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ONE





JUDITH MCMONIGLE FLYNN juggled the box of old linens, tripped over the cat, and flew headlong down the stairs. The box bounced, sending napkins, doilies, and tablecloths flying everywhere. The cat raced past Judith and disappeared into the entry hall. Linens floated like small ghosts over the hand-carved banister, the carpeted stairs, the guest registration desk by the front door. Yelling, crying, and swearing at the same time, Judith found herself in a heap on the first landing with one foot stuck behind the dieffenbachia planter.


Sweetums! she screamed, moving only enough to see if any bones were broken. You filthy little beast! Where are you?


There was no response. The linens were scattered all over the floor, the box was upside down next to the elephant-foot umbrella stand. Determining that shed suffered no serious damage, Judith managed to extricate her leg from behind the potted plant. Then she sat up. Sweetums appeared from somewhere near the door to the downstairs bathroom. He had one of Grandma Grovers embroidered table napkins draped like a shawl over his tubby little orange-and-white body.



You horrible cat, Judith said, sitting down on the second step and yanking the napkin off Sweetums. The cat kept going, his plumelike tail swishing in disdain.


Where are you? called a voice from the kitchen. Its me.


Me was Judiths cousin Renie, more formally known as Serena Grover Jones.


Im in the entryway, Judith called, rubbing her knee. For once, she wasnt happy to see Renie. The visit boded ill, as Judith knew from her cousins phone call an hour earlier. Some wag had said that there was no such thing as an accident; maybe Judith had tripped on purpose, hoping to break a leg and put herself out of Renies reach.


Hi, Renie said with forced cheer and a look of surprise. What are you doing with a doily on your head?


Shut up, Judith snapped. Here, give me a hand.


Renie lifted Judith to her feet; Judith removed the doily and tossed it aside in disgust. Sweetums tripped me, she said, rubbing at her back.


Rotten cat, Renie murmured, looking around the entry hall and into the living room. Whered he go?


Who knows? Judith retorted, limping in the direction of the kitchen. Who cares? Outside to eat some birds, I suppose. I wish we had buzzards in this neighborhood. Maybe theyd eat him.


Your mother saw an ostrich this morning, Renie said, following Judith through the dining room.


Right, Judith said. Yesterday it was a saber-toothed tiger.


Theyve been extinct for quite a while, Renie noted.


Sometimes I think Mothers brain has been extinct for quite a while, Judith replied, cautiously lowering herself into a chair at the kitchen table. Shes becoming delusional.


Do you really think so, coz? Renie asked as she helped herself to a mug of coffee, then gestured at Judith with the pot. Want a refill?



Why not? Judith sighed. And while youre at it, grab me a couple of aspirin from the windowsill and a glass of water.


Still hurting, huh? Renie said with sympathy. Are you sure you didnt break or sprain anything?


I dont think so, Judith said, then swallowed the aspirin in one gulp. Its these damned hips. Maybe Dr. Alfonso is right.


It was that stupid pogo stick when we were kids, Renie said, sitting across the table from Judith. I was never foolish enough to try it.


You were too chicken, Judith responded.


Maybe, Renie allowed. In some ways, youve always been more daring than I am.


But less outspoken, Judith said with a smirk.


Renie shrugged. We each have our strengths and our weaknesses. Maybe thats why we get along most of the time.


Maybe so. Judith stretched her legs out under the table. The cousins had both been only children two years apart, but theyd grown up as close as sisters, maybe closer. At the end of a play day, their mothers could send one of them home. Neither Gertrude Grover nor Aunt Deb hesitated to lay down the law when the cousins started bickering. Unfortunately, the two sisters-in-law didnt apply the same rules to themselves, but had continued arguing into their dotage.


I have to admit, Judith said, that Mother likes to tease. Shes definitely more forgetful, but the delusions are new.


My mother isnt as dotty as yours, Renie said, but her martyrs crown gets heavier each day. She acts so pitiful that I should wear one of those signs that says, Im OkayYoure Really Okay. Reassuring her is an unending chore.


Old age is very sad, Judith lamented. And were working our way there, coz. Thats why I hate to go back to Dr. Alfonso. Im afraid hes going to tell me I need a hip replacement.


So what? Renie countered. Lots of people get them. Look at my mother.


Judith grimaced. I have looked. Shes practically confined to that wheelchair.


Well Renie looked askance. Thats because she doesnt try hard enough. Mom babies herself. And she wouldnt keep up with the therapy. Its much better if I wait on her instead.


I suppose well be just as bad when we get to be their age, Judith said. If we ever get to be their age.


They may outlive us, Renie said with a little shake of her head. To tell the truth, theyre remarkable old girls.


Mmm, Judith murmured.


Bills actually looking forward to being put in a nursing home, Renie said. He swears he has one picked out where the nurses wear long black stockings with seams and garter belts, just like in the porno flicks.


Bill is crazier than his neurotic patients, Judith declared. Maybe he should give up his part-time shrink practice. Whats he doing, limiting it to nymphomaniacs?


Gosh, no, Renie replied. Hes got several perverts, too. But thats not why Im here, she went on, suddenly offering Judith her most engaging smile. Tomorrows the tour. What time shall I pick you up?


Judiths black eyes narrowed at Renie. How about never? Did I say Id go with you?


You didnt say you wouldnt, Renie replied, looking affronted.


Thats because I try to be nice, Judith said, which gets me in trouble, even with you. Look, Hillside Manor is full through the end of August and the first ten days of September. I cant take time off. Didnt you say it was a two-hour tour? That means three, between getting there and back. Ask one of your old pals like Madge Navarre or Melissa Bargroom.


Theyre working, Renie said.


So am I, Judith answered, scowling. She waved a hand around the old-fashioned, high-ceilinged kitchen. Do you think this place runs by itself?


Jeez, coz, Renie said, making a face, I work at home, too. Surely youre not like my mother and think that I have small mice doing the artwork for my graphic design business?


Sometimes it looks that way, Judith snapped, then saw a fire light in Renies eyes. Okay, okay, I dont always understand your design concepts. Its not my forte. But Joe and Bill wont get back from their Alaska fishing trip until the day after tomorrow. I hate to ask Arlene Rankers to fill in, because I dont want to do anything thatll further encourage her and Carl to move. Theyve been threatening, you know.


I do, Renie said, her temper fading. I talked to Arlene after Mass Sunday. Shes sick of keeping up that big yard.


Judith half-stood up to look out the window toward the Rankerses property. Its that blasted hedge. Its had bees in it all summer.


Were not talking about an overnight, Renie argued. Two or three hours, thats all. Wont your idiot cleaning woman be here tomorrow?


Well, yes, Judith admitted. Phyliss Rackley had taken the day off so that she could undergo a brain scan, which, in Judiths opinion, was to determine if Phyliss actually had a brain. Between the cleaning womans hypochondria and her religious mania, Judith was never sure if Phylisss head was merely muddled or actually empty.


Well then? Renie prodded.


Frankly, Judith said, I have absolutely no interest in anything as gruesome as a murder tour. I dont understand how the parish school could have allowed it to be an auction item.


Because we take what we can get, Renie responded. Our Lady, Star of the Sea Parochial School does not operate on air pudding. This year, we stand to clear over eighty grand from the live and silent auctions. Would you rather have to pony up a big wad for the Sunday collection or peddle a couple of questionable items for the auction?


Like birth control pills? Judith shot back.


We didnt do that, Renie replied, indignant. That item was a free ob-gyn consultation with Dr. Bile, who happens to be a SOTs.


I know hes one of our SOTs, Judith said, also using the nickname for Star of the Sea parishioners. But Norma Paine and some of the other women felt it was iffy.


Dont be a drip, Renie said. Normas always carping. I had to put up with a bunch of crap from her on the auction committee. Come on, say youll go.


Judith shook her head. Ill be too banged up by tomorrow. Stiff. Miserable.


Coz


You know damned well you dont want to go on this tour, either.


Renie winced. Okay, so I didnt mean to bid. I was trying to get the waiter to bring me some more chicken. The piece I got looked like it came off a pigeon. But I raised my card to get his attention and the next thing I knew, Id blown three hundred bucks on this stupid thing. Bill wanted to kill me. Having done it and being on the auction committee, I feel I have to take the blasted tour. Jeremy Lamar is the nephew or godson or something-or-other of the Butlers, who, as you know, have been SOTs for four generations and practically paid for the last big church renovation by themselves. Father Hoyle would beat me to a pulp if I offended them by not helping Jeremy out on his maiden voyage.


Judith frowned. Maiden voyage?


Yes, Renie said with a nod. Jeremys just starting this Toujours La Tour business. Hes had organizational problems, which is why the first tour isnt starting until tomorrow.


As a B&B hostess, Judith was well-attuned to the tourist season. Thats too bad. Its the end of August. Hows he going to survive through the winter?


Jeremy has several different tours scheduled, Renie replied, opening the sheep-shaped cookie jar and taking out three thumbprint cookies. Hes got an Indian summer tour which will become Autumn in the Northwest later on, a Halloween tour which will include the murder mystery tour, and then all sorts of holiday and ski tours starting in November.


Judith vaguely knew the Butlers, pillars of the parish who lived in one of Heraldsgate Hills most prestigious areas not far from Hillside Manor. If she had to be honest, she thought the Butlers were a bunch of stuffed shirts.


So? Renie inquired, her chin sprinkled with cookie crumbs.


Dont look at me with those cocker spaniel eyes, Judith warned, wishing the aspirin would start to give her some relief. I really dont want to go.


Please?


No.


Ill owe you.


I dont care.


Ill never speak to you again.


Good.


Renie, her round face somehow looking very long, rose from the chair. Then its good-bye, she said solemnly.


Afraid so.



Shoulders bowed and head down, Renie walked slowly toward the back door. As she pushed open the screen, she turned around. Ill pick you up at eleven-thirty. The tour starts at noon from the bottom of the hill by the opera house.


Judith sighed. Okay.


Renie left. Judith closed her eyes and shook her head. She could never say no to her cousin. Indeed, Judith had always had problems saying no to anyone. She was too softhearted. Often it seemed more like a flaw than a virtue.


Renie flew in through the back door. Coz! she cried. There is an ostrich in your yard! Hes eating your rosebush!


Limping through the passageway between the kitchen and the back porch, Judith figured Renie was teasing her. But looming by the flowerbed beyond the patio was an enormous bird that certainly looked like an ostrich.


Good grief! Judith gasped. That sucker must be eight feet tall! I cant shoo it away with a broom.


How about an AK-47? Renie asked, seeking safety next to Judith on the porch.


The ostrich was ignoring the cousins, its long neck bent down to chomp off not only Queen Elizabeths pink buds and blooms, but the leaves as well.


Ill call the humane society, Judith said. Maybe this guy escaped from the zoo.


Hes not the only one, a raspy voice called out from the toolshed door. You two look like the dogcatcher ought to be chasing you.


Gertrude Grover was leaning on her walker, chortling at her own remarks. At the moment, she seemed neither deaf nor ditzy.


Very funny, Mother, Judith shot back. Youd better get back inside your apartment. That bird must weigh three hundred pounds.



Goodness me, Gertrude said, her voice suddenly very high and girlish, hes almost as fat as you are.


Mother! Judith was furious. Always sensitive about her weight even though she could carry some extra pounds on her statuesque frame, Judith had never become immune to Gertrudes cutting comments.


Youre not fat, Renie murmured, going into the house. Ill call the humane society. You argue with your mother.


Two heads appeared above the laurel hedge that divided the Flynn property from the Rankerses. Yoohoo, Arlene called, is that your birdie?


Im giving her the birdie, Gertrude put in before Judith could answer. Phluphtt!


Have you ever seen this thing before? Judith asked of Arlene and Carl.


Not unless its one of Arlenes relatives, Carl replied in his dry manner.


The ostrich had moved on to the Sterling Silver bush. Damn! Judith cried. Hes ruining my pet rosebushes. How can I discourage him?


How about making one of your casseroles for him? Gertrude said. Thatd discourage anybody.


I wouldnt mess with him, Carl advised. They can run about forty miles an hour. You wouldnt have time to get back in the house.


Renie had returned, but she stayed behind the screen door. The humane society will be here in half an hour, she said. They dont know if an ostrich is missing from the zoo, but they said some people keep them as pets.


Having demolished Sterling Silver, the ostrich began devastating Peace. Go inside, Mother. Please, Judith urged.


What? Gertrude shot back. And miss all the fun? I havent had this much excitement since I put my girdle on backwards.


Judiths eyes were glued to the ostrich. Oh, no, not my dahlias! Look at that thing! Hes destroying the garden.


Hey! Gertrude slammed her walker on the concrete. Take a hike! Go on with you! She waved a gnarled hand. Beat it, or Ill take out my dentures!


To the amazement of the onlookersexcept Gertrudethe ostrich lifted its head, turned beady eyes on the old lady, and ran out of the yard.


That wasnt quite forty miles an hour, Carl remarked, glancing at his watch, but it was pretty darned fast.


The humane society truck showed up twenty minutes later while Judith was trying to repair the damage the ostrich had done to her plantings. She informed the rescue workers that the bird had escapedon foot. They told her that ostriches didnt fly. Judith said she didnt care, she never wanted to see the damned thing again. The rescue crew shrugged and drove away.





After the Thursday night guests had departed the next morning, Phyliss was cleaning the guest rooms and Judith was preparing her mothers lunch when Renie showed up.


Youre early, Judith declared, cutting a chicken salad sandwich into quarters. Gertrude might eat all of it; she might eat half of it; she might feed it to Sweetums. As she grew older, Judiths mother tended to eat less, at least of the wholesome foods that her daughter prepared for her.


Its eleven twenty-five, Renie said, looking up at the old schoolhouse clock. Anyway, I was ready. With Bill gone to Alaska and the three kids traveling in Europe on their own passports but on our money, I dont have all that much to do in the mornings.


You dont get up until ten, Judith pointed out.


Renie nodded. Just enough time to get over here early.


I hope Joe and Bill are having good luck up at Shamrock Pass, Judith said, adding sweet pickles and potato chips to the plate. Fresh salmon would be a wonderful treat. We could smoke and kipper some for the guests appetizers. You know, she continued, I need to do some updating before next seasons visitors start making reservations. These days, B&Bs are offering their guests some pretty fancy amenities.


You need a Web site, Renie asserted. Ive been telling you that for months.


Im on the Web, Judith responded.


Only on lists with other B&Bs, Renie said, which means in some cases, youre right there with your competition. You need your own page. I told you Id design it for you.


Judith, who hated change as much as she loathed decisions, winced. I supposeBut it seems sopushy.


Sheesh. Renie shook her head. Move into the modern world, coz. Look, as soon as I finish my project for Drug Opprobrium, Ill start putting something together. You can feel free to add, subtract, multiply, or divide. Okay?


Wellokay. Judith sounded dubious, even though she knew Renie was right. Leaving her cousin in the kitchen, Judith delivered Gertrudes lunch, got into an argument, left with apologies to her mother, went upstairs to give Phyliss last-minute instructions, became entangled in a religious debate, agreed to disagree, and finally rejoined Renie.


Its eleven forty-two, Renie said, tapping her foot and pointing to the schoolhouse clock. Were going to be late.


Oh, dear. Judith gasped, snatching up her purse. Im sorry. Youve no idea how involved I can get between Mother and Phyliss.


Oh, yes, I do, Renie replied, following Judith out the back door. I spent almost an hour on the phone with my mother this morning. Shes been worried sick the past few days because Ive been home alone. She cant believe I like it that way once in a while. Plus, shes sure that Ill be assaulted by burglars, rapists, homicidal maniacs, and, her old favorite, the white slavers.


Judith couldnt help but laugh. Has your mother ever seen any of those alleged villains? Even a burglar?


Renie slipped behind the wheel of the Joneses Toyota Camry. A burglar, yes. Youre too young to remember it, but when I was about four, Auntie Vance and Aunt Ellen chased a burglar out of our basement. Thered been a rash of robberies in the neighborhood. Dad was on one of his two-week sea voyages, and Mom was too scared to roust the intruder by herself. Instead of calling the cops, she phoned Grandma and Grandpa Grover. You know my mother, she didnt want to be a burden to the tax-supported police force. Anyway, Grandpa and Grandma sent Auntie Vance and Aunt Ellen over to rescue Mom and me. I dont know what our dear aunts did to that guy, but I can still hear him running down the alley, screaming his head off.


Auntie Vance and Aunt Ellen can be very formidable, Judith noted as Renie reversed down the driveway and roared out of the cul-de-sac. Hey, you dont need to go so fast.


If I dont, well miss the tours start, Renie replied.


Id like to arrive alive, Judith said as Renie screeched to a halt at the arterial, paused imperceptibly, and swung out in front of a transit bus.


Coz! Judith shouted as they flew down Heraldsgate Hills long, steep south slope, slow down! Youve got a red light at the intersection.


Not for long, Renie said as they shot by condos and apartment houses that were only a blur. Its going to change in four seconds. One-one-thousand, two-one-thousand, three-one-thousand, fourSee, its green.


Somehow, the cars ahead of her managed to get out of the way, if barely. The bus had been left in the dust.


Two minutes later, they were parked near the opera house in the lot reserved for tour participants. It was exactly eleven fifty-five.


Toujours La Tour featured a converted trolley painted black, gold, and red. The vehicles exterior sported diabolical images: a dagger dripped blood; a bottle, presumably of poison, spilled onto what looked like somebodys last will and testament; the chalk outline of a corpse covered the front end. For being gruesome, it was tastefully done, at least according to Renie. By the time the cousins reached the conveyance, the guide was about to get in.


Aha! he called with a big toothy grin on his boyish face, latecomers, huh? You dont want to miss this, ladies. Were off for a spot of murder and mayhem.


Great, Judith muttered. Havent I had enough of that already in my life?


At least you dont have to listen to Joes homicide reports anymore since he retired from the force, Renie reminded Judith.


True, Judith allowed as they clambered onto the trolley and found the last two vacant seats at the rear. Ill admit, though, she said as they seated themselves, that some of his cases were more interesting than the insurance scams and missing poodle jobs he gets as a private investigator.


They help pay the bills, Renie pointed out.


The grinning guide was introducing himself. Im Jeremy Lamar, owner and operator of Toujours La Tour, he said over a mike from the front of the trolley. This is our inaugural trip, and were going to do our darnedest to give you a killer of a treat. First, Id like you to meet Nan Leech, my assistant. Jeremy paused as a blond middle-aged woman offered the tourists a tight little smile and a rigid little bow. Nan will be doing part of the spiel while I drive, and shes ready to help anyone who might need itwe dont know yet if the tours going to be too much for some folksha-ha! Shell also be available afterward if you want to sign on for some of our other offerings. How many of you are from out-of-town?


Almost half the people in the forty-seat bus raised their hands.


So weve got some locals, Jeremy said, still with his toothsome grin. Then you know that this city isnt famous for big-time crime, but over the years weve certainly had our share of strange and lethal doings


Is he going to talk us to death? Renie hissed.


Judith was trying to get comfortable in the old-fashioned leather bucket seat. Im glad I took some aspirin before I left. Maybe I can nod off.


Still hurting, huh? Renie asked in a commiserating tone.


It was hard to sleep last night, Judith replied. Its my back more than


The two older people in front of the cousins turned around and told them to shush. Judith gave them a sheepish smile; Renie curled her lip.


So off we go, Jeremy announced as he swung into the drivers seat. First stop, Welcome, Corpses.


What the heck is that? Renie whispered.


Judith shrugged. That old transient hotel downtown where some of the homeless people have been stabbed? The warehouse in the international district where those Asian gangsters massacred a dozen people?


The couple in front of the cousins shot them another warning look. Judith apologized; Renie sneered.


Nan Leech was offering some background on the city itself, starting with the early pioneers. The cousins tuned her out. The trolley had moved into traffic, which was rather heavy for midday. Overhead, the morning clouds had broken, and the sun was shining in all its late summer splendor. Still, there were reminders everywhere that fall was coming: A September primary election had sprouted all sorts of campaign placards bearing candidates names and platform slogans.



I wish itd rain, Renie said in an undertone. Weve had hot, dry weather for over a month.


I know, Judith replied. Im sick of watering the garden. Not that I have much left out back, after that ostrich ate it.


Will you please shut up? the older man in front of them demanded.


Sorry, Judith said again. Its just that we live here, and we know all the


Well, maybe some of us dont know everything like you do, the woman snapped. And what have you got against sun, anyway?


Judith shrank back into her seat; Renie glared at the couple, then stuck her tongue out when they turned to face the front. The trolley headed up the steep hill that the cousins had just descended. Nan had reached the mid-century, promising bloodcurdling labor union tales later in the tour.


Renie, meanwhile, had taken a notebook out of her purse and drawn a hangmans scaffold, a vat of oil, and five short horizontal lines. Guess, she whispered to Judith.


A? Judith mouthed.


Renie shook her head, then sketched a head attached to the noose. Nan kept talking.


E? Judith hazarded.


Renie nodded, writing in an E in the second space.


I?


Renie drew a neck on the head.


S?


Renie put an S in the third and fifth blank spaces.


Judith studied the word. Renie nodded in the direction of the couple in front of them.


T? Judith offered, seeing the light.


Renie nodded again, putting the T between the Ss.


P, Judith said aloud.



Oh, good heavens, the woman cried, turning to face Judith. You should have done that before you left!


But Judith began as Renie filled in the final letter of PESTS.


And here we are, Nan announced in triumph, at one of the deadliest hostelries in North America. Dont be fooled by its charming dcor of chintz bedcoverings and oak plate rails and old-fashioned gas range and stone fireplaces. At least three guests have died violent deaths while staying in this seemingly delightful establishment. Poison, shootings, strangulationthis old Edwardian house has seen it all. We like to refer to the owner as the Old Inncreeper. Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to Hillside Manor B&B!
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