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ONE




JUDITH GROVER MCMONIGLE Flynn peered up at the clear blue October sky through the charred ruins of her toolshed. Glancing at the cluttered shelf behind her, Judith grimaced at the boot box that contained the ashes of her first husband, Dan McMonigle. Through what was left of the window, she observed her second husband, Joe Flynn, sitting in a lawn chair, presumably thinking about raking leaves.

Joe, she called, coming out of the toolshed, I cant stand it any more. Weve got to get rid of Dan and put Mother here instead.

Joe turned his round face toward Judith. But shes still alive, he said, not without a trace of regret. Shouldnt you wait until

I mean, interrupted Judith with a shake of her silvered dark curls, redo the toolshed, expand it, turn it into an apartment for Mother. The situation with her and Aunt Deb living together just isnt working out. I cant stand any more of Mothers bitching and Cousin Renie is driving me nuts with her complaints about their complaints. Judith plopped her statuesque form into the matching lawn chair. When Mother said she wouldnt live under the same roof with you, she meant it. But I dont think she ever dreamed shed be the one to live somewhere else. In a way, its not fair. This was her home. If we turned the toolshed into an apartment for her, at least shed be on her own turf.

Turf, mused Joe, sipping at the mug of coffee that had been resting on a small wooden table between the two chairs. How fitting. Your mother with a poleax. Your mother defending the goal line. Your mother spraying me with mustard gas. How did I know it would always come to this? The round face with the magic green eyes grew vaguely morose.

Knock it off, Joe, said Judith. Dont be so damned Irish. At least we got rid of Mike and Kristin, she pointed out, referring to her son and his girlfriend. Both were forestry majors at the state university, a convenient three hundred miles across the mountains. But through an error in job assignments, they had ended up not in Montana as planned, but working at the local city zoo. Naturally, they had settled in at Hillside Manor for the summer, disrupting Judith and Joes hopes of newlywed privacy. Not, Judith reflected with a wince, that there was ever a great deal of privacy in a home that was also a bed-and-breakfast establishment. Still, after their late-June wedding, Joe and Judith had hoped to have the third-floor family quarters to themselves. Instead, Mike had taken over his old room and, at Joes somewhat old-fashioned insistence, Kristin had been ensconced in Gertrudes former hideaway. The guests, as usual, used the bedrooms on the second floor, and hardly a night had passed right up through Labor Day without the B&B being full.

Joe was now staring at the toolshed, still looking gloomy. Itd cost a bundle, he pointed out. Plumbing, rewiring, kitchen facilities. Itd take months to get permits from the city. In fact, I suspect youd have to start with a new foundation

Joe Judith spoke in a soft, cajoling voice. You work for the city. Youre a big shot homicide detective. Dont you think you could get somebody downtown to wink a bit at our plans?

Wink? Joe gazed at Judith, the gold flecks in the green eyes glittering. Theyll blink. Hey, Jude-girl, Im an honest cop, remember? Do you really think Id try to pull the wool over the building permit guys eyes?

Judiths strong features set; her chin jutted. Of course you would. Besides, I doubt wed have a problem. I had this whole house redone when I converted it four years ago. She made an over-the-shoulder gesture in the direction of the blue-and-gray Edwardian saltbox that was, along with Mike, her pride and joy. Hillside Manor nestled in the shade of russet-leafed maples and two tall evergreens, high above the heart of the city, overlooking the bay, offering ease in the cul-de-sac of a stately residential neighborhood. I didnt have that many problems. If you dont change the original exterior too much, the city doesnt make a fuss. The fireworks those kids set off didnt do any structural damage, except to the roof, Judith went on, referring to the Fourth of July accident perpetrated by their paperboy, Dooley, and some of his buddies. And Mother wouldnt need a kitchen, just a bathroom and a bed-sitting room. It wouldnt take up much more space than the toolshed does right now.

What about a place to park her broom? Joe was still looking unhappy.

Joe! Judith was beginning to lose patience, an uncharacteristic occurrence, especially with the man she had waited twenty-five years to marry. Look, we knew this wasnt going to be easy. We even talked about buying a condo and running the B&B from there. But that wasnt practical. Then we conned Mother into moving in with Aunt Deb, which was a great plan on paper but a terrible idea in reality. Mother and Aunt Deb get along only if theres two thousand feet of phone cord between them. The bottom line is that it isnt fair. My mother has lived in this house since she was a bride in 1936. She and my father came to stay with my grandparents to get on their feet during the Depression. They never left. Until now.

Your father left. Quietly, said Joe, brushing at his faintly receding red hair.

I know. He died, said Judith between gritted teeth. And quit looking like that.

Joes expression had changed from glum to hopeful. But he had the grace to give Judith a sheepish grin. Hey, you and Renie sort it out. Its your mothers were talking about. If Renie agrees theyre better off on separate ground, well find your mother an apartment of her own. Close. You know, like Patagonia.

Judith might have been married to Joe for only four months, but shed known him off and on for over a quarter of a century. She realized when it was time to hold and when to fold. Ill talk to Renie. Again, she added on a resigned note. Meanwhile, you give it some thought while youre in New Orleans at that sociopath conference with Bill.

Hmmm, murmured Joe, warily eyeing the rake that leaned against the maple tree. In a weeks time he and Bill Jones, Renies psychologist husband, would be off to New Orleans to attend a conference called It Starts with Hamsters, regarding the sociopathic personality, social and criminal. Bill had thought that a homicide detective would benefit as much from such a gathering as would any psychologist, psychiatrist, or sociologist, and had invited Joe to join him. To Joes amazement, the department had agreed to pay his way as part of personal development. Bill and Joe were due to leave the following Saturday. While they were gone, Judith figured shed ask her aging but expert Swedish carpenter to give her a bid on remodeling the toolshed. An apartment, even one somewhat closer than Patagonia, wouldnt solve the problem.

Getting up from the lawn chair, Judith started for the back porch. That rakes not making much progress, she noted.

Its broken, replied Joe, who had moved the little table and put his feet up. I think Ill get one of those blower things. Or is it a vacuum? He settled his hands over his budding paunch.

Judiths black eyes fixed on the rake, which looked perfectly usable to her. Youre in a vacuum, Flynn. No wonder your own house looked like rubble.

Joe had closed his eyes. That was because Herself had such a big bottle collection. All of which she emptied first. Fast. First and fast-most. That was Herself His mellow voice drifted off on the crisp autumn air.

If Joe found Judiths mother a sore point, Judith thought of Herself, Joes first wife, as an open wound. Over twenty years earlier, Judith and Joe had been engaged, with a late March wedding planned. But on a cold night in January, after seeing one too many overdosed teenagers in body bags, Joe had decided to drink to forget. Among the things hed forgotten that frosty night was that he was engaged to Judith. In the morning he awoke in a Las Vegas hotel room with an expensive Herself at his side and a cheap wedding ring on his finger. It had proved a costly mistake for everyone concerned.

Joe hadnt given up liquor, but eventually he had given up on Herself. Unlike Joe, his first wife hadnt been merely a social drinker, unless you counted downing fifths of bourbon alone in the bathtub. Or, when she was feeling particularly cunning, filling up the garden hose in the garage and slurping out of the nozzle. After one daughter and two decades, Joe ran up the white flag, leaving Herself to a condo on the Gulf in Florida, where she could have as many cocktail parties with cockroaches as she damned well pleased. Or so Joe had put it when he filed for divorce. Judith, reflecting on the rocky road to romance that had led her back to Joe, smiled thinly. Maybe Herself wasnt a raw wound any more; maybe she was just a large scar. Poor woman.

In the kitchen, Judith searched the refrigerator for ingredients. No longer did she have to keep an eye out for green baloney, brown tapioca, or blue ham. Gertrude and Aunt Deb had at least one perversion in common: Neither ever threw anything away, no matter how rotten, how stale, or how disgusting. At present, the only nonedible item in the fridge was a plastic bag containing lily-of-the-valley pips, which Judith was saving for Mrs. Dooley to plant at the proper time in December. Pushing them to one side, Judith remembered the six dozen tulip, daffodil, and hyacinth bulbs shed bought the previous week at Nottingham Floral. They should be put out in the next week or so. Housework was a chore for Judith, but gardening was a joy. She looked upon it as therapy.

Deftly, Judith tossed the makings for salmon mousse into the blender. Onions. Garlic. Cream cheese. A can of sockeye. Guests at Hillside Manor were entitled not only to a full breakfast, but hors doeuvres and sherry circa 6:00 P.M. All four sets of couples were holdovers from Friday night, one from Portland, one from Denver, and two from in-state, spending the weekend in the city for shopping, shows, and sight-seeing. A perfect time of year for a vacation, Judith thought to herself as she glanced through the kitchen window at the bright red pyracantha berries and the lacy red Japanese maple. Next door, the Rankerss Tree of Heaven swayed in graceful russet splendor. A scattering of red, yellow, orange, and purple dahlias turned bright faces between the two houses, friendly guardians of the property line. Arlene Rankers was on her back steps, throwing dried bread to the birds. Her husband, Carl, was rolling their gas mower out of the garage, hopefully, Judith figured, for the last time this year. Arlene gazed at her mate, a slight smile on her lips. Carl bent over the mower.

Its broken, he called. Judith saw Arlene frown, then watched Carl head back to the garage. A moment later he emerged, said something Judith couldnt make out through the closed window, and disappeared into the laurel hedge.

Over the whirr of the blender, Judith heard the phone ring. It was Cousin Renie, and Judith girded herself for yet another diatribe about their mothers.

But Renie was off on a different tangent. Hey, coz, I just realized that Bill wont be here for the opera next weekend. Want to go with me? Its Traviata, with that tenor whos staying with you.

Momentarily, Judith closed her eyes. She dreaded the coming of Mario Pacetti, world-renowned singing pain-in-the-ass. She had agreed to his stay at Hillside Manor only because the local opera company had offered to triple her usual fee for the two weeks that Pacetti and Company would be residing at the B&B. His reason for seeking alternative lodging was simple. The great tenor despised hotels and wished to avoid hordes of fans in the lobby. Ordinarily, he was able to move in with friends, of which he had a plethora in most other opera capitals of the world, but in Judiths hometown, Pacetti appeared to be chumless. Indeed, Renie, who had done some graphic design work for the local symphony, reported that the conductor, Maestro Dunkowitz, had hosted the tenor on his previous visit six years earlier and had taken a sacred oath on his baton never to let Pacetti waddle across his threshold again.

Well, said Judith at last, since hes staying here, I suppose I should go hear him sing. Sure, Ill take Bills place. After all, Bill is taking mine. I always did want to see New Orleans.

Me, too, said Renie, sounding a bit sulky. I would have gone if I didnt have a deadline on this Henderson Cancer Center brochure. Theyre breaking ground next week on the new facility.

Someday, said Judith, maybe we can go for Mardi Gras. Just think, we could take our mothers and dress them up like gargoyles.

Yeah, think of the money we could save on costumes. Say, when are Pacetti and crew arriving? I wouldnt mind sort of hanging around, you know, getting a preview.

Judith consulted the big calendar that hung by the phone, though in fact the date was inscribed on her heart, not unlike Gildas Caro nome in Rigoletto. Thursday. I gather somebody like Pacetti doesnt need to rehearse much. How the heck did we get him to sing here in the first place? Most of the people the local opera hires are either on their way up or going in the other direction.

A lot of them arent going anywhere, said Renie with some asperity. Honestly, I get so sick of paying forty or fifty bucks a ticket every season and watching those bozos do Lucia in modern dress, with a set made out of Astroturf, or Lohengrin in L.A., where the hero shows up on the Number 46 bus to BurbankWell, dont get me started

Right, right, said Judith hastily, aware that once her cousin got launched on a favorite topic of derision, there was no stopping her. Pacetti, you were saying why he came

Oh, yeahwell, he sang here about six years agohed signed up before he went globalbut it was as Pinkerton in Butterfly, not exactly a tenors most sympathetic role. The Cio-cio-san was wonderful, actually a Japanese soprano, and she stole the show, which is saying something considering how terrific Pacetti was even then. I heard from Maestro Dunkowitz that it ticked Pacetti off and hes always wanted to come back. I guess he felt he had something to prove to local audiences. So the opera signed him then and there, and now hes here. Or will be, come Thursday. Lucky you. Renie sniggered.

Keep that up and I wont tell you when they get here, said Judith, propping the phone against her shoulder and using a rubber spatula to get the mousse out of the blender. Frankly, its a nuisance, having Pacetti and his entourage take up the whole house for two weeks. Ive had to turn away at least three regulars, who always come in late October. I wont do that again at any price.

What do you mean? inquired Renie. Its just Pacetti and his wife and the business manager, right?

Wrong. Its Pacetti and wifewho require separate rooms so he can rest his multimillion dollar vocal cords, presumably without sexual or any other kind of harassment from Signora Pacetti. Then the business manager has a so-called assistant, and with a name like Tippy de Caro, I can only guess what shes assisting. But she, too, must have a separate room, for appearances sake. And last but certainly not least, there is the chief executive officer of Cherubim Records who, for reasons unknown to this poor bed-and-breakfast hostess, sticks to Pacetti like Elmers Glue. Bruno Schutzendorf, by name, and why do I feel as if the Hun Also Rises?

Schutzendorf! exclaimed Renie, ignoring her cousins pun. Hey, Ill tell you whyhe signed Pacetti to a ten-year ten-zillion-dollar contract, thats why. It was in the paper last spring. Dont you read Melissa Bargrooms culture column?

Only when she writes about people whose names I can pronounce without hyperventilating. Say, what time is Toms birthday party tomorrow night?

Six-thirty, said Renie. Bill and I are giving him the Apartments-Furnished section of the classifieds.

Stop kidding yourself, coz, said Judith. They never move out. Not permanently.

I know, sighed Renie. Hes only twenty-two. But I sort of thought that when he graduated from college last JuneAnd now hes talking about law school, with Anne and Tony still to finish Her voice weakened and trailed away.

Hey, Mikes a year older and hes got at least two more semesters. Or is it three? Judiths own voice grew faint. She rallied quickly, eyeing the clock. Got to run, coz. See you tomorrow night.

Great. Bye.

Coz?

Huh?

Is everything okay?

Right, I got the cake ordered at Begelmans, well pick up the ice cream after church tomorrow, and Rich Beth is going to give her honey a file folder for his nonexistent investments.

No, no, protested Judith. I mean, she paused, catching her breath, our mothers. I havent called mine yet today.

You havent? said Renie in mock surprise. Gee, Ive only talked to mine four times and it isnt even three oclock. How could you be so lucky as to have been given life by a woman whose idol wasnt Alexander Graham Bell?

Then theyre still alive? inquired Judith.

Mine is, replied Renie.

Hmmm. Fifty percents not bad. Bye. Judiths voice was breezy, but after she hung up the phone a frown creased her high forehead. The absence of controversy in Renies manner was only temporary, no doubt induced by a number of things, including the proximity of her eldest childs birthday, the presence of Bill Jones, who didnt like to hear about other peoples troubles unless he was being paid for it, and the possibility that Aunt Deb had murdered her sister-in-law Gertrude, but Renie didnt want to mention it and spoil the upcoming family celebration. Judith carefully upended the copper mold shaped like a fish and put it in the refrigerator, then headed through the rear entryway toward the back porch. Stepping outside, she opened her mouth to call to Joe. But his red head was tipped to one side, and even from fifteen feet away, she could hear him gently snoring. In the other lawn chair, a darker head, streaked with gray, was tipped in the opposite direction. Carl Rankers also slept. Judith sighed and went back inside the house.

Judith busied herself in the kitchen, emptying the dishwasher, getting out the sherry glasses, opening a box of water wafers for the mousse. Like Renie, she wasnt keen on having her husband trot off to New Orleans without her. Also like Renie, Judith had work that held her hostage. She could hardly leave Hillside Manor when such august guests as Mario Pacetti and Herr Schutzendorf were booked. And though she had initially dreaded Joes absence during much of their stay, she realized it might be just as well. Joe had been a very good sport thus far about sharing his new home with all manner of assorted guests. But the explosive tenor, famous for his forays onstage and off, could upset even a hardened homicide cop such as Joe Flynn. After all, Joe was entitled to his peace and quiet after a rough day examining crime scenes. With Mario Pacetti on her own scene, Judith felt that there might not be a lot of peace or quiet.

She was, of course, absolutely right.







    

TWO




LISTEN, YOU LAMEBRAINED knothead, Im not paying for Debs damned dresser skirt! Its your cat that did the damage, and you can pony up to buy her a new one!

Judith held the phone out from her ear a good six inches, wishing her mothers voice had grown as feeble as her legs. You wanted to keep Sweetums with you, Judith countered, bringing the receiver back in place. He followed you to Debs while Joe and I were on our honeymoon. Why cant you make him behave?

Behave! Ha! rasped Gertrude in her voice made of gravel. Since when did that mange-ball ever know how to behave? I had less trouble raising you than this cat. And thats saying something, Toots. Or have you forgotten how you used to sit inside the fireplace and smoke up the chimney?

Judith hadnt, but almost thirty years later, it seemed beside the pointparticularly since she had quit smoking a few years earlier, while her mother refused even to consider giving up her favorite vice, especially now, when she knew how much it annoyed Deb.

Another thing, railed Gertrude, Deb says she wants to get a new parakeet. Nasty creatures, all they do is squawk and poop, which figures, because thats about all Deb does, too, but she says she cant have a bird as long as Ive got Sweetums. Id like to give her the bird all right, but to be fairand you cant say Im not that, she went on hurriedly, just in case Judith should try, the least you can do is come and get this loathsome monster before Deb tries to cook him for dinner. Which, I might add, would taste better than the pot roast she fixed last night. It was like eating a ball of twine.

Judith rubbed at her temples, ruffling the new permanent she had gotten the previous week at Chez Steves Salon. Aunt Deb was actually an excellent cook, which was no mean feat considering that she had to work her wonders at the stove from a wheelchair. Gertrude was basically fond of Sweetums. The two sisters-in-law were, deep down, fond of one other, each in her own way. But four months under the same roof was straining the fabric of affection. Obviously, matters were boiling to crisis proportions. Judith toyed with the idea of telling her mother about the toolshed, then decided to hold off. At least until Joe was out of town.

Mike got a 97 on his forest products test, Judith said brightly. He called me last night.

Hunh. He didnt call me. I havent heard from the little bugger since he took off for college. Not, she added hastily, that Im one for yakking on the phone. Like some I could name who are sitting pretty damned close listening in and eating my leftover birthday cake.

It is her grandsons birthday cake, Judith noted mildly. Didnt we have a nice time at Bill and Renies Sunday?

Bill and Renie are idiots, said Gertrude. They spoil those kids something awful. Too many presents. What does Tom need with another leather jacket? Hes got three; I counted em in the hall closet. And that big radio thing, it looks like you could drive it home. Sweaters? What does he do, wear six of em at once? You got Mike a belt for his birthday last August. Now that was sensible.

Wellyes, agreed Judith, rolling her eyes. Gertrude had not known about the slacks, two shirts, four CDs, wristwatch and new car seat covers that had been sneaked past her. At least Joe hadnt pitched a fit at Judiths extravagance, but he could hardly afford to when she had lavished as many gifts on him. And on the same day, since her husband and son shared their birthdays.

Look, Mother, Im off to Falstaffs Market in a couple of minutes to shop for the next batch of guests. Judith shuddered at the suggested list of favorite foods submitted by the opera company. Ill swing by and bring anything you and Aunt Deb need, okay?

Chloroform, said Gertrude with bite. Im not saying whether Ill use it on Deb or the cat.

Look, said Judith, keeping a check on her impatience and yielding to compromise, once this bunch of opera people, who are due in tomorrow leave, Ill bring Sweetums back here, okay?

Whens that? grumbled Gertrude.

Two weeks. Judith swallowed the words.

Two weeks! shrieked Gertrude. What are you doing, you stupe, adopting em?

Theyre staying through the duration of the production, replied Judith a bit wearily. But I promise, Ill take Sweetums back then. And Im going touhwell

Well, what? snapped Gertrude. Quit mumbling, Judith Anne. What are you going to do, ship me to a pest house?

Judith emitted as long sigh. Im figuring something out, Mother. Just give me time, okay?

Youll need it, kiddo. Any time you figure something out with that short-circuited brain of yours

Mother, Ive got to run, really. Ill get you some nice pickled pigs feet.

Well. Gertrude sounded temporarily assuaged. Tongue, too?

Sure. And chicken gizzards.


Thats my girl, said Gertrude and slammed down the phone.

With her wide shoulders slumping, Judith didnt replace the receiver. Instead, she waited for the dial tone while she quickly leafed through her personal address book, going directly to the Ts. Skjoval Tolvangs name leaped out at her. She dialed the master carpenters number and hoped he was still alive and building.



Judith had expected a courtesy limo, a hired Rolls Royce, even a taxi. The mauve RV that cautiously backed into her driveway was at least forty feet long and so wide that it overlapped the grass. Discreetly curtained windows, one-way glass, and California vanity license plates reading TEN-OR-ONE allowed only the most subtle hint of the passengers identity. Judith quaked as the huge camper eased within inches of her garage.

What the hell is that? gasped Renie as the cousins craned their necks in the living rooms big bay window. Has Pacetti got the orchestra in there, too?

That sucker must sleep at least six people, said Judith. Why do they need to stay here? Seeing the driver, attired in mauve livery with a snappy cap, emerge from the front of the RV, Judith hopped off the window seat and headed for the French doors that led outside. Lord, I hope theyre not going to park that behemoth here. We wont be able to get in or out of the garage. Its a good thing Joes got his MG at work.

Renie followed Judith outdoors. A woman was alighting, pretty and plump, with golden hair piled high and a mink coat tossed over her shoulders.

Signora Amina Pacetti, announced the driver, who was assisting the first arrival with the descent. He spoke her name as if she were being presented at the Court of St. James.

Judith swallowed, approached her guest, considered curtseying, and then put out her hand. Buona sera, she greeted Signora Pacetti, resurrecting a phrase from her 1964 visit to Italy. Welcome to Hillside Manor.

Amina Pacettis handshake was delicate, but her scrutiny of the Grover homestead was hard. Thees ees eet?

Yeah, sorry, we couldnt tow Windsor Castle this far, murmured Renie, who, fortunately, was several feet behind her cousin.

But Signora Pacettis hearing was acute. Yes? You what?

Over her shoulder, Judith shot Renie a menacing look. This is my cousin, Mrs. Jones. She was saying that were sorry theres a hassle about, uh Judith stopped, her usually glib tongue immobilized by the sight of the enormous bearlike bearded man who came to earth with the impact of a cannonball.

Signor Pacetti, gulped Judith, over small squeaking noises of protest from Renie, were honored to have you here at

Nein! growled the bear, twirling a walking stick with a boars head ornament as if it were no heavier than a pencil, I am not the great Pacetti, I am a mere minion, a cog in the wheel, a miniscule captain of industry! He made a courtly bow, and Judith realized her mistake. The Tyrolean hat with its jaunty black feather, the flowing green cape, the suede vest with its brass buttons bespoke a colder climate than sunny Italy.

Judith tried again. You are

Schutzendorf! The large man rumbled with laughter and twirled his walking stick. Ja, ja, me, I am merelySchutzendorf!

Hownice, said Judith, now gazing frantically at Renie for support. But Renie was engaged in what appeared to be a somewhat frosty conversation with Signora Pacetti. Her cousins uncharacteristic loss of words was exacerbated by the emergence of a voluptuous redhead, whose short, tight skirt rode dangerously high on her thighs as she stepped down from the RV.

Hi! Im Tippy! Where are we?


The pale, almost ascetic-looking man immediately behind her spoke in low, earnest tones. This is our lodging, Tippy. Its Hillside Manor. Its a bed-and-breakfast.

Ooooh! Tippy bounced on the grass, no mean feat in her four-inch heels. Bed! And breakfast! I love them both! So much! Ooooh! Cute! Ooooh!

Renie, who had disengaged herself from Signora Pacetti, tried to get close to Judith but was almost mowed down by Herr Schutzendorf, who was now stalking the lawn, from the ruined toolshed to the front rockery. His walking stick sank into the ground repeatedly; each time, Schutzendorf yanked it out as if he were pulling a spear from an enemys chest. Judith shuddered and greeted the pale man, who introduced himself as Mario Pacettis business manager, Winston Plunkett.

This is my assistant, he added, motioning vaguely at the bouncing Tippy. Ms. de Caro.

Judith waved at Tippy, who acknowledged the gesture with a tug of her upraised right hand, as if she were ringing a bell. Judith tried to smile.

At the side of the RV, the driver was now assisting yet another personage. With bated breath, Judith waited, feeling Renie finally at her elbow. Signor Mario Pacetti, intoned the driver, as his master disdained further help.

Pacetti was short, dapper, and rather round. His black hair was plastered to his head, parted on the side, and coaxed into gleaming waves. He wore a maroon velvet smoking jacket, a cream ascot, and sharply pressed black trousers. A diamond on his left little finger caught the October sun as he shielded his eyes. His gaze took in the house, the small patio, the garage, the garden. The toolshed.

Dio mio! he cried. Assassini! With amazing grace, he turned around and flew back inside the RV.

Judith, Renie, and Winston Plunkett had followed Pacettis gaze. So apparently, had Signora Pacetti, who now moved hurriedly toward the others. She grabbed Plunketts arm, shaking it like a dust mop and speaking in rapid-fire Italian.

I tried to explain, murmured Renie. She noticed the toolshed, too. She thought it was anarchists.

Herr Schutzendorf had stomped back to the vicinity of the RV. Bushy brows knitted together under the brim of his Tyrolean hat. The sunlight bounced off a silver medallion that held the rakish feather in place. Vell? Have ve a problem, Mr. Plunkett?

Tactfully trying to free himself from the agitated Signora Pacetti, Plunkett gazed over her head to the German record magnate. I seriously doubt it, Mr. Schutzendorf. Im sure this minor damage can be easily explained. Plunketts gray eyes rested hopefully on Judith.

Absolutely, asserted Judith, finally regaining her aplomb. It happened last summer, while my husband and I were out of town. Were going to remodel it. In fact, the carpenter is coming Monday to give me an estimate.

Ah. Plunketts long, thin face didnt exactly light up, but he appeared relieved. In what sounded like perfect Italian, he relayed Judiths explanation to Mrs. Pacetti. Her flushed, if flawless, cheeks began to return to normal. As she let go of Plunketts pin-striped suit sleeve, he turned toward the RV. Mario Pacetti was anxiously peering out the door.

No rivals? No critics? No paparazzi? he asked in a speaking voice that was strangely unremarkable, given his reputation as a singer.

After several exchanges between the tenor, his wife, his business manager, and Bruno Schutzendorf, Pacetti alighted from the mauve conveyance. He moved lightly on his feet, chin, chestand chubby paunchprotruding. Judith was reminded of a rooster. Indeed, she recalled hearing that because of his many quarrels in the opera world, he was known as The Fighting Cock. And to the cognoscenti, he was Le Coq dOr.

At last, the group was herded inside, past the watchful eyes of Mrs. Dooley, who was putting tulip bulbs in next to the fence that separated her property from Hillside Manor, past Jeanne and Jim Ericson, who had come home early from their respective jobs, and past Arlene Rankers, who had happened to come outside to hang up her washing for the first time since shed acquired her dryer in 1963. Out front in the cul-de-sac, the arrival at Hillside Manor had drawn a small crowd: Gabe Porter, who lived across the street, looked up from under the open hood of his four-wheel drive; Dooley, the news carrier, backped-aled on his route with the evening paper; a messenger on a bike from Scooters Delivery Service pulled up at the curb next to a gray sedan Judith didnt recognize. She felt like selling tickets.

Renie was pressed into service to help settle the menagerie in their new lodgings. The front bedroom, which was the largest of the five and had its own private bathroom, was given to Mario Pacetti in deference to his greatness. His wife was ushered next door, overlooking the bay, the mountains to the west, and the sharp angles of the Ericsons very modern house. Tippy de Caro adjoined Mrs. Pacetti, which would hopefully work out, because the women would have to share a connecting bathroom. Plunkett and Schutzendorf had been assigned the two small guest rooms down the hall. Originally one large room, Judith had put in a movable divider as well as two half-baths in her extended remodeling project. Judith feared that the pared-down accommodations might not hold Herr Schutzendorf, and said so to Renie.

Hell wouldnt hold him either, so dont worry about it, counseled Renie as the cousins finally collapsed at the kitchen table. Jeez, I dont envy you the next two weeks with this crew. Youre right; its a good thing Joe wont be around for most of the time. If it were Bill, hed have to put himself in therapy. But Im glad I saw Pacetti up close. Briefly.

Splitting a can of Pepsi between them, Judith shoved a glass at Renie. At least the RV is out of here. I guess the driver stays at a motel.


Id forgotten that Pacetti wont fly, said Renie, removing the lid of Judiths sheep-shaped cookie jar and extracting a couple of date bars. He goes everywhere by ship, train, or RV. He insists it not only cuts down on risk, but on overusing his voice. The jet plane has ruined many a voice, according to him. Too many engagements.

Judith, who was not as serious an opera buff as Renie, inclined her head. It makes sense, I guess. I wonder why they didnt take the train from San Francisco.

Renie gave a little shrug and munched on a date bar. Schutzendorf probably couldnt fit in a sleeping compartment. Jeez, coz, hes almost as big as Dan!

Nobody is as big as Dan, remarked Judith in reference to her first husband, except a tow truck. As you recall, Dan weighed over four hundred pounds when he blew up.

Right. Renie ate the second date bar, causing Judith to marvel, as she always did, at her cousins appetite and how she not only could avoid weighing four hundred pounds, but remain relatively slim. Still, youd think Schutzendorf wouldnt have been exactly comfy in that RV. But then I didnt get to see the interior.

Its probably plush, said Judith, on the alert for signs that her newly ensconced guests were stirring overhead. She got up and went to the refrigerator. The old schoolhouse clocks hands pointed to precisely five oclock. Ive got chicken liver pt and crackers, calamari, salami, olives, three kinds of Italian cheese, and something awful with anchovies. According to the opera people, these are a few of his favorite things.

Mine, too, said Renie, except for the calamari. You might as well eat rubber bands.

You probably have, Judith noted dryly, hauling the pt mold and a tray of appetizers out onto the counter. Only Mr. Plunkett drinks sherry. The rest prefer wine except for Tippy de Caro, who is a solid gin guzzler. Surprise. Are you sticking around or just polishing off the date bars?


Huh? Renie, literally caught with her hand in the cookie jar, gave Judith a faintly sheepish look. No, Ive got to go home to fix dinner. Its after five. Im famished.

No kidding, said Judith.

Renie wore her middle-aged ingenue expression. No kidding. Being a voyeur is hard work. Ask Arlene.

Judith didnt have to. Arlene Rankers was in the entryway, waving a lacy white negligee. How did this get on my clothesline? she demanded.

Ask Carl? Judith retorted.

But Arlene was in no mood for mirth. It fell out your window. What kind of people have you got staying here, Judith?

Judith started to answer, but she wasnt sure she really knew.
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