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ONE




JUDITH MCMONIGLE FLYNN grabbed the fire extinguisher from the kitchen wall, aimed it at her mothers feet, and squeezed the lever hard. A thick cloud of white spray all but enveloped Judith and obscured the rest of the kitchen.

Hey! Gertrude yelled, dancing as much as her arthritic legs would permit. Cut that out! Im not on fire!

Then move, Judith yelled back. Youre standing right by the flames.

Gertrude coughed. Nasty, she gasped. I cantbreathe.

Good, Judith said as the flames died out. Youre the one who set the dishtowel on fire. It serves you right. I think you did it on purpose. She opened a drawer, got out some rags, and began to mop up the foamy residue left by the extinguisher.

The white stuff must have looked like whipped cream to Sweetums, who appeared from behind Gertrudes walker and put out an experimental paw. Judith lunged for the cat, slipped on the wet floor, and fell flat on her face.

It wasnt turning out to be a good day.

To Judiths dismay, Gertrude was chortling. I love a good belly flop, she said, stopping to catch her breath. Youre not bad, kiddo. But you better get up. The cats lapping up that funny-looking foam like its dessert.

He wouldnt! Judith clambered to her knees and grabbed Sweetums. That stuffs poison. I wonder if I can make him throw up, just in case.

Gertrude tipped her head to one side as she gazed at the squirming orange, yellow, and gray mass of fur. He does that all by himself. Hairballs. Gruesome.

I know that, Mother, Judith retorted, finally getting to her feet and carrying Sweetums to the sink. Now if I can put my finger down his throatOww! He bit me!

Cant say as I blame him, Gertrude remarked, turning on her walker. Whats for lunch?

Mother Judith eyed the tooth marks on her index and middle fingers, then decided she might as well give it another try.

Sweetums, however, had other ideas. With a sharp twist of his head and a terrible growl, he wrenched himself from Judiths grasp and streaked for the back door.

Damn! Judith cried. Hes gone. Now hell probably go off into the shrubbery where we cant find him and hell die.

Ive thought about doing that myself, Gertrude said. The trouble is, I cant get down on my knees. Im too stiff. It doesnt seem right to hide yourself standing up. On the other hand She stopped, and her small, wrinkled face went blank. Did you say pickled beets?

What? Judiths gaze was still fixed on the cats door where Sweetums had beat his hasty retreat.

For lunch. Pickled beets. They sound mighty tasty.

Pickled beets? The response came not from Judith, but from her husband, Joe Flynn, who had just come down the back stairs and into the narrow hallway that led to the kitchen. I hate pickled beets, Jude-girl. You know that.

Judith whirled on Joe. Then I quit for the day. You get dinner.

Dinner? Gertrude echoed. I thought it was lunch.


I cant, Joe said, his green eyes looking startled. Im going golfing with Bill.

Golfing? Judith was aghast. You dont like golf. Neither does Bill.

I didnt say we were going to play golf, Joe said. We just go over to the lake and wander around the pitch-and-putt course.

Fists on hips, Judith glared at Joe. Does Renie know what you and Bill do in your so-called retirement? she asked, referring to her cousin Serena and her husband, Bill Jones.

Sure, Joe replied. Its exercise. Sometimes we walk around the lake. Its over a mile.

Then why do you call it golfing? Judith demanded.

Because we always meet at the pitch-and-putt course, Joe said reasonably. Say, did you know your hand is bleeding?

Oh! Judith had forgotten about the cat bite. Id better get some antiseptic, she said, racing for the back stairs and the third-floor family quarters.

What about lunch? Gertrude called after her. What about pickled beets?

Judith didnt respond.



After cleansing the tiny wounds and applying a couple of Band-Aids, Judith went in search of Sweetums. She got as far as the small patio when Joe called to her from the back porch.

Wherere you going, Jude-girl? he asked, hands in pockets and a vaguely wistful expression on his round face.

Im looking for Sweetums, Judith replied. He may have eaten some of that fire extinguisher foam.

I hope he didnt eat all of it, Joe remarked. I wanted to save some for your mother.

Joe There was a tired note in Judiths voice. The Flynns had been married almost eight years. Joe and his mother-in-law had declared a cease-fire, but had never negotiated a truce. Which, Judith thought fleetingly as she glanced at her mothers small apartment just beyond the patio, was why Gertrude preferred living in the converted toolshed instead of under the same roof as her daughters second husband.

Ill help you look for Sweetums, Joe volunteered.

It was an offer that Judith didnt want to refuse, yet she was becoming increasingly annoyed at having her husband follow her around like a lost pup. It had been only two months since Joe had retired from the police force January first, and he hadnt seemed to be able to adjust. Judith loved her husband deeply, but he was getting on her nerves.

Joe searched the area along the east side of the old Edwardian-era house, including the mammoth laurel hedge that belonged to their neighbors, Carl and Arlene Rankers. Judith concentrated on the flower beds in the backyard, but had no luck. She moved to the west side of the house, peering under the azaleas, camellias, and rhododendrons. There were rose bushes, too, but they had been pruned in the fall and provided nowhere to hide.

At last, the Flynns met at the front of the house. The huge forsythia bush that threatened to take over the porch was in full bloom, a glorious, golden promise of spring. The deep red camellia was in bud, and some of the bulbs were a good three inches above ground.

But there was no sign of Sweetums.

Do you think he might have gone off to the Rankers yard or over to the Dooleys? Judith asked, rubbing her cold hands together. The early flora might show signs of spring, but the damp air was still redolent of winter.

Should we look? Joe asked without much enthusiasm.

Judith was hoping her husband would volunteer to go by himself.

Ill call first, she said, heading back inside. Why dont you start the appetizer tray for the B&B guests?

Isnt it kind of early? Joe inquired, glancing at the old schoolhouse clock in the kitchen.

It depends on what you fix, Judith said, and then let out a little yip.


Sweetums was in the hallway by the pantry, wrestling with a rather large bird.

How about braised starling? Joe asked, giving the cat a disgusted look.

Damn. Judith marched over to Sweetums, who glared at her with little yellow eyes. Surrender your prey, she ordered.

Sweetums tossed the dead bird around like a dishrag. Joe, Judith pleaded, can you take care of this? I have to get Mothers lunch. Judiths head swiveled in every direction. Where is Mother?

Maybe, Joe said in equable tones, the cat ate her first.

Good grief. Judith started back outside.

Ill come with you, Joe called after her, but I wont go inside.

Then dont bother, Judith snapped. Get rid of that damned bird.

Looking glum, Gertrude was sitting at her cluttered card table in the toolsheds small living room. Wheres lunch?

Relieved to find her mother in one piece, Judith managed a thin smile. Im going to fix it now. Ill be right back.

She met Joe at the porch steps. I put the bird in the garbage, he said, exuding unnatural pride. What can we do next?

Judith ground her teeth. Pay bills, she said. Why dont you take over that job?

Joe made a face. I had to do that when I was married to Herself, he said, referring to the woman who had whisked him away from Judith some thirty years earlier. I swore Id never do it again.

Well, dont break a sacred oath on my behalf, Judith retorted, stomping into the house. I had to keep track of everything when I was married to Dan. The only thing he could count was the number of Twinkies in the economy-sized box.

He sure couldnt count calories, Joe remarked.

Judith couldnt argue. Her first husband, Dan McMonigle, had weighed over four hundred pounds when he had eaten himself into a fatal fit at the age of forty-nine.

Look, Joe, Judith said, regaining her usual patience, if you dont want to handle the checkbook, Id still appreciate it if youd go through this months bills. January was finewe had plenty of business during the holidays. But this month is really tight, which is why I havent paid everybody yet. Except for St. Valentines Day, which luckily fell on a weekend, the B&B hasnt been full since after New Years. Plus, you got a regular paycheck in January, but this month, its your pension. I was thinking that maybe you could work out a budget for us, at least during the lean months, the leanest being February and March.

Joe, who was leaning against the refrigerator, frowned at Judith. Are you saying we cant make it on my retirement?

Mixing tuna salad, Judith tried to smile. No. Thats not true. Originally, you were going to wait until you were sixty-two to retire so you could collect Social Security. But thats a year and a half away.

I decided Id go out at sixty, he said, on the defensive, because the benefits are good, and after thirty-five years on the force, Id had it.

I know, Judith said, spreading the tuna mixture on buttered white bread. It was your call. But couldnt you go over our accounts and see what we can do to manage our money better?

Joes frown deepened. I suppose. Hell, Jude-girl, before we got married, you used to get along here at Hillside Manor without any help from me.

Puzzlement crossed Judiths face. I know. I cant imagine how I did it. Maybe I used mirrors. She piled potato chips next to the sandwich, added some apple slices, and started for the back door. Here, she said, using her hip to nudge the counter where she kept her computer. I have separate programs for us and for the B&B.

Joe grimaced. I hate computers.

You used them at work.


Only when I had to.

Try it. Please? Her black eyes were pleading.

Later, maybe, Joe said. What are we doing after lunch?



The February sun shone through the windows of Moonbeams Coffee House, though a fire crackled in the grate. Judith, however, felt glum as she stirred her latte and listened to cousin Renie talk about how well Bill Jones had adjusted to retirement.

He still sees a few of his nut-case patients and serves as a consultant to the universitys family therapy department, Renie reminded Judith. Granted, that doesnt take up much of his time, but I dont think Ive ever seen Bill so busy. He actually gripes about it.

Judith gave Renie a mordant look. Very funny. Do you know I had to sneak out of the house to meet you here? Joe traipses after me like a little kid.

Not good, Renie said with a shake of her head. Bill and Ive been lucky. Our transition has been almost painless.

Judith knew how smoothly Bill Jones had eased into retirement a year and a half earlier, and couldnt help but resent it. Hed never taught summer quarter, so his wife was used to having him home. Bill was a morning person; Renie slept in. As her cousin had pointed out, Bill was still involved in consulting and private practice. Renie, meanwhile, had her graphic design business, which she ran out of the Jones basement.

The truth is, Renie admitted, we dont see all that much of each other during the day. Joe needs to find something to occupy his time. A hobby, volunteer work, whatever. Hes at loose ends.

Im at wits ends, Judith asserted, tugging at her short salt-and-pepper hair. For Christmas, I bought him a big stamp album, a new fishing rod, some oil paints, and Shelby Footes complete history of the Civil War. Hes been indifferent to all of it, except the fishing rod, but he doesnt go winter steelheading, and everything else is closed until spring. Joe prefers watching me make tuna salad and wrestle with the cat.

Dont you have chores for him? Renie inquired, polishing off her mocha.

Of course. He ignores them. Judith grimaced. I started making a list two years ago.

You need to get away, Renie declared, after a brief silence during which the cousins had waved and nodded to three of their fellow Our Lady, Star of the Sea parishioners. Take a break. From the B&B. From Joe.

Hunh. Judith rested her chin on her hand. How do I do that? I cant go anywhere without him, and even if I could, were quasi-broke.

Renies brown eyes sparkled with mischief. What about free room and board at a secluded palatial mansion with servants to attend to your every whim?

Judith gave Renie a scornful look. What about a teepee next to the Rankers hedge with Sweetums sitting on my head?

Im not kidding, Renie insisted. Do you remember Beverly Burgess?

Judiths high forehead wrinkled as she searched her memory bank. The names familiar, but I cant place her. Did we go to high school with her?

Renie shook her head, which was currently adorned with a very unflattering pixie cut. Bev went to that exclusive private high school, Forest Glen. I met her at the U. We had several classes together until we both branched off into our respective majors. Although she marriedher names Ohashi nowand moved away, we kept in touch with letters, and Ive had lunch with her a few times when shes come home.

Judith nodded slowly. Yes, I did meet her once or twice, but it was a long, long time ago. On the small sidelike youonly blond.

Thats Bev. Renie stopped as the cousins greeted Mr. Holiday from the pharmacy across the street. Bevs husband, Tom, is an archaeologist. Bev majored in anthropology, which is how they met. Theyre in Egypt right now on some major dig. Bev works as Toms assistant, and they wont be able to come home until this summer. Whatever pots and pans theyre digging up are a big find, and would cap off Toms career.

Sounds fascinating, Judith remarked. But what has some hole in the desert got to do with my harried state of mind?

Bev called me last night, Renie said. Actually, it was today in Egypt. Anyway, shes been getting letters from her mother saying that someones trying to kill the old girl. She wanted to know if there was any way I could stay at the house for a few days to see if her mothers nuts or if she really is in danger.

Judith sat up very straight. Thats awful. Is it true?

Ive no idea, Renie replied. Neither does Bev, but it certainly worries her. She feels utterly helpless, being so far away.

Judith gave Renie a puzzled look. Why you? What about relatives or other friends? What about a private detective?

Renie wadded up her napkin and tossed it on the low table between the matching armchairs. A private detective is out. Bev already suggested it, but this is an old, wealthy family that doesnt care for strangers in their midst. At least thats the way Leota Burgess feels about it. I met Bevs mother a couple of times, so Im considered a friend. And it seems Im the only chum from around here that Bevs kept up with. You know how it ismost people arent letter writers.

What about family? Despite herself, Judith felt a twinge of interest.

Thats the problem, Renie said with a sly smile. Bevs mother thinks that one of them may be the aspiring killer.

Wow. The intrigue level rose in Judiths brain. How old is Mrs. Burgess, is it?

Right. Leota Burgess is almost eighty, but Bev says shes still mentally sharp. Physically, shes got all the usual ailments of the elderlyarthritis, neuralgia, and so forth. Renie sat back in the armchair, watching her cousin closely.

Its hard to believe that theres no one Bevor Mrs. Burgesscan trust within the family circle, Judith said.

Its a sticky situation, Renie replied. For one thing, Bev never got along with her sister and brother. She was the child of a second marriage, and they resented her. Which brings up another reason why I feel I should help her out. When we were in college, there were times when Bev felt she should get away from her sorority house, but didnt want to go home. Her half-brother and half-sister tended to make her life miserable. So Bev would stay with us. She was at Grandma and Grandpa Grovers one year for Thanksgiving. Thats probably one of the times you met her.

Yes, I vaguely recall that, Judith said. Wasnt that the year that Uncle Al put a frog in the gravy?

You mean the frog that was wearing suede pants? Renie shook her head. No, that was the time that Auntie Vance knocked out Uncle Corky with a drumstick. Bev thought it was all pretty funny.

Her relatives must have been more restrained, Judith said.

Most other peoples are, Renie replied. But the point is, Ive always felt a special bond with Bev. To me, she was always The Little Rich Girl Who Had Everything Except What She Needed. She might have found our family a trifle eccentric, but she sensed there was a lot of love. I guess I feel sorry for her and want to help.

Does Bev have kids? Judith inquired.

Two, Renie replied, glaring at a young couple who clearly wanted to take over the chairs that the cousins were occupying in front of the fireplace. Theyre boys, Mark and Matt, whove just finished their degreesMark got an MBA and Matt completed his undergraduate work in marine biology. Theyre celebrating by taking a road trip across the United States and Canada, Renie explained. They left this morning.

That seems hardhearted, Judith remarked. Couldnt they have stayed around for a while to make sure their grandmother was safe?

Renie gave Judith an ironic look. They did, for about a month, but they think Grannys batty. Of course young people think all old people are batty. We know better, dont we, coz?

But my mother is batty, Judith remarked.

Mine isnt, Renie countered. Yet.

She will be. Judith paused, sorting through what she was already calling The Burgess Problem. Of course Bevs mother isnt as old as our mothers.

Thats right. Renie continued to study Judith while the young couple indignantly took their beverages outside to sit in the brumal February sun. Well?

Judith grimaced. Id feel like a third wheel. I barely know Bev.

Renie poked Judiths arm. I didnt really know that old high school chum of yours who owned the B&B up on Chavez Island. But I went with you to house-sit the place and damned near ended up being accused of murder.

There was no disputing Renies statement. Shed gone beyond the call of duty. Inside her head, Judith felt as if a wrestling match was going on between Responsibility and Adventure. Or Good and Evil. Or maybe just between whether or not she could leave Joe and her mother and the B&B without serious repercussions.

The Rankerses are back from their annual sun break, Judith said more to herself than to Renie. Unless shes stuck with her grandchildren, Arlene probably wouldnt mind taking over at Hillside Manor. Shes done it before, and seems to enjoy it.

Its a huge house, out in Sunset Cliffs, Renie said in an undertone. A gated community. Very exclusive.

As long as Arlene and Carl are around, Mother never misses me that much, Judith murmured. They spoil her.


A full complement of servantsmaid, cook, butler, housekeeper. You wont have to lift anything heavier than a Waterford glass filled with Glenmorangie Scotch.

I wish Herself wasnt still in Florida. It never ceased to amaze Judith that Joes first wife, Vivian, had been able to make friends with Gertrude Grover. Of course, shes due back any day.

The house was the first one built in Sunset Cliffs, Renie said, her eyes roaming around the interior of Moonbeams. In fact, old Maxwell Burgess, the timber baron, once owned the entire area, including where the golf course is now. He was Mrs. Burgesss father-in-law. Her husband, Walter, died about ten years ago, leaving her enormously wealthy.

Judith burst out laughing. Coz, the way you describe all this, it sounds like a perfect setup for murder. Maybe Mrs. Burgess isnt crazy.

Renie avoided Judiths gaze. Im only stating facts. You can make of them what you will.

So I can. Judiths laughter subsided.

I can always go without you, Renie said, still not looking at her cousin. After all, you and Bev have no ties.

Joe would be very upset. Judith pursed her lips. Hed feel abandoned. Id be sending him the wrong message about his retirement.

Architecturally, its a Richardson-inspired house, Renie said, staring up at the ceiling. Very Romanesque, built just at the end of the nineteenth century.

On the other hand, my absence might force him to find something to do, Judith said.

Its called Creepers, said Renie in her natural voice.

Judith gave a little start. What? Creepers?

Renie locked gazes with Judith. The house. Where well be staying. In Sunset Cliffs.

Creepers? Judith made a face. I dont know

Todays Friday. Ill tell Mrs. Burgess to expect us Monday morning, around ten-thirty. Okay?


Virtue, goodness, responsibility, and perhaps common sense fell to the canvas and couldnt get up.

Okay, said Judith, then cocked her head at Renie. Did you really say Creepers?

Renie nodded.

Oh, Judith replied, getting up from the armchair. I wonder why.

Well soon find out, said Renie.







    

TWO




I CANT GO, Judith said into the cordless phone an hour later. Joes feelings are hurt and Mother thinks shes coming down with a cold. Mike called, and he and Kristin and baby Mac might be stopping by next week for dinner. Mike has a couple of days off from the ranger station up at the pass.

Thats tough, Renie retorted. I already called Bev to tell her wed do it, and I woke her up because I didnt realize it was the middle of the night in Mugwump, Egypt, or wherever the hell they are.

Cant you do it alone? Judith asked, a pleading note in her voice. I havent seen my son and his family since before St. Valentines Day. Little Mac was now almost eight months old, and crawling around with a frenzy. Judith felt that he changed every day, and never wanted more than a couple of weeks to go by without catching up on her first grandchild.

Of course I could do it alone, Renie said in a testy manner, but we work pretty well as a team, in case you havent noticed. Plus, youre better than I am when it comes to dealing with batty old ladies. My mother isnt nearly as goofy as yours.

Judith sank onto a stool by the kitchen counter. Im really, really sorry. I just cant. Besides, what do you expect to find out? That Mrs. Burgess is nuts or that shes about to get herself killed? If its the latter, will you sit by her bed at night with a gun in your hand?

I thought wed play it by ear, Renie said, sounding snide. Your instincts about these things are better than mine. Since when did you quit sleuthing?

Ooh Judith twitched on the stool. Im not a real sleuth. I just keep getting into situations that sometimes require

Bull, Renie interrupted. You are a one-woman murder magnet. I dont know how, I dont know why, but you seem to attract homicidal maniacs.

Ive told you before, part of it is because I run a business where I meet a lot of different people, Judith said. Part of it is because Joe was a homicide detective before he retired. And the rest iswell, just coincidence. Besides, she added rapidly, if Im the Grim Reaper, Id think that somebody like Mrs. Burgess wouldnt want me around.

She doesnt have to know how grim you really are, Renie snapped. Then her voice suddenly softened. Wheres Joe?

Uhh Judith glanced at the hallway, then the dining room. Im not sure. He must be up in the family quarters.

The front doorbell rang, indicating that guests were arriving. The back door was reserved for family and friends.

Ive got to go, Judith began, carrying the phone with her as she turned around and crashed into Joe. Yikes! she cried, dropping the phone. Where did you come from?

The dining room, Joe replied, looking alarmed. Are you okay? I think somebodys at the door.

As the doorbell rang again, Judith scooped up the phone. Coz? Ill call you back later. As she headed through the dining room to the entry hall, she called to Joe over her shoulder: Stop hovering. You scared me half to death.

Ill help greet the guests, Joe offered, trailing along behind her.

Judith ignored him. A middle-aged couple was standing on the doorstep, luggage in hand. Welcome to Hillside Manor, Judith said, forcing a bright smile. Do come in. You must be the

The phone rang. Reining in her patience, Judith shoved the receiver at Joe. You answer, she said under her breath.

As Judith asked the guests to register, Joe clicked the phone on. Its for me, he said with a surprised expression. Its Renie.

Judith gave her husband a curious glance, then led the visitors upstairs. They were named Drabeck, and had come from across the state for a family reunion that was to be held downtown at the Cascadia Hotel. Judith put on her best innkeepers face as the Drabecks explained how they didnt want to pay the high room charges at the Cascadia, and had heard that Hillside Manor was highly recommended. After ushering them into Room Three, the largest of the second-floor bedrooms, she hurried back downstairs.

Joe had just hung up the phone. I didnt realize Renie wasnt well, he said with a worried expression.

What? Judith thought she hadnt heard right.

This palsy thing, he said, frowning. When did that start? She doesnt seem to shake very much.

Palsy? Judith suddenly understood. Renie was playing upon a case of Bells palsy shed had years earlier after developing adult chicken pox. Well. Its a recurring problem. That much was true, Judith thought, though Renie had never really gotten the disease again. Stress aggravates it. That might not be true, but it sounded good. She needs to get away. But of course shes not at all steady on her feet. Renie was never too steady, though probably clumsy would have been a more apt description. I hated to turn her down, but as we discussed, you and Mother and the guests need me here.

Poor Renie. Joe passed a hand over what was left of his graying red hair. Bills never mentioned her medical problems.

You know how Bill is, Judith said, placing crackers on a pewter tray. Hes very tight-lipped about some things. But Im sure Renie will be okay as long as she goes into the hospital every day for her electric shock treatments. Im not sure if she can drive, but maybe theyll have somebody at her friends home who can give her a lift. Of course, she went on, its embarrassing. One side of her face gets absolutely frozen and her eye droops. She probably has to patch it, but she insisted before that it doesnt totally impair her vision, except for depth perception.

My God! Joe exclaimed. Id no idea.

You were married to Vivian at the time, Judith said, taking a bowl of liver pat from the refrigerator. How could you know? You and I were out of touch for over twenty years.

Dont remind me. Joe came up behind Judith and put one arm around her shoulders and the other around her waist. Ive been kind of a pain lately, havent I?

Judith juggled the tray and the pat. WellI think its taking a while for you to settle into retirement. You did go out a year early.

I know, Joe said, nuzzling Judiths ear. Im like one of those college players who turns pro before their senior year. Maybe I needed more seasoning.

Judith leaned against Joe. But not more spice.

Its only four-thirty, Joe said, glancing at the schoolhouse clock. How about spicing up an otherwise humdrum afternoon?

Judith started to protest, then managed to set the tray and the pat on the counter. Why not? If youve got the spice, Ive got the thyme.



While the four guests were drinking sherry and eating appetizers in the living room, Judith and Joe sat in the front parlor, sipping Scotch. A mellow feeling filled the room as Joe convinced Judith that she should go with Renie to help take care of her friends mother.

The old ladys sick, right? said Joe as they warmed themselves by the small stone fireplace. How much can Renie help if shes sick, too?

Judging from what Joe had said so far, Judith gathered that Renie hadnt mentioned Mrs. Burgesss fears for her life. I still dont feel right about leaving you and Mother.

Joe grinned, and the magic gold flecks were back in his green eyes. Are you afraid Ill whack her?

Judith smiled back at her husband. No, youve managed before when Ive had to leave. Carl and Arlene are excellent buffers. If, she added on a dubious note, they agree to help out with the B&B.

Ill help out. And theyll pitch in. Joe was still grinning. I called them while you were serving the guests.

Oh. Judith bit her lip. Of course Ill only be half an hour from Heraldsgate Hill. But I feel guilty, even if its only for a couple of days.

Guilty, Judith thought, because the premise is a big, fat lie. It wasnt like Renie to tell such a tall tale. On the other hand, her cousin must really want Judith to come along. But for whose sake? Her ownor Renies? In fact, they both should be more concerned for Leota Burgess. Even if she was imagining things, she was still a weak, and no doubt frightened, old lady.

Judith lifted her glass and gave Joe a warm smile. To a most sympathetic husband. And a gullible one, too.

The gold flecks were still shining in Joes eyes. To a pleasant stay at Sunset Cliffs. You and Renie will probably have a wonderful time.

Judiths smile froze. Yes. Im sure we will.



The weekend turned out much busier than Judith expected. A tour bus from California had run into mechanical troubles, and some of the travelers had been put up at Hillside Manor Saturday night, filling all six rooms. On Sunday, a group headed for a big family reunion discovered there had been a mix-up in their reservations at two other local B&Bs. Ingrid Heffelman from the state association had called to see if Judith could take in at least five people. She could, which not only filled the rooms for the second straight night, but made Judiths February profit and loss statement look less dismal.

Meanwhile, Judith and Renie had exchanged phone messages regarding their departure plans for Monday, March second. The last message came from Renie at ten oclock Sunday night while Judith was next door, making final arrangements with Carl and Arlene. Renie asked if Judith could drive, and if so, not to bother calling back. Unlike the Flynns, the Joneses owned only one car. Bill would drop Renie off on his way to the chiropractor.

By ten the following morning, Judith was ushering some of her guests out through the entry hall. Four more remained upstairs, and since checkout time wasnt until eleven, she didnt feel right about hustling them along.

Ill handle it, Joe said. Finish packing, and forget about your duties here. As of now, youre on vacation.

Giving her husband a grateful smile, Judith hurried up to the third floor to add a few last-minute items to her suitcase. She was back in the kitchen ten minutes later, ready to go.

I must say good-bye to Mother, she told Joe as she headed out the back door. I suppose shell be cranky.

The day was mild, with only a few clouds moving slowly across the blue sky. False spring, Judith thought as she passed the patio and the statue of St. Francis, then noticed that the pussy willows had burst into full bloom almost overnight. She wished she had time to pick a bouquet for the entry hall. Maybe Arlene would do it.

A piercing shriek emanated from the toolshed where the door stood ajar. Judith froze, then saw her mother struggling on the threshold with her walker.

Help! Gertrude yelled. Im being attacked! By pirates!

Mother! Judith hurried to steady the old woman who was teetering dangerously on the walker. What is it? Something on TV?


Frenziedly, Gertrude shook her head. Its real. Its here. Its hideous.

Judith peered over the top of her mothers head. Renie stood by Gertrudes card table. She was attired in a beige wool cape, matching slacks, and knee-high black boots. A patch covered her left eye.

Judith burst out laughing. Its Serena, Mother, your niece. Shes playing a little joke on you.

Warily, Gertrude turned around. Serena? She peered through her trifocals. What are you doing in that get-up?

Its a long story, Renie replied. First of all, youre not used to seeing me dressed up.

Dressed up? Gertrude had hauled the walker back inside. You look like some Halloween freak. And whats wrong with your eye?

Thats the long part of the story, Renie said, sounding a little impatient. I just wanted to see you before we took off for a couple of days. I stopped at my mothers first. And yes, she, too, had a fit.

Deb, Gertrude said scornfully. My sister-in-law is always having a fit. What now, did her stupid phone break?

Aunt Deb was as enamored of the telephone as Gertrude was hostile to it. And though they constantly wrangled and criticized each other, they were basically devoted.

Moms not used to seeing me dressed up, either, Renie went on. And when Im not wearing my ratty everyday outfits, she insists I paid too much for the good stuff. I cant win.

You could win the booby prize in that rig, Gertrude rasped, then turned a puzzled face to Judith. Youre going away? Where? How come?

I told you, Mother, Judith said quietly. Were going to help out an old friend. Ill be in Sunset Cliffs, just ten miles away.

Sunset Cliffs, Gertrude muttered. Thats where all the swells live. You two wont fit in unless youve been hired as scullery maids.

Renie let out a big sigh. On that vote of confidence, were off. Bye, Aunt Gertrude. She kissed the old womans wrinkled cheek.

Judith embraced her mother. Ill call, she promised.

Dont, Gertrude snapped. I wont answer.

They left the toolshed. Collecting her suitcase and handbag from the house, Judith bade Joe a fond farewell. Renie gave him a hug.

Joe regarded his wifes cousin with concern. Are you sure you can do this? You look kind of frail.

Ill be fine, Renie assured Joe. Your wife will be my eyes, not to mention my chauffeur. Thanks for lending her to me.

Three minutes later, the cousins were pulling out of the driveway in Judiths Subaru. You went to a lot of trouble to convince Joe you had Bells palsy again, Judith remarked, turning the car around in the cul-de-sac.

What? Renie was lighting a cigarette.

Coz, Judith said in disgust, do you have to smoke in the car?

Definitely, Renie replied. Mrs. Burgess probably doesnt allow smoking in her mansion. Thus, Im going to inhale as much tar and nicotine as possible between here and there.

Judith sighed. Okay, but open your window. It already smells terrible in here. She waited for Renie to comply, then continued speaking: And Joes right. You do look terrible. I dont mean the outfitits very sharp. But somehow youve managed to grow pale and drawn, and its almost as if one side of your face is paralyzed.

It is, Renie said as they reached the crest of Heraldsgate Hill. Still, its a light case this time.

Judiths head swiveled as they drove along the avenue, which was flanked by commercial enterprises, churches, apartments, and an occasional residential holdout. What are you talking about? You dont have to convince me youre sick.

I am sick, dopey, Renie asserted, purposely blowing smoke in Judiths direction. I dont tell big whoppers even in a good cause like you do. The palsy started in right after I left you at Moonbeams Friday afternoon. I was going to tell you about it, but you hung up on me. I went to the doctor Saturday, but they said it should go away in a few days without additional treatment. I hope Mrs. Burgess doesnt scare as easily as our mothers.

Goodness. Judith felt upset as they began to descend the other side of the hill and were once again in a residential area. You should have told me.

I didnt get a chance, Renie said. We kept playing phone tag. We havent really talked since Friday.

Goodness, Judith repeated, and went silent until they reached the turn-off from Heraldsgate Hill to the bridge that led over the ship canal. To think I wasnt really lying to Joe. Except that you did tell him Mrs. Burgess was sick, right?

She is, Renie responded, throwing her cigarette butt out the window. That is, she has all sorts of ailments, not to mention being sick at heart because she thinks somebody is trying to put out her lights.

Good point, Judith agreed, as the six-lane thoroughfare took them past the city zoo. By the way, you better fill me in on the family background and whatever else you know about them.

Renie shrugged, then lighted another cigarette. I dont know that much, and some of its just general stuff Ive picked up from reading about the history of the area. Did you ever hear of Maxwell Burgess?

Judith tried to ignore the cloud of cigarette smoke drifting her way. He was some kind of timber baron way back, wasnt he?

Right, before the turn of the century, Renie said. The Evergreen Timber Company. Its still around. Anyway, old Maxwell has been dead for many years, as has his wife. But in the 1880s, one of the timber parcels he bought was what became Sunset Cliffs, overlooking the sound and the mountains. Great setting, way beyond the city limits then, and even though theyve changed the boundaries at least twice, its still part of an unincorporated area just north of the dividing line.

I know where it is, Judith said. Ive seen the entrance over the years.

Right, said Renie. Anyway, Maxwell clear-cut the whole parcel by the mid-1890s, then got the idea of building a house. As legend goes, he was overcome with a fit of remorse, and reforested the place. But later, when some kind of panic came along and Evergreen Timber was having financial troubles, he started selling off lots. Big ones, for big houses for people with big bank accounts. Thats how Sunset Cliffs became an exclusive gated community some time around World War One.

Have you ever been inside? Judith asked, finding the patch on Renies left eye disconcerting. I havent.

Renie shook her head. While Bev and I were friends in college, I was never invited. I never figured out if I was too shabby to present to her family, or if she was embarrassed by her wealth. Mainly, we socialized on campus and just off-campus. The coffee house and foreign film era, as you may recall.

I do. You and I once went to a Fellini film, and the projector broke down. We thought it was part of the movie, and couldnt figure out why everybody else was stomping their feet and jeering.

Right. We thought it was one of Fellinis cinematic innovations, Renie recalled. Where was I? Oh, the family. Maxwell had a daughter, Virginia, and a son, Walter. Walters first wife died young, leaving him with two very small children, a boy and a girl. He married Leota a short time later, and, as I mentioned, they had Bev, their only child together. Her half-brother, Wayne, runs the timber company, and her half-sister, Peggy, has had a checkered marital career. I think the current husband is number three.

Are these the suspects? Judith asked with a frown.

I suppose, at least in Mrs. Burgesss mind. Wayne and his wifeI think her names Dorothylive nearby in Sunset Cliffs. Peggy is now married to the pro at the golf course where they have a house on the fifth green, or something like that.

So theyre all close at hand, Judith remarked, as traffic began to get bogged down along the gaudy commercial thoroughfare that led ever northward.

Yes, Renie agreed. Peggy has two kids, boy and girl, and Wayne and his wife have a son called Bop.

Bop? Judith wrinkled her nose.

Thats right. It stands for something, but I dont know what.

So nobody lives in the big old mansion except Mrs. Burgess?

Just the servants, Renie answered vaguely. I dont know much about the present setup. Bev wasnt entirely clear about it.

If the Yellow Brick Road had led to Oz among exotic forests and colorful poppy fields, the highway to Sunset Cliffs was crowded with motels, used-car lots, and fast-food restaurants. When the cousins finally made a left at the city limits, the north side of the street boasted card rooms, taverns, pull tabs, and other minor vices that were legal in the unincorporated neighborhoods. Five minutes later, they were out of the low-life section and into a high-rent residential neighborhood.

Then they arrived at the arched entrance to Sunset Cliffs. Shafts of sunlight filtered through the tall evergreens that shaded the impeccably groomed golf course on their left. Beyond the gatehouse and on their right, they could see nothing but dense shrubbery and more trees. Judith and Renie were five minutes from the hurly-burly of the highway, but in that short span, they had entered a different world.

The cheerful uniformed young man in the gatehouse asked their names and destination. He never missed a beat when Renie turned to him head-on and displayed her eye patch.

Jones and Flynn to see Mrs. Walter Burgess at Creepers, Renie announced.


The guard checked his clipboard. Youre right on time. Ive got you down for eleven oclock.

Where is Creepers? Renie asked. Weve never been here before, and I dont have an exact address.

The cheerful smile remained in place. There are no addresses in Sunset Cliffs, the young man replied. Only house names. Carefully giving complicated directions, he lifted the barrier arm and waved them through. You cant miss Creepers, he called after them. Its the last house on Evergreen Drive.

Judith drove at the decorous posted speed of fifteen miles an hour. You have to make an appointment to get in? she asked Renie.

Renie nodded. Security is very tight. Which, now that I think of it, would automatically limit the number of suspects on Mrs. Burgesss hit parade.

To people who are known to the guards, Judith mused as they drove among tall stands of evergreens and thick bushes of salal, Oregon grape, and huckleberry. To familiar faces. She grimaced as they came to the first fork in the road. To family.

To family, Renie agreed. Lets hope we can avoid meeting the rest of them. Otherwise, we could end up on their hit list, too.

Judith glanced at Renie to see if she was joking. But the eye patch and the limited mobility on the left side of her cousins face made it impossible to tell.

Judith suddenly felt an ominous tingle in her spine. Maybe she shouldnt have come. The rest that Judith had in mind wasnt of the eternal kind.
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