

Judith grabbed her purse from off the marble-topped table in the entry hall. Im on my way.

But she wasnt. Upon reaching the back door, she saw the nose of Renies big blue Chevrolet pull into the drive. Renie flew out of the car, and raced around to the trunk. A moment later, she was staggering under the weight of a huge white carton.

Heres your damned fish, she shouted. I hope those crazy Norwegians or whatever they are eat until they puke.

Judith hurried to take the carton from Renie. One whiff of the lutefisk sent her reeling backwards. Ooof! Youre right, it doesnt smell so good. Ill put it in the basement.

A small, hunched figure appeared in the backyard, squinting against the midday sun. Whos that? Serena? What stinks? Dont you ever bathe, kiddo?

Judith ignored her mother and headed back into the house with the carton. Renie could handle Gertrude. Sometimes it was easier for a niece to deal with an aunt than a daughter with a mother. Judith edged her way downstairs and settled the carton on the basement floor next to Joes fishing tackle. The odor wafted after her up the stairwell. At the back door, Sweetums was poised, ready to investigate.

Dont even think about it, Judith murmured to the cat. You wouldnt like it. Youre part Persian, not Norwegian.

Sweetums shook his orange and white fur, a gesture of disdain for human opinion. Swishing his plumelike tale, he sauntered into the kitchen. Judith wasnt fooled. But she had no time to waste on the cat. Outside, she found her mother and Renie engaged in one of their usual arguments. Judith waved as she headed for the garage and Joes MG.

Knucklehead! Gertrude yelled. You tell her!

Judith halted in midstep. Tell her what?

That Im not going to any wedding this weekend. Gertrude had clumped forward on her walker, thrusting out her chin and assuming a defensive attitude under the baggy blue cardigan and black- and green-striped housedress. What would I go to a wedding for? I dont know anybody whos getting married. The old woman shot Renie a fierce, obstinate look.

Judith and Renie exchanged quick glances. Gertrudes memory had been slipping for some time, slowly but surely sinking into a morass of advancing age and increasing self-absorption. As her physical world grew smaller, so did Gertrudes perception of what went on around her.

Mother Judith began with what she hoped was patience and understanding. Of course youre going to a wedding. Mikes wedding. Hes getting married Saturday at Our Lady, Star of the Sea.

Gertrudes small face puckered. Mike? She gazed up at the cloudless blue sky. It was hot for June in the Pacific Northwest. Oh. Mike. A twitch of her nose seemed to dismiss her grandson. Then she tipped her head to one side and regarded her daughter and her niece with small, shrewd eyes. Its about time, she declared and turned back to the converted toolshed where she made her home.

Judith sighed. I dont know when she really forgets and when shes trying to annoy me. Did I tell you what she said on Mothers Day?

Judith had told Renie. Twice. Youre getting as goofy as she is, Renie chided gently. Now that she had rid herself of the lutefisk, her good humor seemed restored. She asked if she had any children. You said yes, she had you. Your mother said, Youre it? and acted disgusted.

See what I mean? Judith said, her patience eroding as she watched her mother disappear inside the toolshed. Was she kidding then? Is she kidding now? I never know anymore.

Renie gave a little shake of her chestnut curls. My mother remembers too much. If Im five minutes late getting to her apartment, she brings up the latest abduction from the local news. If Bill and I are going to spend a weekend in Port Royal, she recalls seeing that they had a hepatitis outbreak six months ago. If one of our kids is off sailing, she reminds me that somebody drowned two weeks ago off Cape Whazzits. Shes still got a mind like a steel trap, and everything in it is scary.

Theyre a pair, all right, Judith lamented. I dont know which is worse. Hey, thanks for taking care of that lutefisk. Im sorry I bothered you with it.

Renie shrugged. Its okay. I volunteered, didnt I? I just didnt realize how it smelled. Anne and I will have the grooms cakes ready by tonight. Shes working on them now, Renie noted, referring to the Joness only daughter. What else do you need?

Judith considered. Her neighbor and partner in catering, Arlene Rankers, was handling the reception, which would be held at Hillside Manor. Judith and Arlene had put on many a wedding reception over the years, so both women knew the drill. The rehearsal was set for Friday, with dinner to follow at the Naples Hotel, a refurbished landmark overlooking downtown. The details at the churchmusic, flowers, guest book, and the service itselfhad already been worked out. It would be an ecumenical ceremony, with Kristins Lutheran pastor joining Father Francis Xavier Hoyle.

I cant think of anything at this point, Judith said a bit wearily. Ive worked my tail off for the past two months. Probably Ive missed something, but I dont know what.

Renies gaze was sympathetic. Trust me, it wont matter. Theyll still get married. She hesitated, her sandal-shod foot tracing a circle in the lush green grass. UmHave you made up your mind aboutYou know. Renies loss of words was uncharacteristic.

Judiths dark eyes grew troubled. No. Not yet. Ive talked to Joe, but he refuses to give me any advice. Its between Mike and me, he says. I suppose hes right.

Renie grimaced. I suppose.

The cousins stood in silence for several moments. For over fifty years, they had been as close as sisters. They could say anything to each otheror nothing at all. So close was their communion that they could virtually read each others minds.

Talk about being damned if you do and damned if you dont, Judith finally murmured. Is honesty always kind? Does Mike need to know after all these years? Is it fair to Joe to go on keeping a secret? Judith made a desperate little gesture with her hands. My problem is that I can see both sides.

Renies smile was wry. Thats always been your problem. Youre too blasted fair. Its enough to make me believe in that astrology stuff. Libras are like that. Scorpios arent. We not only arent fair, we bend the rules.

I already did, Judith gulped. Thats why Im in this quandary.

Renie held up a hand. Its too late to give yourself a bad time over that. Besides, it all worked out. It just took twenty-five years to get there.

Judith offered Renie a small smile. But I havent dealt with it where Mikes concerned. Ive played ostrich, and buried my head in the sand.

You tend to do that, Renie said, not unkindly. Hey, Ive got to run, coz. My mother needs a few things at the drug store. You know what happens if Im not on time. An APB goes out.

Right, Judith nodded. I merely get called a lot of awful names, like chowderhead and moron and Big Stoop. That is, if Mother remembers I left in the first place.

Renie drove away, but before Judith could get into the MG, Joe appeared in the driveway. The twenty minutes were up; he had to leave for the bus depot and the train station. Judith was stuck waiting for Mike and Kristin to return from the airport.

Fortunately, they did, less than ten minutes later. The relatives theyd picked up had been delivered to the Naples Hotel. Theyd arrive at Hillside Manor around six, after theyd freshened up.

Thoughtfully, Judith watched Mike and Kristin head into the house. At twenty-eight, her son was a fine specimen of young manhood, tall, broad-shouldered, and extremely fit. As a park ranger, his deep tan was almost permanent, obscuring the smattering of freckles that went with his dark red hair. Judith swelled with pride as she watched his easy, long-legged stride.

Should she tell him? Was it fair not to? Did it really matter? Judith wrung her hands. Shed never been good at making hard decisions. That was why shed stayed with Dan McMonigle for eighteen years. Despite Dans verbal abuse, his gluttony, his drinking, and his refusal to work, it had seemed easier to keep the marriage intact. It had been a delusion, of course. Or was it cowardice that had kept her shackled to Dan? Had she been afraid of Dans reaction, afraid of the unknown, afraid to act? Maybe she had feared all those things. Once Judith put down roots, she pulled them up only when forced by circumstances.

Such circumstances had changed her life when Dans four-hundred-pound body gave out at the age of forty-nine. Or, as Judith sometimes put it less delicately, Dan had blown up. However his demise could be described, it had spelled freedom for Judith, at least of a sort. She and Mike had moved home to the old Edwardian house on Heraldsgate Hill. There Gertrude had held sway, giving grudging consent to the reinvention of the Grover house as a bed and breakfast establishment.

Judith spared a fond look for the old, solid three-story structure that had been home to four generations of Grovers. Nine years had passed since Judith had begun the major renovation. Hillside Manors green-on-green exterior had faded in the rain and damp of those gray Pacific Northwest seasons. Maybe it was time for a paint job come the fall. It wasnt a smart idea to take on any big projects during the height of the tourist season.

Fleetingly, Judith glanced in the direction of the bay where the water sparkled like diamonds and the mountains to the west stood out against an almost flawless sky. The vista never palled: Even in a downpour of autumn rain or thick winter fog or what sometimes seemed like perpetual drizzle, Judith found something that caught her eye. Perhaps it was a ship riding at anchor in the harbor or the sleek glass and steel structures of downtown or merely the changing play of light and shadow. She had grown up with that view, and while many things had changed including herself, certain elements remained constant. Judith smiled as she hurried into the house.

Mike and Kristin were foraging in the refrigerator. Hey, Mom, Mike asked, is Grams making her killer potato salad for the reception?

Gertrudes potato salad was famous. Shell supervise Arlene, Judith replied. Its too big a job for Grams to do alone. I need the car keys. Ive got to run up to the store.

Holding a twenty-pound ham in one hand, Kristin closed the refrigerator door with her hip. She was a big girl, a tall girl, a Valkyrie of a girl. Her long blond hair was more or less tamed into a single braid, and her flawless skin was almost as tanned as Mikes. She wasnt exactly pretty, but neither was she plain. Judith usually settled for striking when describing her daughter-in-law to-be.

Aunt Leah and Uncle Tank had a little trouble checking in at the Naples Hotel, Kristin said in her low, calm voice. There was some confusion about their reservation, but they got it straightened out after Uncle Tank threatened to shoot the desk clerk.

Startled, Judith glanced at Mike. Her son, however, showed no unusual reaction as he opened a loaf of rye bread. Kristin placidly began carving ham.

Youre kidding? Judith sounded dubious.

In a way, Kristin replied matter-of-factly. The airlines dont allow guns in the passenger cabin. Uncle Tank left his at home where they live in Deep Denial.

Judiths dark eyebrows arched. Deep denial? Of what?

With only the faintest hint of a smile, Kristin shook her head. They live in Deep Denial, Idaho. Its a place, not a state of mind.

I wonder, thought Judith. She knew little about Kristins extended family. Maybe that was just as well. Mr. and Mrs. Rundberg seemed like sensible people, but that didnt mean that their shirttail relations were. Judith knew that too well from her own sometimes peculiar relatives.

But there was no time to discuss family eccentricities. Judith was off to Falstaffs Market. As she turned on the ignition of her Subaru, the radio also came on. Judith winced. Mike and Kristin had been listening to a young adult music station.


Ya-a-a-h! the DJ shouted. Turn up the volume and tear off the knob! Its rockin-sockin-slammin-jammin-rappin-slappin tunes right here on KRAS-FM, with your freedom-lovin-gun-totin-butt-kickin Harley Davidson, bringing you all the

No, you arent, Judith said quietly but firmly, and tuned the dial to a station that featured hits from the fifties and sixties. Andy Williams and Moon River caressed her ears as she drove up the steep hill to the neighborhoods main shopping area. Judith smiled and relaxed behind the wheel. The song had been one of her favorites when she was dating Joe over thirty years ago. They had danced to it, hummed to it, made love to it. And then Joe had eloped with another woman. Judith had never wanted to hear Moon River again, refused to watch Breakfast at Tiffanys, despised Andy Williams, and had secretly admired his ex-wife, Claudine Longet, for shooting her lover, Spider Sabich, in a fit of jealous rage. She would have liked to have done the same thing to Joe. Judith hadnt known then that Joe had gotten drunk after his rookie encounter with teenaged OD fatalities, and been lured onto a Las Vegas-bound plane by the woman known as Herself. Nor had Judith realized that while she suffered in her rebound union with Dan McMonigle, Joe had done penance of his own as the husband of a dedicated alcoholic. It was only when one of Judiths guests was murdered at the B&B that the erstwhile lovers were reunited. Joe had been assigned to break the case; his marriage was already broken. After all was explained, much was forgiven. Judith and Joe had taken up more or less where they had left off, and five years later, life was usually good. There were minor problems, of course. Gertrude had loathed Dan, but shed never liked Joe much, either. After Judith and Joe had gotten married, Gertrude had steadfastly refused to share a roof with her new son-in-law. The move to the converted toolshed ensued, though Judiths mother never ceased to complain about being thrown out of her own house. There was some truth to the charge, but Judith had been forced into a corner. Gertrude had to go, if only about twenty yards.

Then, just as Judith foolishly thought life was moving on a fairly smooth course, Herselfor Vivian, as was her real namereturned from Florida. To Judiths horror and Joes dismay, she purchased a house in the cul-de-sac just two doors down from Hillside Manor. While Herself hadnt quit drinking, she apparently had stopped making passes at her former husband. Judith did her best to accept the other Mrs. Flynn as nothing more than a slightly eccentric neighbor. Most of the time, the approach worked.

Moon River ended as Judith pulled into the grocery store parking lot. She had ordered a very large pork roast, since at least two dozen guests would be on hand for dinner. Maybe, she reflected as she waited for Harold, the butcher, to bring her order, she should get a second, smaller roast. It wouldnt go to waste; she could always use the meat for sandwiches. Gertrude loved pork sandwiches.

Im not cooking, said a voice at Judiths ear. She turned to see Renie, looking resolute. Its too hot. Were getting a couple of pizzas.

So why are you here if youre not making dinner? Judith inquired.

Renie made a face. It turned out that my mother also needed a few things at the grocery store. She waved a lengthy list in front of Judith. Ive got coupons, too. She can save twenty cents on toilet paper, thirty on flour, fifty on coffee, and a whole dollar off an oilskin tablecloth. Why does my mother need an oilskin tablecloth? Shes been using plastic table covers for twenty years.

Judith made sympathetic noises. She probably wants to save it for good. My mother has eight slips that have never been out of their gift boxes.

So what? Renie snorted. My mother has ten old girdles in her closet. The last time she wore one of them, a stay popped up and cut her chin.

Harold presented the pork roast with a flourish. Judith gaped at the price, recovered herself, and thanked the butcher. A second roast was beyond her budget. The cousins continued down the aisle, toward dairy.

At least you wont have to cook tomorrow night, Renie pointed out. The food at the Naples Hotel should be quite good. Theyve had an outstanding restaurant ever since they remodeled a few years back.

I wish you and Bill were coming, Judith said with fervor. I really dont know any of these people. Its going to be dull.

Renie, who drove a grocery cart almost as erratically as she handled a car, knocked over a papier-mch pineapple that was part of Falstaffs Hawaii Days display. You do very well with strangers. Thats why youre such a success as a B&B hostess. Besides, youll get to know most of the in-laws tonight. By the rehearsal dinner, theyll all be your new best friends.

I dont know, Judith said in an uncertain voice as they passed into housewares. They sound kind ofodd.

Renie got tangled up in an orchid lei. Ooops! Hey, they cant be any odder than some of our shirttail relations. The lei came apart, spilling purple petals all over Aisle B.

I dont think theyre used to the city, Judith remarked as she paused to pick up a box of laundry detergent. Theyre basically small-town folks.

Then theyre probably thrilled to be in a big city, Renie asserted. Ill bet the ones who have already arrived are having a great time sightseeing.

Mmm, maybe. Judith waited for Renie to choose an oilskin tablecloth. Ill be relieved when this weekend is over.

Renie smiled at her cousin. I dont blame youweddings are stressful. Not that Id know, she added archly, mowing down a plastic pig. But when you think about it, what can really go wrong?

Judith admitted she didnt know. Indeed, she couldnt begin to guess.







    

TWO




BY THE TIME the pork roast had been reduced to cat scraps, the dinner party seemed somewhat awkward to Judith. Sig and Merle Rundberg provided pleasant conversation, but the other relatives tended to retreat into themselves. Judith thought they wore an air of suspicion. She said as much to Joe when they were in the kitchen, readying the strawberry parfaits.

You bet theyre suspicious, Joe replied in a low voice. Im guessing theyre a bunch of survivalists. Did you look up Deep Denial, Idaho and Trenchant, Montana on a map?

Judith shook her head. I didnt have time.

Youd have wasted it. Neither one shows up. I figure theyre up north, in the Idaho panhandle, or near the Montana-British Columbia border. These people have a real isolationist mentality. Did you hear them say one word about going outside their motels or hotels?

No, Judith admitted. The Rundbergs had driven four hundred miles from the eastern part of the state and had been understandably tired. Still, Sig and Merle were more outgoing, and seemingly at ease in a social situation. They were staying at the B&B, along with Kristins brother, Norm, and his wife, Jewel, Merles brother and his wife, Sigs two widowed sisters, and a curmudgeon called Uncle Gurd. While various other relatives camped out in their RVs and holed up in nearby motels, only Aunt Leah and Uncle Tank had joined the Hillside Manor contingent for dinner. Since Judith had expected to feed another half-dozen, she had urged her mother to join them at table. Joe had invited Herself. To Judiths surprise, her husbands ex had dressed decorously, imbibed moderately, and conversed minimally.

As Judith carried in the dessert tray, there appeared to be a lull in the conversation. Gertrude abhorred a vacuum, and proceeded to fill it: Im a lifelong Democrat. Voted for FDR four timesall in the same election. She chuckled at her own wit. What about you folks?

Glances were exchanged around the table, most of them hostile. The eastern part of the state is more conservative, Merle Rundberg said in her quiet, yet forthright manner. She was a raw-boned woman who looked as if she could sit a tractor or a horse with the same ease. We tend to cast our ballots on farm issues.

Democrats! Uncle Gurd, who had not spoken until now, practically spat into his parfait. Crackpot do-good Commies!

Hey, Buster, rasped Gertrude, you some kind of nut case?

Uncle Gurd glared, but said nothing more.

Theres coffee, Judith put in hastily. Or tea. Would anyone prefer tea?

Politicians are all crooks, declared Uncle Tank, whose graying brown hair was cut very short and whose tattoos evoked the Third Reich. Judith found the heart surrounding the SS runes particularly offensive. Just today I heard this guy on the radio, Harley Davidson, he called himself, who said we got too many politicians and too many damn fools and they were one and the same. Why cant the government leave us alone?

Kyle died too young, lamented Aunt Tilda, one of the widows. Whyd he have to do that?


Ill have coffee, Sig Rundberg said with a tight little smile for Judith. The wife here kind of likes tea. Dont you, Merle honey? He put a big paw on his spouses shoulder.

Marv was younger, declared Aunt Leota, the other widow. Kyle was no good anyway.

Teas fine, Merle agreed. What about you, Kristin?

Marv was shot by the sheriff, Aunt Tilda said, making a gesture that looked like pulling a trigger. Gunned down while trying to get away during a bank robbery. There were so many bullet holes, he looked like Swiss cheese.

Kristin was sitting between Mike and her brother, Norm. Teas great, she said, sounding strained. Are any of you going to the center tomorrow? Theres so much to do. I think youd all enjoy the exhibits.

Kyles best friend was a goat, Aunt Leota said, making a face at her sister. Goats stink. So did Kyle. Youre better off without him.

Whatre they exhibiting, political prisoners? growled Uncle Tank. Its probably put on by the frigging FBI. Do you know what FBI really stands for? Well, Ill tell you

Im a lifelong Democrat, said Gertrude in a chipper voice. I voted for FDR

I could make lattes, Judith put in. Would anyone like a latte?

Too many breeds, Uncle Gurd muttered. Thats why I hate cities. Yep, everybodys all mixed up, just like mongrel dogs. Shoot em.

Whats a latte? asked Aunt Leah.

Sounds foreign, Uncle Tank muttered.

Joe had reentered the dining room. Lets go outside, he suggested. Its kind of warm in here tonight. We can sit in the backyard and cool off.

Judith noticed the veiled threat in her husbands voice but she doubted that anyone else did. What a good idea, she enthused. Maybe our neighbors, the Rankerses, will be outside, too. Id love to have you meet them. Arlene is putting on the reception.

Nobody budged. To Judiths surprise and relief, Herself finally stood up. She gazed down at Uncle Gurd, giving him a flutter of false eyelashes. You look like the outdoor type to me, Gourd. Lets slip out beneath the trees and let the wind play through our She paused, apparently noting that Uncle Gurd was completely bald, fingers.

Its Gurd, not Gourd, the curmudgeon insisted. But he rose, and followed Herself like a gnarled lamb.

The rest joined them. Judith watched Mike help Gertrude make her way through the kitchen to the back door. Say, Mike, Gertrude was saying as they headed into the narrow hallway, did I ever tell you about Harry Truman coming through here back in

Judith sighed and slipped her arm through Joes. Youre right, I think this bunch is extremely right-wing. Mike says theyve asked him all sorts of questions about his background. Being Catholic is definitely strange. I wonder how Kristin turned out so well?

Joe shrugged. Her parents seem okay. But I dont think we should talk about politics any more. He held back, stopping by the sink. I also dont think we should let them know Im a cop.

That, Judith decided, was good thinking.



The evening had wound down without further mishap, though Uncle Gurd had insisted on sleeping under the Rankerss hedge. Small rooms confined him, he asserted. He preferred the open air, the stars above, the bugs in his pants.

That was fine with Judith. Friday was going to be a busy day, with last-minute details and final preparations for the rehearsal dinner. Judiths cleaning woman, Phyliss Rackley, arrived promptly at nine. As usual, she first headed upstairs to strip the guest beds. Judith stopped her on the landing.

Im afraid the guests are still in their rooms, Judith said apologetically. Theyve had breakfast, but they dont seem inclined to leave.

Phylisss fluffy white eyebrows lifted. These are the in-laws? Cant your roust em?

Judith grimaced. I dont think so. Kristins parents are going off with her and Mike to check on the hotel dining room in a little while, but the rest of them seem to enjoy just sitting up there. Judith gestured towards the second floor. Theyre from rural areas. They dont care for cities.

Phyliss snorted. Didnt the good Lord preach in cities? He wasnt put off by people. Maybe I should have a little chin-wag with them. The cleaning woman patted the small Bible she kept in her apron pocket. Ill bet they dont know Scripture. Let me give em a few good words.

I wouldnt be too sure of that, Judith said, recalling from recent news items that survivalists were often knee-deep in Old Testament references. Indeed, Phylisss fundamentalist credo might be right up the in-laws alley. Do what you like, Phyliss. Just try to get them out of the way so we can clean this place.

Fired with missionary zeal, Phylisss squat figure thudded up the stairs. Judith retreated into the kitchen where she began wading through her list of phone calls. The one she dreaded most was to Artemis Bohl, the local fashion designer who had created Kristins gown. Bohl was brilliant, expensive, and temperamental. Kristins choice had struck Judith as uncharacteristic. But Bohl sold his exclusive designs through I. Magnifique, the citys most prestigious apparel store. Sig and Merle Rundberg wanted the best for their baby girl, and as wheat ranchers, they could afford it. Kristins gown was simple, almost austere, but it suited her perfectly.

Mr. Bohl, Judith began nervously when the designer finally came on the line, this is Mrs. Flynn. We were wondering what time we could pick up

Mr. Artemis, the faintly accented nasal voice cut in. To my public, I am always Mr. Artemis.

Oh. Sorry. Well, Mr. Artemis, I know there were some final alterations on

Not alterations! Never alterations! Enhancements! Mr. Artemis does not alter, he enhances! One cannot alteror changeperfection. One can only enhance it.

Okay, enhancements. Judith muffled a sigh as an unusually listless Sweetums entered the kitchen. Are the enhancements done yet? The bride would like to pick up the gown and veil this morning while shes in the downtown

I must go. I have a fashion show to mount. All is chaos. All is confusion. Artemis Bohl hung up.

Annoyed, Judith clicked off. Kristin would have to take her chances. Sweetums laid down at Judiths feet. Puzzled, Judith reached out a hand to pet the cat. To her surprise, he didnt balk at the affectionate gesture. Perhaps Sweetums wasnt feeling well. Judith tried to put the cat out of her mind as she dialed Nottingham Florists. The table arrangements for the rehearsal dinner would be delivered at five. The wedding flowers would be at the church by ten, the reception bouquets would arrive at Hillside Manor before noon. Judith said thank you and hung up just as tramping feet resounded overhead and the strains of Onward Christian Soldiers floated down the backstairs.

What the hell is that? demanded Joe Flynn who was coming in the back door.

Phyliss, Judith replied weakly. Shes bonding with the in-laws.


Great, Joe groaned. It sounds like theyre all being tortured.

I dont think so, Judith said, now forced to shout as the din grew louder. Joe, would you take the summer wreath down from the front door and pull the planters over to the far side of the porch? Nottinghams is going to bring a theme wreath and some wedding trees tomorrow.

Nottinghams is going to get rich, Joe retorted, but he headed for the front entrance. Phyliss descended into the kitchen hallway, still singing her head off.

Now theres some fine Christian folks, she declared, her gray sausage curls bobbing. Not a queer one in the bunch. They dont mind me cleaning their rooms with them in it. Its not like regular guests, after all. They arent paying.

Dont remind me, Judith said as the stamping and the singing died away. Go ahead, Ive already put in a load from the third-floor family quarters. It should be ready for the dryer by now.

As Phyliss would have put it, she was happy as a pig in slop as she marched off on her rounds. Sweetums still lay on the kitchen floor, chin on paws. His yellow eyes blinked with effort. Maybe a call to the vet was in order. Judith leaned against the counter, trying to tell herself it was too early to have a headache. She was losing the argument even as she heard shouts from the front of the house. Hurrying outside, she saw the neighborhood patrol car with the familiar faces of Corazon Perez and Ted Doyle. Between them, they held onto a frantic, struggling, doubled-over figure. Joe had gone to the curb of the cul-de-sac and was waving his arms.

Goon squad! Pigs! Stooges! cried the flailing figure. Shoot me! Why not? Youll whitewash it, like everything else!

Hold it! Joe shouted. Thats Uncle Gurd!

Corazon Perezs limpid brown eyes widened as she loosened her hold on the suspect. You know this guy? Somebody called about a bum sleeping in the Rankerss hedge.

Ted Doyle also slackened his grip. Are you sure? He seems kind of loco to me.

That doesnt mean he isnt Uncle Gurd, Joe said dryly, making enigmatic hand gestures at the officers. I know you police personnel have to do your duty, but I assure you, hes just an average citizen like me.

Perez and Doyle both blinked at Joe, then exchanged swift glances. Oh, said Perez, finally letting go of Uncle Gurd who fell onto the pavement and rolled up in a ball, I understand. Were sorry to have bothered you. But further trouble could be avoided if you told the other neighbors that youve got a guest sleeping in the hedge.

Well do that, Joe said, motioning vigorously for Perez and Doyle to take off. Trust us. We dont want any trouble around here.

Silently, Judith agreed. On the day before her sons wedding, she certainly wasnt looking for trouble.

But trouble had already found her. Phyliss erupted from the house, screaming. Pestilence! Boils! A plague of locusts! Its Armageddon!

Joe and the patrol officers turned, but Uncle Gurd remained on the ground in a fetal position. Judith staggered as Phyliss fell into her arms.

Death everywhere! shrieked the cleaning woman. Entrails! Decay! Stench! Save me from the fiery furnace!

Now Perez and Doyle looked alarmed. It wouldnt be the first time that a corpse had turned up in the cul-de-sac. Murder might be Joe Flynns profession, but sometimes it seemed like it was also Judiths middle name. Over the years, she had often found herself involved in homicide investigations, most of which had nothing to do with her husbands job.

Calm down! Judith ordered, giving Phyliss a shake. Take a deep breath and tell me whats happened.

Nose to chin with Judith, Phylisss eyes crossed. Then her stocky body shuddered and she seemed to relax a bit. Your basement, she gasped. Its filled withfleshstinking white flesh. Its as if the hounds of hell had gotten loose and torn apart the

Judith let go of Phyliss so abruptly that the cleaning woman almost fell down on top of Uncle Gurd. Hounds of hell, my foot! Judith shouted, racing for the house. Its Sweetums! He must have gotten into the lutefisk! Damn!

An hour later, Judith had the dreadful mess cleaned up. She did the task alone, unable to convince Phyliss that lutefisk might be smelly, but it wasnt ungodly. Or maybe it was, but by eleven oclock, it was all in the dumpster. Meanwhile, Sweetums had begun to stir, his upset stomach on the mend. Judith felt like giving the cat a swift kick, but refrained. She had more pressing matters at hand, including another quick trip to Falstaffs to pick up a couple of overlooked items for Gertrudes supper.

Mike and Kristin and the Rundbergs had borrowed the Subaru for their errands, so Judith climbed into Joes aging but much-loved MG. To calm her ruffled spirits, she turned on the radio.

Party down, party on! screamed a voice from the dashboard. Party twenty-four-seven! Party with Harley on KRASwere the bomb! Freedoms my middle name! Dont eat! Dont sleep! This is Harley Davidson, saying party til you

Judith hurriedly turned the dial to another station, any station not intent on deafening her. Mike and Kristin had borrowed the MG after dinner last night. Obviously, theyd tuned to the same wretched wavelength that had blared forth from the Subaru. It seemed to Judith that her son and his future wife were a bit old for such raucous radio listening. Surely the approaching-thirty set should have more sedate musical tastes.


But maybe Judith was out of touch. Mike had lived away from home for several years. She had to admit that she was no longer familiar with his every whim and want, as in the days before he left for college. That, of course, was what wives were for; they leaped into the breach that mothers relinquished by default. Judith still thought of Mike as a boy, not a man. The boy might not have understood what she wanted to tell him. Surely the man would be more kindly disposed. If she told him. Time was running out.

Half-panicked and half-relieved, Judith turned into Falstaffs parking lot. It was better to do than to think. For the rest of the day, Judith kept very busy.



In its previous incarnation, the Naples Hotel had been a favorite late-night rendezvous for Judith and Joe. The paneled downstairs bar had provided a cozy trysting nook for the young lovers in the days of button-down collars, bouffant hairdos, and cars that were bigger than some Third World countries.

Thirty years later, the bar and the brick and sandstone exterior were all that was still recognizable about the Naples. For a decade or two, the hotel had slid into genteel decay. But ten years earlier, it had been rescued and revamped. Reining proudly over the downtown area, the Naples was now one of the citys premier hostelries.

There were almost thirty people gathered in the penthouse dining room. The tables formed a U-shape, with Mike, Kristin, Judith, Joe, the Rundbergs, and Gertrude in the places of honor. Mikes best man and former college roommate, Nick Satayama, appeared oblivious to the curious, even malevolent, stares of Uncle Tank and a few other in-laws. Kristins maid of honor, Chandra Smith-Washington, seemed used to the hostile gazes. Judith realized that as Kristins best friend, she probably understood the clan only too well. Asian-Americans and African-Americans were inimical to survivalist mentality.


Despite it all, the rehearsal at Our Lady, Star of the Sea Catholic Church had gone smoothly. Uncle Gurd had refused to go inside, but had finally been coaxed by Herself, who somehow had finagled an invitation. Judith suspected that Vivian had presumed upon her former husband. At first, Judith had inwardly bristled, but decided that Herselfs ability to keep Uncle Gurd in tow was worth a free meal.

Now, deep into the cocktail hour with the open bar set up in a corner of the room, the guests were beginning to relax. Morris Mitchell, the flamboyant photographer who had been hired to film all the wedding events, was slipping in and out, clicking his camera and making hissing noises. No one paid much attention, which, Judith reflected, was the sign of a good photographer. Yes, the guests were definitely oblivious to everything but food and drink. Away from a church atmosphere, they were unwinding in a strange and wondrous way. More than unwinding, Judith noted, as Kristins brother Norm put a cluster of white and yellow roses on his head and began to dance the hula. Great whoops of laughter followed, along with Cousin Thoralds playing of the paper comb. Thoralds wife, Gitti, sidled up to Judith and announced that they were staying near the zoo in their RV. Judith thought that figured.

Sipping her Scotch, Judith turned to enjoy the view which was similar, but at a different angle from that of Hillside Manors. The dining room actually looked out over a corner of the bay as well as downtown, but also took in Heraldsgate Hill. If Judith studied the rows of dwellings that marched up to the crest, she could pick out her beloved B&B.

As the entree carts were rolled into the dining room, Joe caught his wife peering through the big plate glass window directly behind them. Are you wishing we were home in bed? he asked out of the corner of his mouth.


What? Judith turned to smile at her husband. Oh. Yes. Always.

Uncle Tank was eating filet mignon with his hands. Actually, Judith realized with a startled look, he was eating three filets. She wondered where hed gotten the other two. Cousin Thoralds paper comb wheezed to the tune of Swanee River.

The darkies are gay! shouted Uncle Gurd. Wouldnt you know it?

Judith shot Chandra a commiserating look. Chandra laughed and shook her head. Judith knew that Kristins maid of honor was interning as a pediatrician. No doubt she had enough understandingand self-confidencenot to be bothered by bigoted boobs whose IQs were lower than their body temperatures.

While Norm and Jewel flipped French peas at each other, Judith resolutely turned back to the plate-glass window. Directly below her was the roof of another, far less elegant hotel. The Belmont, Judith recalled. It had once been as grand as the Naples, but not now. Drapes were pulled at all of the windows, a thick patina of grime covered the exterior, and the roofs tar paper was peeling away to reveal dingy concrete.

An argument had broken out at the end of the table on Judiths left. The widowed sisters were in the thick of things, hurling rolls and potatoes at each other and whoever else came within range. Aunt Leah got smacked in the chops and began throttling Aunt Tilda. Joe started to rise from his chair, but Herself was already on top of the table.

Love is in the air, she asserted, making a minor, sensual adjustment to her skin-tight red dress. To dispute the point, Aunt Leota smashed a plate over Aunt Tildas head. Herself was undaunted. Mike and Kristin symbolize young love. Swonderful, samorous, smarvelous. She leaned downway downto exhibit her cleavage to Uncle Gurd. But not everyone has someone. For example She nodded to Cousin Thorald. A-one and a-twoI aint got nobody

The diners seemed transfixed. Aunt Tilda picked the shards of china from her gray hair and Cousin Thorald labored through the accompaniment. Norm was so awestruck that he didnt notice several peas rolling down his arm. Morris Mitchell clicked away with his various cameras.

Judith touched Joes sleeve. Your ex can be very helpful.

Former lounge singers have a way with them, Joe murmured, patting Judiths hand. We may get out of this without any fatalities.

Herself crooned on. Judiths gratitude ebbed a little as she recalled how her former rival had sung her torch songs to Joe on the night they had eloped to Vegas. Try as she might, the memory could still rankle Judith. She shifted in her chair, gazing out at the shades of gold that edged the sky across the sound. It was well after eight, and the waiters were bringing on dessert. Soon they could all go home. Judith couldnt wait.

Herself had launched into Bewitched, Bothered, and Bewildered. Judith allowed her dinner plate to be removed, and just as she was turning to face the table, she sensed movement on the Belmont Hotels roof. Curious, she swiveled around again. A dark-haired woman in a wedding dress and a bearded man in a tuxedo were standing by one of the big air vents. Judith was intrigued.

But she was interrupted when dessert arrived in the form of an elegant meringue topped with chocolate and raspberries. Herself kept singing, Morris kept clicking, Thorald kept tootling on the paper comb. Judith glanced behind her to check out the couple on the hotel roof. They had now moved to the opposite edge and appeared to be engaged in a heated discussion. Judith leaned sideways in her chair, craning her neck.

Then, to her horror, the man grabbed the woman by the shoulders and threw her off the roof. Judith let out a little cry. On her left, Sig Rundberg swung around to see what was wrong. Joe, however, appeared transfixed by Herselfs hip-swinging rendition of the St. Louis Blues.

Judith shook her husbands arm. Joe! she whispered in an urgent voice. Joe!

With a small quiver, Joe swerved to look at Judith. Mmm? he said with what Judith considered a silly-assed smile on his face. What is it?

Trying to refrain from frantic gestures, Judith pointed to the Belmont. A man just pushed a woman off the roof! Look!

Joe complied. But when Judith turned again, the roof was empty. Joe frowned. What are you talking about? I dont see anything except bird poop and garbage. He glanced suspiciously at Judiths empty cocktail glass.

Im not drunk! she asserted in a low but angry voice. Just now I saw a man push a woman off that roof! Go check on it. There must be a body in the street. Hurry!

Herself had finished her set and finally climbed down from the table. Uncle Gurd was holding both hands over his heart and appeared to be hyperventilating. With an air of reluctance, Joe got up and left the dining room.

Judith toyed with her dessert and tried to keep up an intelligent conversation with Sig Rundberg. Yes, traffic in the city was terrible. No, Judith never felt hemmed in by the tall buildings. The rain didnt bother her, the freeway wasnt intimidating, the steep hills werent the least bit frightening, except when it snowed. Which, Judith acknowledged, trying to cast a discreet backward glance at the Belmont roof, it didnt do very often.

In our part of the state, Sig noted, then paused to put a sugar cube in his mouth and drink his coffee through it, we have snow several months out of the year. It never ceases to amaze me how the mountains divide us and make two entirely different kinds of climate and geography.

Me neither, Judith replied vaguely. The roof was still empty. She switched her gaze to the private dining room entrance. Joe had not yet returned, nor had Judith heard the sound of sirens. Hadnt her husband summoned emergency personnel?

Then there are all those panhandlers, Sig was saying as he returned to his litany of complaints about city life. It looks to me as if a lot of able-bodied people are sitting around with their hands out. Why cant they do an honest days work like the rest of us? Oh, Ill give a buck to somebody like that blind guy with the harmonica who was sitting outside the hotel. I dont mind when somebodys really handicapped. Thats different.

Billy Big Horn, Judith murmured. The bearded Montanan with the sweet songs was something of a local legend, though his usual post was outside of Donner & Blitzen department store. But Judiths compassion for the less fortunate was temporarily diluted. If Joe didnt show up in two minutes, she was going after him.

Hey, Siggy, Gertrude called from her place next to Mike, whats that trick with the sugar cubes?

Sig held up his coffee cup. Its an old Norwegian custom. You put the sugar in your mouth, not in your coffee.

Gertrude looked impressed. Think I could manage it with my dentures?

Sig chuckled. Are you Norwegian?

Nope, Gertrude replied. Not that I can remember. Her wrinkled face fell as she looked at Judith. Am I?

No, Mother, Judith answered, standing up and going over to the window. From that angle, she could see nothing past the top three floors of the Belmont. Youre English and German, just like my father was.

Your father? Gertrude seemed puzzled. Whos he?


The return of Joe Flynn spared Judith an explanation. To Judiths consternation, her husband seemed more annoyed than upset. He spoke out of the corner of his mouth:

Nothing. Zip. Zero. Sit down, eat your meringue, and keep your eyes to the front.

Bewildered, Judith hesitated, then obeyed. ButI saw the woman go over the edge, she whispered. The man pushed her.

Uh-huh. Joe lapped up his dessert.

Joe Judith sounded miserable.

Forget it, Joe ordered tersely.

With great reluctance, Judith tried to concentrate on her food. But it wasnt easy. Shed had only two drinks, shed eaten in the meantime, she was a mere thirty yards away from the man and woman who had been standing on the Belmont roof.

This is the back of the hotel, Judith said in a low, determined voice as she gestured behind her chair. The front of the hotel is on the other side, facing the opposite street. Thats where the woman fell. Did you look there?

Joe refused to answer. Judith pinched him, hard.

Joe scowled. I went all around the damned block. Theres no sign of anything unusual, let alone a dead body. I checked with Kobe, the parking valet who took our car. He and the other valets are moving cars along the street and into the garage next to the Belmont all the time. They didnt see anything, but Kobe gave me a cigar. Joe pulled the object out of his pocket. It smells terrific. Im going to smoke it in about four minutes.

Judith ignored the cigar. Was anyone else around? Guests, passersby?

Joe sighed. Plenty of them, but they were all coming and going. I did ask Billy Big Horn if hed noticed anything unusual. He hadnt.

Billy Big Horn is blind, Judith pointed out with some asperity.


I know that, Joe retorted, putting aside his empty dessert dish and lighting the cigar. But Billys hearing is extraordinary. No screams, no thuds. Come on, Jude-Girl, put it out of your mind. The suns going down, it was probably in your eyes.

No, it wasnt. Judith folded her arms and stuck out her lower lip. I know what I saw.

What you saw, Joe said, trying to sound reasonable, didnt produce a corpse. Ergo, I cant investigate a crime. Finish your dessert, and lets get the hell out of here.

But Judith had lost her appetite. She was beginning to wonder if shed also lost her mind.









End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/logo.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books





OPS/9780061755576.png
& HarperCollins e-books

Wed and Buried

A BED-AND-BREAKFAST MYSTERY






OPS/page-template.xpgt
 

    
       
          
      

       
          
          
      

       
          
      

       
          
          
      

       
          
      

       
          
          
      

       
          
             
             
             
             
             
             
         
      
   

    
       
   





