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ONE




JUDITH GROVER MCMONIGLE brought her full weight down on her suitcase and jumped. Angling one foot carefully, she clicked the lock shut and let out a sigh of triumph. She was ready.

Hopping off the handsome brown leather case, she smiled in anticipation. It wasnt a honeymoon in the Bahamas as she might have hoped, but even a three-day trip to Canada with Cousin Renie would be a treat after the past two years of struggling to get the bed-and-breakfast under way. Hearing the squeal of tires in the driveway below, Judith knew that Renie had arrived on the dot of nine.

Judith paused, gazing around the third-floor bedroom under the eaves of the old Edwardian house on Heraldsgate Hill. Her last-minute inspection took in her handbag which contained her birth certificate, the dark green leather coat over her arm, and the brown suitcase which was finally shut.

And moving.

Judith couldnt believe her eyes. The finely tooled case shed received the previous month as a birthday present from Renie and her husband Bill was sliding across the braided rug. Not an earthquake, surely: November in the Pacific Northwest usually held no seismic terrors. Judiths big black eyes stared at the mobile luggage. Then she pounced.

Flipping open the latch, she swore aloud as the contents heaved, a growl erupted from the vicinity of her neatly stacked underwear, and Judiths cat, Sweetums, emerged with teeth bared and scraggly fur on end.

Insufferable mange-ball! cried Judith, diving in vain after the cat.

What are you doing? demanded Judiths mother, Gertrude, who was standing in the bedroom door. Customs wont let pets in, you dope! You want to start a war with Canada?

Judith made another swipe at Sweetums who was now tearing around the room, leaving a trail of tangled clothing. In an orange and white blur, the cat raced for the door, sailing between the legs of Gertrudes walkerand Gertrude.

Ill kill him! Judith vowed, flinging scattered apparel back into the suitcase. Howd he sneak in there? No wonder I couldnt shut the blasted thing! I wish Id squashed the little fleabag!

Gertrude staggered slightly in the wake of Sweetumss flight. Probably sniffed that new perfume you got in there. Smells like rat bait to me, she declared in her raspy voice. But then, she added, her beady eyes narrowing at her daughter, thats who you got it for, Ill bet. The Rat.

Judith gave her mother a baleful glance, but avoided the verbal trap. You know I got it from Mike for my birthday.

Hunh! snorted Gertrude. My grandson has screwy taste in perfume. Whats it called, Obnoxious?

Obsession, and I love it, replied Judith, closing the suitcase a second time and brushing the salt-and-pepper curls from her high forehead. Theres Renie at the doorbell. Move it, Mother.

But Gertrude was deliberately barring the way with her walker. A fine thing, she muttered, you and Serena running off to a foreign country like a couple of gallivanting hussies! Just before Thanksgiving, too. I suppose Ill end up doing all the work. As usual. Youve probably even got paying guests coming here while youre gone.

Of course I dont. Nobodys booked until the day after Thanksgiving. Judith tried to wedge her way out into the little foyer that had once been part of the servants quarters in a bygone era of Grover affluence. Motheryou know Ive got everything ready for Thursday. Well be back early Wednesday evening. All you have to do is make the creamed onions.

Gertrudes small eyes darted up at her daughter. And the cranberry sauce. I suppose Deb will be too puny to fix the green beans and Renie will ruin the gravy again.

Renie will break down the door if you dont move it, said Judith, using her statuesque size to nudge her mothers walker a couple of inches to the right. Do you realize that except for visiting my mother-in-law in Arizona this is the first vacation Ive had in over twenty years?

Big deal. Its not my fault you married a lazy slob. But Gertrude gave way as Renies buzzing turned to banging.

Judith raced past her mother and down the short flight of stairs to the second floor with its four guest rooms and two baths. Taking the front staircase, she called out to Renie to hold on. The pounding stopped. Sweetums poked his head around the corner of the living room and hissed. Judith ignored him.

Hi, coz, greeted Renie, looking amazingly alert for a woman who didnt usually function in a human capacity until after ten a.m. Where were you?

Upstairs, packing my cat. Here, said Judith, swinging the suitcase across the threshold, let me put this in my car. Then Ill go out to the toolshed.


Suddenly solemn, Renie shook her head. Ill do that. I already put my stuff in your trunk. It was open.

I know, I was just coming down. Judith peered out the front door, briefly savoring the crisp scent of autumn. Give me your keys so Mother can turn them over to Bill when he collects your car tonight.

Right. Ill load your suitcase, then Ill go getthe box. Renie and Judith exchanged meaningful gazes along with luggage and keys. The Jones family sedan would be picked up that evening by Renies husband after his daily stint as a professor of psychology at the university. The two-and-a-half-hour drive to Port Royal would be made in Judiths blue Japanese compact.

Renie disappeared around the corner of the old house while Judith watched with an anxious eye. It was just as well that Gertrude hadnt gotten downstairs yet. Judith preferred that her mother didnt know what Renie was doing in the toolshed.

After a final check of the kitchen, Judith was back in the entry hall when Gertrude clumped down the stairs. Wheres that moron of a niece of mine? she growled around the cigarette she was attempting to set off with an ancient red lighter bearing the inscription Harolds Club or Bust. That little screwball never did learn any manners from Deb. Cant she say hello to her old aunt?

Shes loading the car. Judith avoided her mothers gaze, glancing out the window in an attempt at distraction. See, the Rankers are up and about. Carls just leaving for work. She waved; their favorite neighbors waved back. Dont worry, theyll keep an eye on you.

Gertrude puffed away, looking vaguely appeased. Arlenes making lasagne tonight. Its better than yours.

Arlenes a super cook, Judith agreed, willing to concede any point to keep the peace before departure. She and Carl are super people. Ill call tomorrow after five when the rates go down. You will answer, wont you?

Gertrude turned cagey. If I hear it ring. She hated the telephone, and resented the fact that Judith not only had six of them installed in the house, but two separate lines, one for business and one for the family.

In deference to her mothers professed hearing loss, Judith gave a thin smile. Ill hang on until you get there, okay?

Renie sailed through the back door, making straight for her aunt. Hi, you ornery old coot, she said, giving Gertrude a big smack of a kiss. You look good enough to eatif I were a grizzly bear.

You look like Mrs. Astors horse, rear view, retorted Gertrude, taking in Renies red wool blazer, navy slacks and white silk blouse. Its Thanksgiving, not the Fourth of July. Youre getting as daffy as your mother.

Hey, replied Renie, tugging on the baggy green and orange cardigan that Gertrude wore over her garish Hawaiian print housecoat, at least I dont glow in the dark. You take care of yourself while were gone. Mom will call you.

At least fifty times, muttered Gertrude. Her sister-in-laws obsession with the telephone was as great as her own antipathy. All right, all right, Gertrude moaned, clumping after them to the back door, go off and leave a pair of old widows, live high on the hog, get drunk as skunks, pick up sailorsbut dont worry about your mothers! Our day is done, our sun is set, were over the hill

Youre over the limit, broke in Judith, giving her mother a hug and a kiss. See you day after tomorrow. Try to keep from getting arrested for impersonating a helpless old person, okay?

Looking miffed, Gertrude stood on the back porch, watching her daughter and niece get into the car. As the blue compact reversed and started to back out the driveway, she lifted a limp hand in farewell. I could go at any minute, she called after them. But the car was already heading down the street that led to Heraldsgate Avenue.

Nitwits, breathed Gertrude. Itll serve em right. I forgot to tell them not to drink the water. At her feet, Sweetums weaved in and out, making importunate noises. I am a helpless old person, dammit. For an instant, her small, wrinkled face crumpled. Gertrude enjoyed her solitude, but she didnt much like being left alone. Not that shed ever admit as much to Judith. Along with I appreciate you, I need you, and I love you, such phrases had long ago been excised from her vocabulary, if not from her heart. Gertrude looked down at the cat which came to rest next to the walker, whiskers drooping, green eyes narrowed. Okay, hairball, its just you and me, she growled with an effort to straighten her stooped shoulders. Why the hell cant you learn to play cribbage?



The long stretch of interstate highway was crowded for the first twenty miles out of the city as Judith and Renie headed north. Having expended all her early morning energies, Renie now lapsed into silence. Judith checked the digital clock on the dashboard, noted that it was 9:33, and decided to let her cousins brain fog over until her mental alarm clock went off at its regular time.

The distance between Heraldsgate Hill and the Canadian border already seemed great. Judith hadnt been to Port Royal since before her marriage. The city, Renie assured her, had changed a lot, evolving from a frumpy colonial outpost into a cosmopolitan gateway to the Pacific. Having seen little outside her own hometown except for her mother-in-laws retirement village in the Arizona desert, Judith was excited at the prospect of three days of relaxation at the Hotel Clovia on Prince Albert Bay. It was not the autumn outing she had planned, of course. In winter, with snow on the ground and hope in her heart, she had nurtured vague plans for a honeymoon with Joe Flynn. But the six months that Joe had asked her to wait had turned into ten. The Catholic Churchs wheels ground slowly when it came to granting annulments.

She had seen Joe only once since hed investigated the fortune-tellers murder at Hillside Manor Bed-and-Breakfast in his official capacity as a homicide detective. Indeed, their only encounter since had been by accident, when Judith had been buying Mikes birthday present in August at Nordquists mens department. The six months had already slipped by. When she came eyeball-to-eyeball with Joe over a rack of leather jackets, Judith had been angry. He had been embarrassed. It probably would be the first of the year before he heard anything definite, hed told her. For one thing, his wife, Herself, wasnt cooperating. For another, the shortage of priests in the archdiocese made the entire process more difficult. And, Joe had asserted, his round face looking unusually earnest, he had not wanted to come to her until he was actually free. Did she believe him?

She didnt. She wasnt even sure she believed he was getting an annulment. Almost a quarter of a century earlier, theyd gone together for over three years, had been passionately in love, and experienced more fun than two squirrels on a peanut farm. Then, inexplicably, Joe had dumped her. On the verge of their planned trip to Mexico, he had married another woman. Judith had neither forgiven nor forgotten. Worse yet, she had never stopped loving him. If she had, shed always reasoned, she could have done both. Yet the shock of his elopement to Las Vegas with Herself, a thrice-married divorcee and the mother of two children, had never worn off. Judith had never understood what had happened to change her life and send her into a disastrously hasty marriage with Dan McMonigle. Joe had promised to explain it all someday. But if his past promises were anything to go by, Judith wasnt going to hold her breath.

Nor could she see why Joe would leave his wife at this late date. Her logical mind made hash of his pie-in-the-sky pledges. Besides, she was too old for illusions. So when shed accidentally run into him last August, Judith had rebelled against Joe Flynn and the world at large by purchasing Mike two cashmere sweaters, four pairs of slacks, and a half-dozen designer shirts. Her son had never had such a lavish birthday.


Judith slowed down behind a logging truck as Renie stirred in the seat next to her. The stands of fir and hem-lock now grew close to the highway, orderly rows of dark green ranged against the clear blue sky. They were almost to the turnoff for the cabin.

Youre sure you want to do this? Renie asked somewhat dubiously.

Judith kept her strong profile looking straight ahead at the red flag on the end of the cedar logs. I promised Dan I would. He really liked the cabin.

Renie shrugged and stretched, her toes peeking out through red leather pumps. Okay. Id better put on my boots. Its going to be wet by the river.

Judith pulled off the interstate at the turn for Glacier Falls. The car wound through farmlands where cows grazed and dogs slept, among the foothills to the rugged mountains that divided the state in half, past sawmills and RV campgrounds and little stores with signs that read Food-Beer-Bait.

They slowed down to pass through the tiny town of Glacier Falls, stopped at the only light, and turned left. The car seemed to drive itself down the long hill leading to the bridge by the falls that gave the town its name, then curved upward and eastward, climbing higher into the foothills where Judith and Renie caught their first glimpse of Mount Woodchuck. Dusted only slightly by snow, its craggy pillars stood sentinel over the river valley. The familiar sight was reassuring, and both cousins smiled. They had been coming to the family cabin since they were babies, gathering every summer weekend with the rest of the Grover clan. Then, as the older generation passed into history, the get-togethers became less frequent. Bill Jones preferred the ocean; Cousin Sues husband frequented the racetrack; only Dan McMonigle had enjoyed rusticating at the river.

But, Judith thought to herself, Dan had enjoyed rusticating just about everywhere. And working not at all. Dan preferred eating himself into a mound and drinking himself into a fit, tasks which he had accomplished most successfully by the time he died at the age of forty-nine. If ever a man had committed suicide with an overdose of sour cream, it was Dan McMonigle. He had known exactly what he was doingJudith was convinced of that. And in the process, he had made the request to have his remains scattered in the Glacier River. Now, over three years after his death, Judith finally had the time and the opportunity to honor his wishes. Meanwhile, he had reposed in the toolshed, awaiting Judiths first free moment from refurbishing the old family home and setting it up as a profitable bed-and-breakfast.

The gate to the Grover property sagged on hinges older than either cousin. Renie got out of the car, retrieved her boots from the trunk, and put them on. With a mighty heave and an impatient curse, she managed to shove the gate open, fighting against the long, damp grasses that had overgrown the driveway.

Five minutes later, Judith and Renie were at the river-bank, in the shadow of Mount Woodchuck. Behind them, the sprawling shake and shingle cabin that had hosted four generations of Grovers stood with its homemade curtains closed and a big padlock on the only door. The cousins would not go inside: For the time being, they had all the memories they could handle in the big plastic garbage sack.

With an air of solemnity, Renie handed the bag over to Judith. I put the box in this, just in case your mother looked out, she said.

Good. Judith gave Renie a wan smile. We have to be careful. The undertaker warned me that ashes arent exactly what you thinkHey! She hoisted the bag effortlessly. What? Frowning, she set the bag down and opened it. Hell! exclaimed Judith, glaring at Renie. This isnt Dan, its my begonia tubers, you dope!

Renie clamped a hand to her chestnut curls and uttered several one-syllable obscenities. In the background, the river rumbled on, crystal-clear waters over moss-covered rocks. Oh, coz, Im sorry! You said it was a shoe box!


Judith gritted her teeth. Boot, not shoe! You think I could get Dan into a shoe box? Jeez, the man weighed four hundred pounds! It wasnt like ashes, it was more like rubble!

Renie let out one final, fading expletive. I didnt knowI should haveOh, damn, I feel awful! She turned a miserable face up to her cousin.

But Judith had recovered, taking this mishap, like all others, in stride. Forget it. She swung the plastic sack over her shoulder and started back for the car. Lets face it, coz, she noted with a wry grin, at least the begonia tubers will come back to life. Well let Dan go on doing what he always did bestnothing.







    

TWO




RENIE MAY HAVE been wrong about the shoe box, but she was right about Port Royal. Skyscrapers gleamed at the edge of the bay, sprawling condos dotted the islands that nestled among the coves and inlets, bold new homes marched up the hill overlooking the city, and even the older residences displayed a rediscovered dignity. Judith was impressed.

The Hotel Clovia, however, was another matter. A mile from the city center, it stood dowagerlike on Prince Albert Bay, with a magnificent view of the water and Empress Park. The setting was perfect, with a broad street sweeping past, and handsome apartment buildings at each side. But the Clovia itself remained an ivy-wrapped citadel of stodginess in a high-tech sea of luxury.

Its a historical landmark, Renie explained cheerfully, as Judith tried to negotiate the impossible confines of the Clovias underground parking garage. They couldnt change it if they wanted to.

What did they build this place for, horse carts? asked Judith, finally guiding the compact into a stall between a mini-van from Alberta and a sports car from California. How the hell do you and Bill get your big Chev in here?

We dont, replied Renie. We park out back and walk. Sometimes Bill even carries the luggage.

Judith emitted a growling noise that sounded not unlike Sweetums. I cant wait to see our room. Do we sleep standing up?

Oh, no, Renie answered blithely, squeezing her diminutive form between Judiths car and the van. The rooms are quite big. Theyre not standard, though. I mean, as often as Bill and Ive stayed here, weve never been in a room that was quite like any of the others.

Ill bet, muttered Judith, trying to figure out if she should risk tearing her gray slacks on the cars grillwork or simply vault over the California sports coupe. Hows the food?

Great, said Renie, grabbing Judiths hand and bodily pulling her between the cars. At least breakfast is. We usually eat somewhere else for lunch and dinner. Port Royal has so many terrific restaurants. We should try the Prince Albert Cafe down the street tonight. Just avoid Bob-o on the way. His popcorn will kill you.

Who, Judith asked as they unloaded their suitcases, is Bob-o?

The popcorn vendor. Hes a real character, been out there on Empress Drive forever. But his popcorn could create its own oil slick. Its just horrid. Look. She paused, halfway to the elevator. Through the breezeway, they could catch a glimpse of the street and the bay. There he is now, talking forty-to-the-dozen to some unsuspecting tourist. Thats the other thing, hes like a wind-up toy. Once he starts blabbing at you, he wont shut up.

Judith peered at the rotund figure shrouded in a billowing tasseled cape with the popcorn wagon at his side. In the noonday sun, Bob-o was a dark silhouette, reminding Judith of a giant spider rendered by Arthur Rackham. His customer looked like a dancing bear. A sharp crack echoed off the concrete walls of the parking garage. Judith jumped.

What was that? The popcorn exploding? Or did somebody blow up Bob-o?

But Renie was unperturbed even as a series of loud reports sounded from outside the building. Crackers, for Guy Fawkes Day. You know, she explained, pushing the elevator button, like our Fourth of July firecrackers. The Canadians celebrate Thanksgiving the second Monday in October, then Guy Fawkes Day on November 5. That just warms them up for the rest of the holiday season. They keep right on shooting those suckers off through New Years.

Swell, Judith remarked as the elevator door opened, revealing a bearded man of middle age with an unlighted pipe. He nodded vaguely as he got out and the cousins got in. The cables creaked and the small car groaned. Judith was alarmed until she noted Renies composed features.

It always does that, said Renie with a little shrug. Wait until you hear the Heat Pixies in the radiators. Oh, and the Clovia boiler has a mind of its own. When theyre working on itwhich seems to be oftenroom temperatures can vary by 40 degrees in a single day.

No wonder this place is so cheap, murmured Judith as the door jerked open onto the lobby.

They cant raise the prices, said Renie. I told you, its a historical landmark. And its always jammed.

Judith was about to ask why but one look at the lobby partly answered her question. The furnishings were old, but solid and handsome. Stately vases with fresh flowers, red-striped velvet sofas, high-backed oak armchairs with needlepoint seats, paintings which were either originals or excellent reproductions, filled the small lobby. So did at least a dozen guests, hovering around the desk. Even the life-sized lamp in the shape of a turbaned Nubian serving boy had a certain charm, his hand outstretched as if in welcome. The fact that some puckish soul had put an old toothbrush in his palm did nothing to diminish Judiths enchantment. She smiled in spite of herself.

Wait here, said Renie, putting down her suitcase. Ill check us in. Theres Doris. She gave an airy wave in the direction of a stoic redhead who was stamping the bill of a departing guest.

Judith stepped aside to let a giggling young couple pass. Honeymooners, she thought with a pang, then steeled her spine and set her jaw. To hell with romance. From the wrong side of forty, True Love had to be an illusion. Or so Judith kept telling herself. She was trying to absorb the idea when a tall, dark-haired woman in a sable coat came into the lobby from an entrance which Judith assumed led out onto the street. Judith stared. The woman turned and stared back.

Judith! she exclaimed, her handsome face breaking into a big smile. Judith Grover!

Maria! The two women rushed to embrace, both of a height, one reed-thin, the other full-figured. Judith swore she could feel the bones under the sable and was reminded of Dan in the boot box. She actually shuddered.

But her long-lost friend didnt seem to notice. Judith, I cant believe it! After almost thirty years! Maria held Judith at arms length. You look wonderful! What are you doing here?

Judith glanced over at the desk to get Renies attention. But Renie was engaged in deep conversation with Doris. My cousinIm not sure you ever met Serena, she was a couple of years ahead of us in schooland I came up for a few days before the holiday season sets in. I run a bed-and-breakfast on Heraldsgate Hill and I She stopped, taking in the sleek black hair pulled back into a chignon, the shimmering pearls, the smart taupe dress under the expensive fur coat. But youve retired from dancing, right? And married to The name eluded Judith. Maria Filonovs husband was a big luminary in the theater, a producer, or something.

Max Rothside, said Maria graciously. She gestured with a gloved hand toward the desk where Renie was still consulting with Doris. In the fedora.

Ah. Judith took note of the tall, distinguished man with the silver moustache and cashmere overcoat who was collecting messages from a dumpy blond. He had a cane over his arm and an attache case in one hand. I remember now. I read about it in the paper. Ten, eleven years ago?

Maria adjusted a pearl earring. Almost thirteen, actually. Lucky thirteen, she added, perhaps a bit too hastily. Theyve been exciting years, even though I retired about the time we got married. Weve gone all over the world and been involved in some really extraordinary ventures. But there! She put a hand to her flat bosom and looked abject. What about you? Im sure youve had some thrills along the way as well.

Judith reflected that if working two jobs, getting evicted, and having your husband blow up at the age of forty-nine constituted thrills, then shed had them, all right. But the lobby of the hotel Clovia wasnt the place to say so. Im a widow, she blurted, saw Marias face fall, and gave her friend an encouraging smile. I have a wonderful son whos in college, I moved back with Mother, and the B&B is doing very well. Thats my life. She paused, then shrugged. Thats what I want. For now.

If Maria heard the doubt in Judiths voice, there was no opportunity for her to remark upon it. Renie was storming across the lobby, all but knocking over a stout white-haired woman with a Dandie Dinmont on a leash.

They screwed up our reservation! Its never happened in the fifteen years Bill and Ive been coming here! I told Doris I want to see the manager! Renie was worked up into one of her rare but explosive rages, heedless of the other guests, oblivious to Maria Filonov Rothside. Her short chestnut hair all but stood on end and her brown eyes flashed. I refuse to stay in one of those ghastly antiseptic glitzy horrors downtown!

Judith wasnt quite sure how a hotel could be both glitzy and antiseptic, but this wasnt the moment to query her cousin. Calm down, its just a little past noon. They may have a cancellation.

But Renie shook her head with vigor. Never. Nobody ever cancels at the Clovia. Its a historical landmark!

Oh, shut up! snapped Judith, grabbing her cousin by the lapels of her blazer. Settle down, meet Maria Filonov, the dancer. Remember her from grade school?

Renies rages tended to die down as quickly as they built up. Maria! she beamed and put out her hand. Yes, I do. You were the awkward kid who fell off the stage doing the minuet for the George Washingtons birthday assembly! I never could figure out how you went on to dance with Balanchine and win international acclaim!

Maria had the grace to laugh. I think that incident taught me a lesson. Ive never fallen off a stage since. She sobered a bit and relinquished Renies hand. Actually, the Clovia does have the occasional cancellation. Her wide-set gray eyes rested on each of the cousins in turn. Max and I have taken the entire eighth floortheyre suites, you knowfor a reunion of theater people he calls his Sacred Eight. But one couple cant make it, so if the two of you would like their room, Im sure we could arrange it.

Judith and Renie exchanged questioning looks. I dont know, Judith began. It sounds as if wed be imposing

Nonsense. Maria tossed her sleek head, very much the prima ballerina. In fact, I think it would be wonderful fun. These are really Maxs friends, and Id enjoy having someone of my own on hand. Well talk to the desk and arrange it. Youll join us for cocktails at six, of course.

Judith felt as if she were being given a royal command. She shot a look out of the corner of her eye at Renie, who seemed equally cowed. Wellokay, sure, if you dont think Max will mind, said Judith.

Max, in fact, was approaching, swinging his cane and doffing his fedora. Introductions were made all around, and Judith was much taken with his expansive manner.

Heraldsgate High School, he said with a nostalgic catch in his deep voice. How often Ive heard Maria mention that name! And the grade school, what was it, something about drunkards?

SOTS, replied Judith, for Our Lady, Star of the Sea. It wasisa parochial school, attached to the parish.

Max Rothside beamed. Delightful. We must make a pilgrimage some day. Heraldsgate Hill is about the only place weve missed over the years. But of course Marias parents have been dead for some time now.

Maria looked appropriately solemn, then took Judith and Renie by the arm. Lets get you checked in. Youll be in 804no, wait, I put Birdwell in there when Jonny and Clea couldnt come She rocked gracefully on her suede high heels, tapping a manicured red nail against her chin. Thats all right, Birdwell isnt here yet. Well give him 802. Its smaller, and hell complain, but he always does. Hes a critic, you know.

Birdwell de Smoot? inquired Renie. She saw Maria nod. Hes a crank! My husband Bill says that if you look up the word negative in the dictionary, youll find that the definition is

We expected a smaller room anyway, Judith interrupted, riding right over Renies latest recital of The Word According to Husband Bill.

But Maria forced the large suite upon them. Since Renie had originally requested a much cheaper room, Doris and the Clovias management insisted that the rate remain the same, despite the upgrade in amenities. To the elation of both cousins, Suite 804 was furnished not in forty-year-old bits and pieces, but elegant First Empire. There were two bedrooms, a sitting room, a kitchenette, and a huge marble bath set in mahogany. The view of Prince Albert Bay was unrestricted. They could even see Bob-o, plying his trade and chattering like a magpie to a trio of punk rockers. The Heat Pixies, however, did not defer to price. Even as Judith and Renie unpacked, the clatter and clang of the radiators threatened to deafen them.

So tell me about Maria, inquired Renie half an hour later as they sat down to lunch in a small French restaurant three blocks from the hotel. Shes too skinny, I can see that. Makes her look older.

Dyes her hair, too, said Judith, sampling a warm wedge of tarte a loignon. But she certainly had a wonderful career. I used to try to follow her rise to fame before I got married. Then I had enough problems following my own.

Which involved two jobs at once, murmured Renie over her lambs lettuce salad. but lets not be bitter. You never could dance worth a lick.

I still wanted to, said Judith as the waiter poured more Vouvray. The restaurant had been built to resemble a cave, with bottles of wine shoved into every conceivable crevice. I envied Maria a lot, especially when she went to Europe to study. We wrote for a while, but then one of us stopped. I forget which.

And Max produced plays from Athens to Zimbabwe. Hes a Canadian, as I recall, though his earliest successes were in New York. Renie shot Judith a smug look over her mache-betterave.

How do you know that? queried Judith.

Renie grinned, heedless of the wine she was spilling on the tablecloth. I just finished designing a commemorative brochure for the universitys acting program. Max Rothside was listed among the three greatest theatrical impresarios of the twentieth century. You know me, I may be just the designer, but I dont trust anyone else to proof-read. There isnt a soul on that campus who can spell. Including Bill.

Judith tipped her head to one side. Maria did all right for herself for a pudgy kid from Heraldsgate Hill. I wonder whatever happened to Spud.

Renies eyebrows lifted. Spud? Whos that?


Spud Frobisher. He played football for Heraldsgate High and Maria was madly in love with him. Beefy kid, no speed, but lots of desire. Some of it, I heard, was for Maria. Judith leered slightly above the rim of her wineglass. He got a football scholarship somewhere after he graduated. As I recall, both he and Maria were broken-hearted over the separation.

Renie made a face. They probably forgot all about each other as soon as they left town. She put aside her salad plate, leaving most of the cubed beets in a little pile. Then this was Marias first marriage, I take it? No kids?

Judith shook her head. I doubt it. Where would she put one with that scrawny frame of hers?

A suave waiter, who looked more Pakistani than Gallic, removed their starter plates and refilled the bread basket. The cousins had already demolished the crusty rolls along with most of the butter. Judith mentally kissed her pre-holiday calorie counting goodbye and verbally abused Renie for eating like a pig and looking like a pole.

Metabolism, explained Renie for what she calculated as the thousandth time in over four decades. Nervous energy. I pour it all into my fabulous graphic designs.

I pour it all into my gut, lamented Judith. She patted her midsection, which actually was nowhere near as ample as she made out. Its aggravating. Look at Mariashes as tall as I am and weighs about half as much.

Ill bet shes got thighs like a linebacker. Renie paused as the waiter returned with her quenelles of pike in chive sauce and deposited Judiths mackerel poached in cider. Youll note her oh-so-simple-but-chic dress came damned near down to her ankles.

True. Judith looked for her fork and realized it had gone off with the first course. Leaning back in her chair, she tried to signal to the waiter, but he had been diverted by the burly customer at the next table. To Judiths surprise, the customer, rather than the waiter, sprang to attention.

Excuse me, he said, clumsily edging in between the wine racks which separated the tables, I eavesdropped. Did you mention Spud Frobisher?

Judith and Renie exchanged curious glances. We did, replied Judith, warily surveying the intruder. He was middle-aged, with thinning blond hair, a fresh pink face, and pale blue eyes. We were also about to mention a missing fork.

Deftly, the waiter supplied the proper utensil. The burly man leaned on the table, causing it to sway slightly. Im Spud Frobisher, he said, with a diffident smile. You could beoh, heck, Im not sureJoanne? Jennifer? Julia?

Judith. My God! she exclaimed, her memory clicking into place, you are Spud Frobisher! What is this, old home week?

Spud guffawed as if Judith had made a hilarious joke. Yep, in a way. He gestured to his table where a gray-haired man with a goatee was paying the bill. Let me see my friend off and then Ill tell you the story of my life. The short version, he added, noting the look of alarm on both cousins faces. Ill be right back.

Well, well, remarked Judith, starting in on the mackerel. What is this, the land of coincidence? I feel like singing the old high school fight song. If I could remember it.

Fight on ye Harbingers, sang Renie in a mercifully soft off-key voice, bring the news of victory

Judith grimaced. No wonder I forgot it. She thought it best to change the subject. Do you suppose Spud heard what we said about him and Maria?

Apparently unfazed by her cousins implied criticism, Renie responded with a quizzical lift of her eyebrows. If he did, it didnt seem to bother him.

True, agreed Judith. He hasnt changed all that much, really. Bigger. Balder. Bolder. Spud always spoke in monosyllables.

I dont think I ever talked to him, said Renie. He was, after all, only a sophomore. The only reason I talked to you was because we were related.

And then you acted like a snot if there was anybody else around, Judith reminded her cousin with a hint of reprimand.

Its not my fault you were a nerd. All sophomores were nerds. It was a new word then. Renie lapped up her pike, while somehow managing to devour yet another roll almost simultaneously.

Having parted with his companion, Spud was wheeling back to the table. He hauled his chair over with a loud clatter and sat down, much like a water buffalo submerging into a lake. Judith. Let me think

Dont, urged Judith, who didnt remember brains as being Spuds strong suit. McMonigle now, Grover then. This is my cousin, Serena Grover Jones. She was two years ahead of us and a snot.

Spud eyed Renie with apparent awe, as if the magic spell of high school hierarchy still lingered. Sure! You were a cheerleader!

Renie all but bolted from her chair. I was not! she protested, as if accused of some heinous crime. Judith smirked, figuring it served her cousin right for remembering the loathsome Heraldsgate fight song. I was president of the Honor Society! shrieked Renie.

Oh, gee! Spud was mightily embarrassed, his pink face turning crimson. Gosh, Im sorry, its been awhile. I must have gotten you mixed up with someone else. He gave Judith and Renie a sheepish, engaging grin. I havent been back to Heraldsgate Hill since I graduated. Dad got transferred and my folks moved to Denver that summer.

And you got a football scholarship, said Judith, attempting to put Spud at ease. So what have you been up to? Coaching?

Spud emitted his boisterous laugh. Well, yeah, sort of. But not football. He leaned forward, his face earnest, his knees pushing the table a good two inches across the stone floor. Judith and Renie clung to their plates. I got that scholarship all right, to Nebraska, but I separated my shoulder in the first game against Oklahoma. That ended my playing days. He paused, eliciting sympathetic looks from Judith and Renie. But that was okay. I wasnt all that crazy about football. Id gotten in with some of the drama students and they had a good theater program at UN. I tried acting, but I was too clumsy on stage. Still, I really loved the theater. All those wordsI didnt know there were so many, or that you could put them together like that! His face glowed like a babys; he was suddenly the eager undergraduate once again. My folks werent much for culture, Spud confessed. My dad worked for the phone company.

That explains it, said Renie, whod had her share of run-ins over various presentations to the telecommunications industrys top brass. Most of the officers think Hamlet is an egg dish.

Spud howled. Right, he agreed, all but wiping his eyes, and beaming at Renie as if they had suddenly become soul mates. So it was all new to me. And since I couldnt act and the technical stuff was too hard and I was no writer, I had to take what was left. He lifted his wide shoulders. I became a director. It is like being a coach, you know.

A dim light shone somewhere in Judiths mind. In almost 19 years of marriage to Dan McMonigle she hadnt had the time or opportunity to keep up with the American theater scene. And widowhoods responsibilities with raising a son and running a bed-and-breakfast had prevented her from catching more than the occasional movie. But somewhere along the line, the name of Frobisher was known to her other than in the guise of Spud, Heraldsgate High School lead-footed fullback. Not Kent Frobisher? she asked in astonishment.

Spud pounded the table, rocking china and cutlery. Thats right, thats me! Isnt it a hoot?

Renie was aghast. As season ticket holders to the repertory theater, she and Bill knew Kent Frobisher was one of the most outstanding directors in the country. Why, youve won a Tony! Or two! Good grief, how come the local media wags have never claimed you as their own?

Well, Spud replied, turning ruminative, Im not sure they know Im theirs. You see, we moved around a lot because of my dads job, and I was only in town for the four years I was in high school. Then, when I went away to college in Lincoln, it turned out that a lot of Nebraskans work in the New York theater. I made all my contacts through them when I went back East. Everybody in the business thinks of me as a Cornhusker. Somehow, that Midwestern farm boy background was good for my image. Heck, even Spud fitted somehow, with all due respect to Idaho. He leaned back in the chair, looking ingenuous, and threatening to tip over onto the wine rack.

Judith studied him with new appreciation. The bumptious exterior obviously masked a great deal of intelligence and cunning. Not to mention genuine talent. Spooning up the last bit of cider, Judith shook her head. Amazing. Really, it is. The reason we were talking about you was because wed just run into She caught Renies warning glare and stopped. Actually, we just met someone else who went to Heraldsgate High and it made me remember

Spud broke in on Judiths fumbling explanation. Maria, right? He jabbed Judith in the upper arm, knocking the spoon out of her hand. Oops, sorry. I know, thats what I mean about old home week. My wife and I are here for Max Rothsides Sacred Eight reunion. Were staying with them at the Hotel Clovia.

Suddenly, the resurfacing of Spud and Maria didnt seem like such a coincidence after all.
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