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PROLOGUE
 “Break a leg, Fran, honey!” “Break a leg, Alden!” “Break a leg, Derek, old boy!”
It was opening night of the new play in Pickax City (400 miles north of everywhere), and the actors were receiving the traditional bonhomie from well-wishers. The theatre club was doing Oscar Wilde’s comedy of absurd upper-class manners: The Importance of Being Earnest.
Fran Brodie, interior designer, was playing Gwendolen. The male lead was being done by Alden Wade, a new man in town. Larry Lanspeak, owner of the department store, was perfect as the butler. And the unbearably haughty Lady Bracknell was being portrayed by Derek Cuttlebrink. It was not unusual for the role to be played by a male actor in drag; the difference here was that Derek, maître d’ at an upscale restaurant, was six-feet-eight. Carol Lanspeak was directing. Jim Qwilleran would review the play.

ONE

 Jim Qwilleran was primarily a columnist for the Moose County Something, but he was more. Previously a crime reporter for major dailies across the continent, he had relocated in the north country when he inherited the vast Klingenschoen fortune. This he immediately turned over to a philanthropic foundation, claiming that he felt uncomfortable with too much money. The K Fund, as it was called, improved schools, medical facilities, and the general quality of life in Moose County, leaving Qwilleran free to mix with the people, listen to their stories, write his column, and manage the care and feeding of two Siamese cats.
The three of them lived in a converted apple barn on the edge of Pickax City. It was there that Qwilleran was preparing their breakfast one day in September, arranging red salmon attractively on two plates with a garnish of crumbled Roquefort. (They were somewhat spoiled.) They sat on top of the bar in two identical bundles of fur, supervising the food preparation.
They were Koko and Yum Yum, well known to readers of the “Qwill Pen” column. The male was lithe, muscular, and cocky; the female smaller and softer and modest, although she could be demanding.
Both had the fawn fur, precise brown points, and blue eyes of the breed . . . as well as the Siamese tendency to voice an opinion on everything; Koko with a vehement “Yow!” and Yum Yum with a soprano “Now-ow!”
Just as Qwilleran was placing the two plates on the floor under the kitchen table, Koko’s attention jerked away to a spot on the wall. A moment later the wall phone rang.
Before it could ring twice, Qwilleran said pleasantly into the mouthpiece, “Good morning.”
“You’re quick on the trigger, Qwill!” said the well-modulated voice of a woman he knew, Carol Lanspeak.
He explained, “I have an electronic sensor here. He tells me when the phone is going to ring and even screens incoming calls as acceptable or otherwise. What’s on your mind, Carol?”
“Just wanted to ask if you’re going to write the program notes for the new production.”
“Actually, I have another idea I’d like to discuss with you. Will you be in the store this morning?”
“All day! How about coffee and doughnuts at ten o’clock?”
“Not today,” he said regretfully. “I’ve just had my annual physical, and Dr. Diane lectured me on my diet.”
The Lanspeaks were a fourth-generation family in Moose County, dating back to pioneer days. Larry’s grandmother ran a general store, selling kerosene, calico, and penny candy. Larry’s father started the department store on Main Street. Larry himself, having acting talent, went to New York and had a little success, but then he married an actress and they came back to Pickax to manage the family business and launch a theatre club. Larry’s daughter was the medical doctor who advised Qwilleran to consume more broccoli, less coffee—and one banana a day.

 After taking leave of the cats, Qwilleran walked downtown to Lanspeak’s Department Store. From the barnyard an unpaved road led through a dense patch of woods to the Park Circle, where Main Street divided around a small park. On its rim were two churches, the courthouse, the public library, and a huge block of fieldstone that had once been the Klingenschoen mansion.
Now it was a theatre for stage productions, and the headquarters of the Pickax theatre club. Northward, Main Street was a stretch of stone buildings more than a century old—now housing stores, offices, and the newly refurbished Mackintosh Inn.
The Lanspeaks’ department store, which had started a century before, advertised “new-fashioned ideas with old-fashioned service.”
Arriving there, Qwilleran walked between glass cases of jewelry, scarves, handbags, cosmetics, and blouses—to the offices in the rear, bowing to the clerks who hailed him: “Hi, Mr. Q. How’s Koko, Mr. Q?”
He was known not only for his lively newspaper column and his philanthropy and his Siamese cats, but also for his magnificent pepper-and-salt moustache! It had not been equaled since Mark Twain visited Pickax in 1895. Qwilleran was a well-built six-feet-two, in his fifties, with a pleasing manner and a mellifluous voice. But it was his impressive moustache and brooding gaze that attracted attention. His photo appeared at the top of each “Qwill Pen” column.

 Both Lanspeaks were working in the office.
Apart from their voice quality, there was nothing about the couple to mark them as actors. There was nothing striking about them, but onstage they could assume different personalities with professional skill. At the moment they were small-town storekeepers.
“Sit down, Qwill. I suppose you’re well acquainted with our play,” Larry said.
“We read it in college and went around talking like Lady Bracknell for the rest of the semester. Also, I’ve seen it performed a couple of times. It’s a very stylish comedy. I’m curious to know why you scheduled it for this area—the boondocks, if you’ll pardon the expression.”
“Good question!” Larry replied. “Ask her! Wives sometimes rush in where husbands fear to tread.”
Throwing a humorous smirk in his direction, Carol explained, “The club presents one classic play every year, and Larry and I happen to agree that Oscar Wilde is one of the wittiest playwrights who ever lived. The Lockmaster group did this play at the Academy of Arts two years ago. Superb! And Alden Wade, who played Jack Worthing, has just relocated in Pickax and joined the theatre club. He’s terrifically talented and good-looking!”
“What brought him to Moose County?” Qwilleran asked.
“The tragic loss of his wife,” Carol said. “He needed a drastic change of scene. It’s definitely our gain. And since he has sold his property—a horse farm, I believe—it looks as if he intends to stay.”
“That guy,” Larry interrupted, “does the stylized upper-crust Jack Worthing so well that the rest of the cast is finding it contagious!”
“We had trouble casting the role of Algernon,” Carol went on, “so Alden suggested Ronnie Dickson, who played the role in Lockmaster and was willing to help out, even though it’s a sixty-mile round-trip drive for every rehearsal—and he hasn’t missed a single one.”
“Which is more than I can say for our own people,” Larry added. “Now all we need to worry about is the audience. They’ll be hearing perfectly straight-faced actors speaking outrageous lines. How will they react? I know a few who’ll call it silly—and walk out.”
Carol said, “Most people in Moose County like a laugh, but will they get the point? I’m wondering, Qwill, if you could write the program notes with that in mind.”
“Precisely why I am here! I’ve noticed that our audiences never read the program notes before the show; they’re too busy chatting with people they know in the surrounding seats. What they should know—in order to enjoy the play to the fullest—is not read until they get home. So here’ s my idea: Tuesday, to be exact, I’ll devote the Qwill column to an explanation of the Oscar Wilde style.”
“I like the idea!” Carol cried. “Everyone reads the ‘Qwill Pen,’ and you have a way of educating people without their knowledge.”
“True!” Larry said. “The locals have a sense of humor; it’s simply a matter of getting them tuned in. Give him a script of the play, Carol.”
With the conference ended, Carol walked with Qwilleran to the front door, and Larry plunged into a stack of paperwork.
She asked, “Is Polly Duncan excited about changing jobs?”
“She’s saddened to be leaving the library after twenty-odd years as director, but challenged by the prospect of managing a bookstore. Do you have anything to suggest as a graduation present? She has enough jewelry.”
“We’re expecting a shipment of lovely cashmere robes, including a heavenly shade of blue that Polly would love.”
 Qwilleran’s footsteps never led him directly home. There was always a need to buy toothpaste at the drugstore or look at neckties in the men’s shop. Today his curiosity led him to Walnut Street to view the new bookstore being bankrolled by the Klingenschoen Fund.
Across the street, a vacant lot that had long been the eyesore of Pickax City had been purchased by the K Fund. Its tall weeds and slum of abandoned buildings had been replaced by a park, and beyond that, a complex of studio apartments at rents affordable to young singles employed in stores and offices downtown. It was called Winston Park. With the coming of the bookstore, the entire commercial neighborhood was getting a face-lift.

Qwilleran wrote his Tuesday column in the style his readers liked.
 
Expect the unexpected, friends, when you go to see the new play. The Importance of Being Earnest is said to be the masterpiece of the nineteenth-century playwright and wit Oscar Wilde.
It’s a comedy of manners—a spoof on the snobbish upper-crust society in London. According to director Carol Lanspeak, it calls for stylized acting, not realism. Their self-important posturing goes with their lofty opinions. Example:
“To lose one parent, Mr. Worthing, may be regarded as a misfortune. To lose both looks like carelessness.”
The plot is wacky, if not totally insane. One young bachelor has invented a wicked brother named Ernest, another has invented an invalid relative named Bunbury. Why? You’ll have to see the play.
Figuring prominently in the plot is a handbag—not a woman’s purse, but a small piece of luggage, just large enough to carry. . . . You’ll have to wait and see!
Then there’s the matter of cucumber sandwiches! A young gentleman sends out invitations to an afternoon tea and orders cucumber sandwiches as refreshments. They are so good that he eats the whole plateful before the guests arrive.
I asked food writer Mildred Riker what is so special about cucumber sandwiches. She said, “To make the classic sandwich, cut a round of bread, spread it with softened butter, layer it with crisp cucumbers sliced paper-thin, and top it with another round of buttered bread. They’re delicious! You can’t stop eating them!”
Some of the playwright’s witticisms are still being used today:
“Thirty-five is a very attractive age. London is full of women of the highest society who have remained thirty-five for years.”


 Every evening at eleven o’clock, Qwilleran put a cap on the day by phoning Polly Duncan, the chief woman in his life. On this night she sounded weary.
“You’ve been working long hours again!” he chided her.
“There’s so much to do!” she cried. “I spend mornings at the library and then seven or eight hours at the bookstore.”
“You must shake loose and come to the opening night of the new play. I know you like Wilde.”
“Oh dear! That’s the night of the library board’s farewell banquet for me!”
“Well, that’s important. We’ll catch it later. They’re doing the play for three weekends. But I’ll miss you on opening night. Everyone will ask about you.”
There followed scraps of the unimportant news exchanged by persons who have known each other for a long time.
“You should drink a cup of cocoa and go to bed,” he finally advised. “Is there anything I can do for you tomorrow?”
“Yes,” she said promptly. “You could pick up Dundee!”

TWO

 Dundee was a marmalade cat named after the Scottish city famous for marmalade. As a kitten he had been donated to the new bookstore being built in Pickax—as a mascot, a bibliocat. He had an outgoing personality that would make friends and influence customers. His luscious tabby markings were cream and apricot, and his eyes were a lively green.
A small apartment in a corner of the office awaited him, equipped with basket-bed, feeding station, water bowl, and “facilities,” as Polly called them.
She explained to Qwilleran, “We think he should get acquainted with his new environment now, while friendly staffers are setting it up—and before the squealing customers arrive.”
The breeder was the wife of Kip MacDiarmid, editor in chief of the Lockmaster Ledger and a friend of Qwilleran’s. They met frequently for lunch at Inglehart’s in Lockmaster.
That was where they had lunch on the day of the Dundee Expedition, as Qwilleran would later call it in his personal journal.
While driving to Lockmaster, he reminisced about Winston, the dust-colored longhair with plumed tail who did the dusting in the late Eddington Smith’s dusty old bookshop. Customers went into the shop to say hello to Winston and always bought a pre-owned book for a couple of dollars. Most, if not all, of Qwilleran’s books came from Edd’s shop before arson reduced it to ashes. Winston had escaped and taken shelter in the weed-covered vacant lot that would now be a park bearing his name. His full name was Winston Churchill, but it was not generally known that he was named after the American author and not the British prime minister.
 As soon as they were seated in the restaurant, Kip said in his usual bantering style, “I see you guys in the boondocks are up to your old tricks, stealing our best people. First you lure our doctors, then our weatherman, and now Alden Wade!”
Qwilleran’s retort was prompt. “We can’t help it if they find our quality of life superior.”
“Seriously,” Kip said, “Alden is a sad case. Do you remember the sniping incident last year? The victim was Alden’s wife!”
“The case was never closed. He was surrounded by the sad voices and sad faces of sympathizers. Then their son was no longer around so he sold their big house and went in search of a new scene.”
“Can’t blame him,” Qwilleran said. “I’ve never met him, but I understand he’s joined the theatre club. That’ll be therapeutic.”
The waitress arrived to take their orders and placed a bud vase with a single yellow rose in the middle of the table. “The boss wants you to enjoy this with your lunch. It’s in its fourth day.”
“Tell Miss Inglehart we’re honored,” Kip said solemnly.
They placed their orders, and then Qwilleran asked, “Kip, dare I ask the significance of the yellow rose?”
“You don’t know! Moose County is more backward than I thought. Rose-watching is the current fascination around here. Once a week everyone buys a single long-stemmed rose in the bud and watches it unfurl day by day.”
“Then Lockmaster County is loonier than I thought,” was Qwilleran’s verdict. “Who started it? The Florists’ Association? What is the purpose? Do the rose-watchers compare notes on the Internet? Is there a prize?”
“Moira knows more about it than I do. Ask her when you pick up Dundee.”
The sandwiches were served. The house specialty at lunchtime was the French dip with fries, and silence fell on the table for a while.
Then Qwill asked, “How’s your daughter doing at J school, Kip?”
“Fine! Kathie loves it! She’s got journalism in her genes. She and her boyfriend, Wesley, were supposed to enroll at State this fall, you know, but he dropped out. Too bad. They both wrote for the school paper and had part-time jobs at the Ledger. He was a good kid. Top grades, no bad habits. I envisioned him as a future son-in-law, with the two of them taking over the Ledger when I retire. It’s no Washington Post, but it’s a respected country newspaper. All it lacks is the ‘Qwill Pen’ column. We’d put it on the front page if you’d syndicate, Qwill.”
“It wouldn’t work,” Qwilleran protested. “Most of my columns are of local, topical interest in Moose County.”
“Nothing wrong with that,” the editor said. “It could be the beginning of a healthy link between our two counties—instead of the mutual snobbery that keeps us apart. Both counties could benefit. Think about it. Are you having dessert?”
 The MacDiarmids lived in a planned neighborhood, circa 1940, of two-story colonials with attached garages on cozy cul-de-sacs. There was nothing like that in Moose County. On the way there, Qwilleran recalled Polly’s comment: “Be prepared for a much more vivacious Moira since she has her career as cat breeder and their daughter has gone away to college. She’s dropped the wife-and-mother role.”
When he arrived, Moira flung open the door and cried, “Come in! Come in! Dundee is ready to go—along with his impedimenta. He’s downstairs in the cattery, saying good-bye to his confreres. Go and sit in the family room, Qwill. I’ll bring him up, and the two of you can get acquainted before you take off.”
Qwilleran, meanwhile, could hear Moira’s falsetto pep talk to the marmalade brood below.
When she reappeared she was preceded by a handsome marmalade yearling. He had the leanness of youth, the greenest of green eyes, and a cocky swagger. He went directly to Qwilleran’s chair and checked out the famous moustache.
“Yours is the first moustache he’s ever seen,” Moira said. “He has a wonderful, outgoing, fearless personality.” Then to the cat she said, “This is your uncle Qwill, Dundee! He’s going to take you to a bookstore where you’ll be the official bibliocat.”
“Is there anything I should tell Polly?”
“We’ve been in touch by phone regularly. She’s as excited as we are! He’ll travel in his own carrier and take his own favorite scratching post. It’s covered in green carpet. She has a basket-bed for him, but we’re sending his own cushion for it.”
At this point, Dundee jumped on Qwilleran’s lap and presented him with a small rag doll, well chewed and still damp.
“Isn’t that sweet?” Moira said. “He’s giving you Rebecca, his favorite toy! Polly said we should send all his familiar playthings. He even has an old toothbrush that he dearly loves. He parades around importantly with it clamped crosswise in his little jaws. . . . Now let’s talk about something else and ignore him for a while.”
“For starters,” Qwilleran said, “tell me about rose-watching. Is it a joke?”
“Not at all! You should introduce it in your column, Qwill. It’s a simple, private way of calming the nerves in these days of terrorists and snipers.”
“Are you a rose-watcher, Moira?”
“Definitely. And Kip finds it an aid to problem-solving; it clears the mind.”
Hmmm, Qwilleran mused; that faker never admitted he watched roses! Casually, he asked Moira, “Do you think Alden Wade is a rose-watcher?”
“That poor man! It would help him, I know. And to make things worse, when his stepson came home for the funeral, there was a nasty scene at the funeral home, and the boy stomped out. Kathie hasn’t heard from him since. She says he never got along with his stepfather. Wesley idolized his real dad and resented it when his mom married so soon.”
Qwilleran said, “So apparently Alden married an older woman.”
“Yes, but you’d never guess it. She was a horsewoman and in excellent condition. . . . All of this is confidential, of course.”
“Of course.”
 Driving back to Pickax with a contented cat in the carrier beside him, Qwilleran pulled off the road to phone Polly at the library and was told she had left early to handle an emergency at the bookstore.
He phoned the bookstore. “I’ve got him!” he reported. “We’ve just crossed the county line. We’ll be there in twenty-eight minutes.”
“Is he nervous?” she asked anxiously.
“Not as nervous as I am. He lounges in his carrier and doesn’t say a word. No yowling! No shrieking!”
“He’ll be a good bibliocat. Did Moira send some of his things?”
“Yes. His cushion . . . and his scratching post . . . and his toothbrush. See you shortly. Roll out the red carpet.”
 The new bookstore occupied the site of Eddington Smith’s quaint shop, where he had sold pre-owned books, done bookbinding in the back room, and kept a bibliocat in sardines. It was a strange piece of property—a block long but squeezed between Book Alley and Walnut Street—a miscalculation on the part of the founding fathers, it was said, after too much fish-house punch.
The new bookstore had to be long and narrow, but it turned its back to Book Alley, had parking lots at both ends, and faced the park across Walnut Street. The exterior was gray stucco to harmonize with the old stone buildings of Pickax, but it had a red tile roof, and the name of the store was spelled out in block letters of aluminum mounted directly on the gray stucco:
THE PIRATE’S CHEST


The entrance doors, flanked by display windows, were in the center of the building. Inside, there were books to the right and books to the left, but straight ahead was a wide, inviting staircase leading to the lower level and—mounted on the wall above it—a real pirate’s chest of ancient wood with iron straps. It had been buried on the property for a century and a half.
 Staffers in green smocks were still unpacking books and stocking the shelves when Qwilleran walked in with the cat carrier, but they swarmed around, crying, “Here he is! Here’s Dundee! . . . Isn’t he gorgeous?”
“Don’t overwhelm him!” Polly said. “Take him into the office, Qwill, and let him wander out when he feels like it.”
Half an hour later, Dundee made his formal appearance. He had inspected his quarters, had a bit to eat, tested the “facilities,” and then walked confidently into the selling area, with his toothbrush clamped firmly between his jaws.
 Late that evening before Qwilleran could phone Polly, she called him. “I’m going to bed early and turning the phone off. I didn’t want you to worry.” Only once before had he seen her push herself too far, and she had landed in the hospital.
“But I am definitely worried about you, Polly. Make up your mind to phase out the library. They’ll never let you go if you don’t cut the cord. And one more thing. Don’t—set—your—alarm—clock!”
“I won’t, dear. Thank you, dear.”
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