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ONE

All I’ve ever wanted to do was mind my own business. However, for a variety of complex and convoluted reasons, no one believes me. My accountant, a spotty old thing who tends to hiss, has pointed out on several occasions that minding my business includes fretting over such details as quarterly tax estimates, misplaced invoices, depreciation schedules, and tons of papers in alphabetical order. The business to which he refers is the Book Depot, a shabby, dusty, disorganized bookstore in the old train depot down the hill from Farber College. But it is my shabby, dusty, disorganized bookstore, and I dearly love it, from its balky boiler in the rear to its leaky brick portico on Thurber Street. It provides a modest income and a steady supply of reading material. What more could one ask for—except a modest supply of reading material and a steady income?

My daughter claims that I don’t mind my own business, but she actually is alluding to my maternal inclination to mind hers. Caron is fifteen, to put it mildly. Fifteen is a melodramatic age. Fifteen is a gawky, self-centered, pimply, confused age which no one wears gracefully, and Caron is no exception. She has my red hair and freckles, and lately has acquired the beginnings of some of my more mature physical attributes. Said convexities and concavities alarm both of us. We have
a reasonably amiable relationship, and avoid major mother-daughter conflicts for the most part. It is, however, somewhat like tiptoeing through the tulips in combat boots.

The third person who continually moans that I do not mind my own business is Peter Rosen. When he so desires, he is a man of great charm and wit. He has curly black hair, a hawkish nose that is quite appealing, and teeth that could star in a toothpaste commercial. His eyes are gentle pools of molasses, deceptively mild and warm. He is moderately persuasive when we are debating the issue of marriage, especially when we’re particularly pleased with each other. We do so because he is divorced, I am widowed, we are of a comparable age—and we are intimate when all-of-the-aboves’ schedules permit such a thing.

There are moments less magical, however, when he has accused me of meddling, interfering, sticking my nose into his business, refusing to be completely candid, and in general being the cause of insomnia, incipient ulcers, gray hairs, and threatened demotion to traffic control. Peter is a lieutenant in the Farberville CID; I’ve been able to offer some assistance in a few of his more perplexing cases. Was he grateful? Was he pleased with my sense of community spirit and dedication to truth and justice for all? Was he the first to rush forward with congratulations for my undeniable prowess in exposing heinous criminals? Does the Pope wear a petticoat?

Despite the critics hovering in the wings to contradict me, I really was minding my own business ( on all three levels, no less) when Sally Fromberger sailed into the Book Depot, clipboard in hand. She glanced down at the ledger in front of me, shook her head at the smudges and eraser sprinkles, and shot me a calculating smile.


“Isn’t this a fantastic day?” she demanded with enough gusto to dust the nearest rack of self-help books. She was not much taller than the rack, but almost as broad and certainly as packed with cheery advice and hints on getting oneself organized. Her blond hair glinted, her eyes sparkled, her skin glowed, and her fingers danced on the clipboard. She reminded me of a tomato about to burst. Into song, applause, or merely splatters of pulp, I was never quite sure.

“The sun is shining, the pollen count is down, and I’m only off a few pennies,” I said warily. Clipboards unnerve me.

“The weather’s going to be just super this weekend for the Thurberfest. I have a copy of the minutes from the steering committee meeting last night. I spent the morning typing up the reports from all the chairpeople, except yours, of course. We missed you at the meeting, Claire. I hope nothing terrible happened … ?”

I gazed over her shoulder at the pedestrians ambling down the sidewalk while I considered a variety of lies. Realizing the futility of the effort, I said, “Sorry about the meeting. I was tied up with a personal situation at home.” I did not elaborate on said situation, since it commenced with a headache, courtesy of my Hitleresque accountant, and escalated with Caron’s bright idea that it was time for a learner’s permit and legal access to a lethal machine. It concluded with scotch and a new mystery novel with lots of old-fashioned gore.

“Oh,” Sally murmured, flipping through the papers clipped firmly on her clipboard. “Well, here are copies of the committee reports from public relations, parade, pageant, food and drink vendors, clean-up, arts and crafts displays, secondary vendors, program scheduling, media coordination, music, street performers, treasury,
and children’s activities. If we had your report on the current status of the Gala Sidewalk Sale, I’d feel a lot better.”

“The sidewalk sale is fine. All the merchants understand they can put out racks or tables and sell whatever merchandise they wish for whatever price they wish for as long as they wish. I didn’t realize I needed to write it down and turn it in.”

“By midafternoon, please, and three copies if you get a chance. I think it’s really vital that we stay on top of every detail of the street festival, since it’s such a wonderful opportunity to bring the community together for a healthy, family-oriented affair.”

She laid down a thick stack of papers, gave me a perky little wave, and sailed away, content in the knowledge that she would have another officious, meaningless paper to retype, copy, and distribute to all the merchants on Thurber Street. All of us filed them in similar cylindrical metal containers, but Sally Fromberger was a happy woman.

Luanne Bradshaw, on the other hand, was not. Later that afternoon she came limping into the bookstore on crutches, her face pale and her eyes glazed with pain. I gaped at the thick tape around her ankle, then came around the counter to make useless gestures. “My lord, Luanne, what happened?”

“Lead me to a chair, a cup of coffee, and a weapon with which to kill our illustrious leader, Sally Fromberger,” Luanne said with a grim smile.

“Two out of three in the office.” I helped her hobble down the aisle, wondering what had led to her condition and mood. Luanne was one of my favorite store owners on the street ( and Caron’s, too, although for different reasons) . She materialized a year or so ago and opened
Second Hand Rose, a used-clothing store that had about as many paying customers as the Book Depot. She claimed to be divorced, disillusioned, and disenchanted with murky family entanglements in Connecticut. We occasionally discussed said delicacies over a pitcher in the beer garden across the street, or over serious calories in the Mexican restaurant up the hill. We never discussed anything in Sally Fromberger’s health food cafe—on principle. Clipboards unnerve me. Alfalfa sprouts unhinge me.

“It’s the damn Miss Thurberfest beauty pageant,” Luanne said, once we were settled in my tiny office. “Go ahead and say that you told me so over and over again. Harp on the countless times you said that I shouldn’t have allowed Sally to browbeat me into directing it, that I should have skipped town, that I’ve lost my mind and deserve everything I get. Go ahead, Claire—rub it in with lots of salt. Just remember I’m in incredible pain and you owe me money for lunch last week.”

“What happened to your ankle?”

“I was on stage with the contestants, trying to explain the four steps for the opening number on the preliminary night. We started with something that would have done Fred Astaire proud, but now we’re down to a primitive box step consisting of forward, right, back, left. One would think a herd of cross-eyed cows could be trained to take four simple steps.”

“It doesn’t sound like a choreographic nightmare,” I agreed. “Shall I presume that the bevy of would-be beauty queens cannot outstep cross-eyed cows?”

Luanne ran her fingers through her coarse dark hair and sighed. “Presume your heart out. Of the eighteen girls, about half can do the steps, but not to the music. Others lose count ’long about ‘three’ and come to a full
stop, blinking piteously. The rest then bump into their inert sisters, which results in bruises, tears, and acrimony. We’re talking inches from hair-pulling and other forms of sheer brutality. What are they teaching in physical education classes these days?”

“So you stomped up on stage to straighten them out?” I asked, trying to maintain a properly sympathetic expression.

“I did, and was actually getting into it with enthusiasm. Last year’s Miss Thurberfest and I were kicking up our heels, she with the abandon of youth and I with a slightly more restrained abandon, when I caught my heel on a protruding nail and nose-dived over the edge of the stage into the orchestra pit. The last thing I remember is the girls peering down at me, their little eyes wide with awe. I came to at the hospital, where the nurses’ little eyes were narrowed with sardonic amusement.”

“Thus winning the title of first fatality at the Miss Thurberfest beauty pageant. Are you going to sue the theater owner for the damage and humiliation due to negligence?”

Luanne sighed again. “You’ve never met him, have you? I hobbled by this morning to see how the girls were doing, and he rose from the bowels of the orchestra pit to bawl me out for damaging his stage. Me, mind you, the me with a sprained ankle, a slight concussion, and a fanny literally black all over with bruises. I thought he was going to snatch away one of my crutches and beat me over the head with it. I ending up apologizing to him. I think I agreed to pay him for repairs.”

“He sounds delightful. How was it going this morning without your supervision and wisdom? If I recall Sally’s last hundred-page report correctly, the pageant runs Friday and Saturday nights. The girls still have a few more
days to master the essence of the box step.”

“Today they were rehearsing their talent acts.” She looked at me, and I looked at her. After a moment of silence, she said, “Baton twirling. Singers with a two-note range: flat and sharp. Dramatic recitations, one of which involves a Statue of Liberty costume with a torch that glows in the dark like a great green phallus. Fly casting. Pet tricks. I nixed the trampoline act and the stir-fry demonstration, thus forcing two more renditions of ‘The Impossible Dream.’”

“Why are you doing this, Luanne? Don’t give me any more nonsense about civic pride and obligations to the Thurber Street Merchants’ Association. The civilians don’t give a damn and the merchants are in it to feather their cash registers. In any case, such lofty ideals can be demonstrated in less painful ways than directing a flesh display for doting relatives and pubescent boys. One can gaze coldly at Sally Fromberger and just say no.”

She stuck out her lower lip and did a fair imitation of Caron Malloy when hearing the odds of signing up for a demolition derby. “I did say no. I also said no thank you, I really can’t, I’m awfully busy, I’m terminally ill, I’m into Zen, I’m a militant feminist agitator, I don’t have any free time, and please oh please don’t make me do this—I’ll give you free clothes for a full year. Sally gave me the program for last year’s pageant and McWethy’s home telephone number so I could book the theater for rehearsals. Let’s kill her.”

“I suppose we could slip cyanide into her soybean patty, or suffocate her with tofu, but they’d know who did it.” I gave myself a brief moment to savor the scenario, then shook my head. “We’re being childish, Luanne. The more adult approach to the abdication of your position of authority is right there on your ankle.
Tell her you’re in too much pain, then go home and stay there until the street festival is done. I’ll come by every night with chicken soup and my very own impressions of the parade, the jugglers, and the Gala Sidewalk Sale.”

Luanne leaned down to tidy up an errant strip of adhesive tape. “I did,” she said in a low voice. “Want to know what she suggested?”

“I don’t think so. How about another cup of coffee and a rousing discussion of the state of the economy in the face of escalating interest rates? Or if you’re in the mood for a good laugh, Caron’s reasons why she absolutely has to get a learner’s permit or be too embarrassed to show her face in public ever again as long as we both shall live?”

“Sally told me to double up on oyster-shell calcium tablets, then said that I needed an assistant for the rest of the week, someone who’s taken a less demanding committee chairpersonship and thus has oodles of free time to help with the last minute minutiae.”

“She doesn’t even know how to pronounce that word.”

“Maybe not. But I truly need someone who—”

“A recession might help the economy in the long run, you know. When unemployment goes up as a result of cutbacks in the wholesale manufacturing—”

“A friend who will come to the aid of the Thurberfest, and—”

“Then we’re likely to experience a decrease in the prime lending rate because—”

“A good, loyal friend who—”

“The Federal Reserve Board will—”

“Because of my severely sprained ankle—”

“Adjust due to the decline in the gross national product!”


“Handle a few itty-bitty details!”

“What on earth are you talking about?” Caron said as she came into the office and perched on a corner of the desk. “You’re both foaming and howling, and making no sense whatsoever. You sound worse than the Math Club voting on the banquet-night entertainment. The trig boys wanted to do a skit about Euclid in the nude. Miss Hoffmaken got her hypotenuse bent out of shape and nearly keeled over. It was très amusant.”

Luanne cheated by lifting up her ankle for Caron’s inspection. “I was wounded in the line of duty, and therefore am obliged to ask your mother for a little bit of help in my hour of need. She’s being snotty.”

“I am not,” I protested. “Beauty pageants offend my feminist sensibilities. They demean women by implying that worth is determined by thigh diameter and bust dimensions. No one, including women, should be judged on physical attributes, and especially by a bunch of slobbery old men. A beauty pageant forces women to parade around in skimpy clothes, pretending they’re certified virgins who exist only to please men. Don’t you agree, Caron?”

Luanne cheated some more. “Think about it for a minute, honey, while your mother finds a way to climb down from her soapbox without spraining her ankle. By the way, I got in a box of forties’ cocktail dresses, and one of them is black with incredibly funky beadwork and a darling little skirt. I put it aside for you, and I’ll let you have it if you’ll sweep out the store before the weekend. I can barely walk.”

“Caron’s not old enough to wear black,” I said.

“And it has a matching purse covered with the same beadwork,” Luanne continued, thus proving she was a master in the art of cheatery.


Caron eyed both of us, no doubt weighing the cocktail dress and purse against the obscure possibility of a learner’s permit. She probably realized that the dress was already hers and the permit unlikely unless we saw a major change in the weather forecast in hell, because she gave me, her own flesh and blood, a dark look. “Luanne’s supposed to be your friend, Mother, and you’re always lecturing me about loyalty and stuff like that. Remember when Inez was invited to Rhonda McGuire’s bunking party and canceled our plans to go to the movies? You went on and on about long-term values and character and all sorts of dreary things until I thought I’d absolutely die.”

“Inez was treacherous. Friends shouldn’t test limits like that.”

“Besides,” Caron sniffed, “Inez’s sister is in the pageant, and she said we could help her with her dress and hair. Inez and I think Julianna is a very strong contender for the title.”

“Julianna?” Luanne said, frowning. “Does she do a modern dance routine?”

Caron nodded wisely. “Yes, Inez and I convinced her not to do the scene from Hamlet when he’s yelling at Ophelia about getting herself to a nunnery. Julianna was going to do both parts, but Inez and I felt she would look silly hopping back and forth on the stage. Besides, she’s very interpretive in a leotard.”

“What are you and Inez—her agents?” I said.

“Julianna was very grateful for our input, Mother. She’s hoping to win scholarship money so she can study neurosurgery at Johns Hopkins.”

“But the Miss Thurberfest pageant doesn’t offer scholarships!” I crowed in triumph.

Luanne cleared her treacherous throat. “No, but the
winner gets a bunch of gift certificates from the Thurber Street merchants, and is asked to appear at some of the other pageants in the state. The current Miss Thurberfest, Cyndi Jay, told me she’d traveled all over the state and made a little bit of money through guest appearances.”

“You’ve met Cyndi Jay?” Caron gasped. “What’s she like?”

“She’s cute and perky, and is a pretty good performer. She’s been cooperative all week.” Luanne took a plastic medicine vial from her purse, shook a capsule into her palm, and bravely gulped it down, making sure Caron and I appreciated her stoicism and determination to tough it out despite debilitating agony. She then made a major production of getting to her feet, embellishing it with moans, artistic grimaces, and wounded glances in my direction. “Well, I guess I’d better tell Sally to cancel the pageant, since I can’t even manage the steps to the stage. It’s a shame. The girls have worked all week, and almost everything is done. If there were just one person to supervise a few rehearsals and see to the judges and press people, we could have the pageant. But noooo.”

Caron turned her gasp on me. “Mother.”

The word consisted of two simple syllables and was the generic term to describe a biological relationship. Etymologically speaking, it came from the Greek meter, the Latin mater, or perhaps the Sanskrit matr. Caron’s inflection imbued it with darkly mystical properties that brought to mind a jury foreman pointing an accusatory finger at a despicable felon destined to swing by the neck for a long, long time—if the jury had its druthers, anyway.

I smiled at Luanne. “I’ll get you for this.”

She smiled at me. “I know you will.”

Caron smiled at everyone.


The next afternoon I stood next to Luanne at the back of the auditorium. Despite her petty victory, she did not look especially happy. I was hardly abubble with glee myself. Tweedlehum and Tweedledrum. On the stage, forty rows of seats down from us, a girl in a stiff pink tutu was trying to coax a recalcitrant Pekinese in a pink clown’s hat to leap through a hula hoop. She’d been wheedling away for five solid minutes.

“So what remains to be done?” I asked in a low voice.

“Here’s the schedule,” she said as she handed me a creased paper. “Today the girls have fifteen minutes each to rehearse, and then they can wander away to pad their bras or whatever. Tomorrow morning is when things get harried. We have the technical, full-dress rehearsal at nine, and I’m hoping we can finish by noon. The girls have a luncheon with the judges at one; it’s at Sally’s cafe. The parade’s at three, although only Cyndi and one of the judges will participate in that. Then we get serious at eight for the preliminary round, which results in the selection of the seven finalists for the grand finale on Saturday night at eight. During the day, the finalists will have to work on the production number for Saturday night, of course, and we’ll have to schedule the talent to avoid a fatal dose of monotonality and batons.”

“That doesn’t sound too dreadful,” I said mendaciously. “Who are the judges, when do they appear, and where do we stash them?”

Luanne leaned back against the wall and rubbed her eyes. “It’s written down in the notebook somewhere, but it’s all done. I’m feeling like hell right now; I think I’m going to limp to the office and lie down for a few minutes. Can you keep the rehearsal moving?”

“Can I order teenaged girls on and off the stage, you
mean? You go lie down. We’ll zip through this thing and be home in time for cocktails.”

She moved past me and went down the corridor on the side of the auditorium. I kept one eye on the contestant on the stage while I glanced through Luanne’s notebook. I discovered that the judges were to be State Senator Buell “Steve” Stevenson, who would also serve as emcee; Orkin Avery, the illustrious mayor of Farberville and the local Mercedes dealer when not snipping ribbons and breaking ground; and an unknown quantity described tersely as W. H. Maugahyder. Steve was due to arrive shortly to rehearse; the latter two were slated to appear in time for the luncheon and not a minute sooner, since we had no place in which to stash, alas.

I found two sketchy floor plans of the Thurber Street Theater. One showed the lobby and concession area out front, the two corridors on either side of the auditorium ( Luanne had designated spots for ushers) , and the stage and rows of seats. The judges were to sit in the front row, with a table in front of them so they could sip water and write down cryptic notes during the pageant. A short flight of stairs on the left side of the orchestra pit led to the basement, and there was a greenroom on the right side of the stage so the girls could pace and shred tissues or whatever would-be queens did in the critical preco-ronation moments.

The second sketch showed the basement dressing room. Two long, narrow rooms were for the contestants, and I could envision the chaos of clothing, nylons, leotards, hair dryers, cosmetic bags, batons, pooper scoopers, and other paraphernalia that would fill the rooms to waist level at best. One room, no bigger than a breadbox, had a star drawn on it. The reigning Miss Thurberfest, I guessed. Royalty had its reward, even if it was six by
six, damp, and apt to be as cozy as a crypt.

“Oooh, bad dog!” squealed a voice from the stage. “Couldn’t you have waited five more minutes? Oh, really, Chou-Chou, I could just spank you!”

“Don’t bother. I’m going to barbecue the mutt,” growled a second voice, although I couldn’t determine its point of origin.

The girl snatched up her dog and clutched him to her chest. “Don’t you say that in front of Chou-Chou. He happens to have a very, very good pedigree and never peepees on the floor at home. Besides, he’s already all nervous about doing his tricks, and I don’t want him to be intimidated by some nasty old threat.”

“Read my lips. If the damn dog pisses on the stage one more time, he’ll never be scared again,” the voice continued.

“Ooh, you are so rude!” The girl scampered off stage, her pink ballet shoes leaving damp smudges on the wooden surface. Chou-Chou gazed over her shoulder with an enigmatic expression, perhaps gauging the potential for a vicious attack on someone’s ankle.

While I stared, rather amused by the brief scene, a lanky figure appeared from one side of the orchestra pit. In fact, he rose from the depths like a missile from a silo, which gave me a hint of his identity. As I strolled down the aisle to meet the owner of the Thurber Street Theater, he went onto the stage and began to wipe up a puddle with a rag from his back pocket. He was decidedly tall, with light brown hair that needed a trim and a scraggly goatee that needed serious professional attention. His faded work shirt and overalls emphasized exceptionally long limbs, but his movements were brisk and economical.

“I’m Claire Malloy,” I said to his back.


“Is that so?” He finished the chore, then tossed the rag into the orchestra pit and started to walk away.

“I’m helping Luanne with the pageant,” I persisted.

He stopped and looked back at me. “Then tell that girl I meant what I said about the damn dog pissing on the stage. The uric acid eats the wood, and I’ve put too much time and money into remodeling this rat trap to have some halfass excuse for a dustmop damage it because of a nervous bladder. Understand?”

“I’ll tell her,” I said mildly, not yet ready to declare war on the man——although not yet sure I wouldn’t change my mind in the immediate future. “I’ve noticed the theater for years, but it was boarded up. How long have you been remodeling it?”

He cocked his head to one side and gave me what might have been a crooked smile. “I bought it seven months ago, give or take a month. It’s a hell of a fine building architecturally, and the structure’s still good. It was built back in the forties as an opera house; you can see where the boxes were before some fool plastered over them. It was a movie house in the fifties, an art cinema in the sixties, and a gay nightclub up until about ten years ago, when it was condemned and allowed to deteriorate.”

“You’ve done a remarkable job restoring it.”

“It’s become an obsession with me,” he said, shrugging. “I’ve tarred the roof, plastered, painted, put down new carpet, reupholstered the seats, and tried everything possible to combat the mildew that seeps up from the basement. I’m hocked up to my armpits with the bank, but I’ve about got this dame back in shape.”

“So you’re a professional restorer?” I asked, thinking about a stain on my office ceiling that might be symptomatic of roof rot, and therefore overlooking his use of
the word dame, which was not one of my favorites.

“Now I am. I used to be a local politician before I overdosed on hot air and bullshit.” He came across the stage in a few giant steps and held out his hand. “David McWethy—Mac to those with a limited attention span.”

I shook the hand that had held the rag that had wiped up the puddle that had come from the dog that had pissed on the stage that Mac rebuilt. “Nice to meet you, Mac,” I said with a small nod. “I’m Claire Malloy and I own the Book Depot down the street.”

I waited for him to praise my architecture, but he merely grunted and said, “I’m surprised you or anyone else with a brain larger than a wart on a preacher’s ass would be associated with this nonsense.”

“It falls in the area of civic duty, I suppose. It’ll be over Saturday night, and the girls will all wander back to the real world.”

“I wouldn’t presume they can find it on the first try.” He scratched his chin as he gazed in the direction Chou-Chou’s owner had fled. “Just when you think you’ve seen the bottom of the well of human stupidity, someone like that girl comes along to demonstrate that the well has no bottom.”

“She seemed fairly typical to me,” I murmured, wondering why I felt obliged to defend her—or anything linked with the impending travesty.

“Oh, really?” he said in a shrill falsetto. He then turned on his heel and went through the door to the greenroom. After a moment, I heard a girlish shriek and the pitter-patter of girlish feet in the corridor. The expletives ( by necessity deleted) that followed were not at all girlish.

Chou-Chou, it seemed, had done it again. Shame, shame.




TWO

I sat in the front row and kept my eyes on my wristwatch as a series of girls sang, twirled, recited, leaped around in leotards, and evinced no discernible talent. On the other hand, I discovered I had a real talent for peremptory commands and heartless refusals to give any of them an extra minute in the soon-to-be limelight. Julianna managed to give me a small smile while interpreting “Feelings” from a cassette player, but most of the others were too involved in their performances to acknowledge my presence. I did not allow my hypotenuse to get bent out of shape.

Once we had heard the antepenultimate, penultimate, and ultimate renditions of “The Impossible Dream,” I stood up and started to leave. Before I reached the end of the row, a dark-haired girl appeared from the wings and came down to the edge of the stage. “Excuse me,” she said, “but how is Mrs. Bradshaw? Will she be working with us now?”

“Mrs. Bradshaw’s ankle was bothering her, and she went to lie down in the office.” I did not recognize the girl, who had not twirled, sang, recited or tried to convince an animal to do unnatural things. “Did I skip you on the rehearsal schedule?” I asked. “You may have a turn now, if you wish.”

“Oh, that’s okay,” she murmured, fluttering her lashes
above enormous brown eyes. She had a pretty, heart-shaped face and a complexion that would shame a peach. The corners of her mouth turned down for a fleeting second and she gave me an encore of the flutters. “I’m not really into sick people, but I feel just awful about Mrs. Bradshaw. Is there anything I can do for her?”

“I’m going to check on her as soon as we’re finished here.” I went on to introduce myself and admit my role in the proceedings.

“I’m Cyndi Jay, the reigning Miss Thurberfest. It’s really, really nice of you to help Mrs. Bradshaw, Mrs. Malloy. We all feel just terrible about what happened to her—and I feel the worst of all.” As she shook her head, several of the contestants drifted out from behind the curtain to gather around her and shake their heads, too.

I looked at the serious expressions and all that shiny, bouncy hair. “Why, Cyndi? Did you trip her?”

“Oh, my goodness, no! It’s just that Mrs. Bradshaw was on my mark when she caught her heel on that nasty nail and fell. If she hadn’t been showing me how to do the ending, I would have been the one to get hurt.” She moved to the center of the stage and pointed at a chalky scrawl. “See? The nail was right there where I’m supposed to be for the touch-kick-touch-two-three-four-kick.”

Julianna timidly touched a royal shoulder. “You don’t think someone pulled up that nail on purpose, do you?”

“Of course not,” Cyndi said firmly. “This building is just old and decrepit; it should be condemned. I’m really surprised it ever passed any wiring or plumbing inspections, and it’s a miracle the ceiling doesn’t collapse right on top of us. Why, there are probably a million nails poking out of the wood all over the place.”

“There are not,” came a now-familiar growl from the
darkness in the back of the stage. “I checked every nail on the stage last week so none of you girls would stub any of your pretty little pinkies. As for the roof, keep up that caterwauling you call singing and it damn well might collapse. The insurance company will consider it an act of God.”

Several of the vocalists stiffened, but Cyndi merely looked pensive for a moment, then came back to the corner of the stage. “Well, I’m totally sick about Mrs. Bradshaw’s ankle, but we are supposed to run through the opening number for tomorrow night. Some of the girls are a tiny bit unclear about the steps.”

“So am I,” I admitted cheerfully. “Mrs. Bradshaw seemed to think you know what you’re doing, however, so why don’t you direct things while I go up to the office for a minute or two?”

She wrinkled her nose at the group hovering nearby. “If it’s okay with everybody, I can try. We did a similar number at the Miss Apple Festival, and I’ll be happy to help everybody so we’ll look really, really swell tomorrow night for our moms and dads and boyfriends. And the judges, of course.”

At the mention of the dreaded triumvirate, the girls began to scurry across the stage to wherever they were supposed to be. Cyndi asked me to tell Mrs. Bradshaw how really, really sorry she was, and how she really, really hoped Mrs. Bradshaw’s ankle wasn’t hurting really, really, really bad. Although I doubted Luanne wanted such a hefty dose of reality, I assured her I would convey the essence of the sentiment and went up the corridor to the lobby.

The office door was locked. I tapped, then knocked, and finally pounded with my fist, all the while entertaining ghastly images of Luanne’s unconscious form
sprawled across the carpet. She had mentioned a mild concussion, I thought worriedly, and was the sort to laugh it off all the way to the morgue.

I was glancing around for a battering ram when Caron and Inez came through the front entrance. Inez Thornton was Caron’s best friend ( when not at Rhonda McGuire’s house) and a perfect counterfoil for my daughter’s histrionic approach to life. Inez must have peaked in her prepubescent days, for she was faded at the ripe old age of fifteen. She had limp brown hair, dusty freckles, a lumpy body, and flat eyes behind thick glasses.

The two were an interesting study in contrasts. When Caron wallowed in imprudence, Inez was there to pat her shoulder and offer circumspect analysis. Caron’s mildest statements ended with an exclamation mark, Inez’s every declaration with an implicit question mark. Caron flung herself off the metaphorical cliff. Inez looked a dozen times before she leaped—or dared to cross the street.

“What on earth are you doing, Mother?” Caron asked sternly. “We could see you from the street—as could Other People.”

“Luanne’s in there, and the door’s locked.”

Inez blinked at her best friend’s deranged mother. “Maybe she’s asleep or wants to be left alone, Mrs. Malloy.”

“Then she isn’t going to get her wish,” I said. “Go find Mr. McWethy and ask him if he has a key. I’m afraid Luanne may be unconscious in there. Now, go!”

“But we’re not allowed in the auditorium,” Inez said with more blinks. “Julianna said it was off limits to everyone until the actual pageant.”

Caron jabbed her. “Come on, Inez—this is an emergency, and we have a perfectly good excuse to go in
there and find what’s-his-name for Mother. Maybe we’ll see Cyndi Jay.”

I opened my mouth to reiterate the urgency of the mission, but as I did so Luanne opened the door. I rescinded the order and told the girls to wait for me outside the theater, then turned back to Luanne, who gave me a mildly inquiring smile.

“Good grief,” I snapped, “I was about to break down the door and stumble over your lifeless body. In spite of my aversion to reckless driving, I was going to accompany you in the ambulance to hold your flaccid hand in my sweaty one. Caron and Inez were going to sing a duet at your funeral. I was going to visit the cemetery every Sunday afternoon for a year, and twice on Memorial Day.”

“Do you want me to go in and expire? It’ll take only a second, and you know how much I hate to see you disappointed. It makes your face turn all blotchy.”

“It does not. Would you be so kind as to tell me what you were doing in there while I was beating on the door?”

She led me into the office, which was furnished with a metal desk and chair, a small couch, and a large, plastic plant that had defied the laws of nature and died. The wallpaper was bleached with age; whatever flowers had once bloomed were long since withered. Asymmetrical tan circles on the ceiling resembled some I knew down the street in someone’s bookstore.

Luanne sat down on the couch and dropped her crutches. “I was in the washroom. The water was running and I didn’t hear you.”

“What were you doing in there all the time I was creating my Stephen King opus?” I said, still irked but not the least bit blotchy.


“I beg your pardon?” Miss Manners couldn’t have done it better.

“Never mind.” I sat down behind the desk and idly tugged at drawers. “The contestants have completed their vain attempts at talent and are currently rehearsing the opening number under Miss Jay’s supervision. Miss Jay asked me to offer you her condolences for your infirmity, since she is devastated by the fact that you were stricken when, in reality, she should have been the one to fall off the stage.”

“Did she read something to that effect in her horoscope?”

“She pointed out that you were doing whatever you were doing on her mark. Had you not done it in that precise spot, she would have demonstrated the unsuccessful half-gainer into the abyss. One of the girls asked if the nail had been pulled up intentionally, but our Miss Thurberfest was quite cool in the face of such bourgeoise impudence.”

Luanne did not laugh at my whimsical recitation. “I was in a few beauty pageants in my day, and there were some dirty doings among the contestants. Most of them were harmless practical jokes, but—”

“You were in a few beauty pageants?” I interrupted.

“That’s part of the reason why I agreed to direct this one. Now, don’t get all self-righteous and politically correct about it, Claire. I was in high school and college, and I won enough scholarship money to get through graduate school.”

“I’m only self-righteous when I’m blotchy.” I gave up on the drawers, which were all locked anyway, and leaned back in the squeaky chair. “We’ll leave this startling revelation about your past for another time. You
don’t think someone deliberately tried to hurt Cyndi, do you?”

While she considered it, I watched Caron and Inez skulk across the lobby toward the auditorium and the heart-stopping possibility of an illicit glimpse of the queen. I couldn’t think of a valid reason to stop them. They were apt to bump into Mac somewhere in the shadows, which would teach them a lesson far beyond my merely mortal capabilities.

“The girls adore Cyndi,” Luanne said slowly, “and I can’t imagine any of them wishing her harm. She’s not the competition. She’s gone out of her way to help them prepare for the preliminary round. I heard her lecturing a group of them on the three B’s of the runway—bust out, belly in, bottom under. She’s quite a pro.”

I tried the three B’s, although I couldn’t judge the effect since I was sitting down. “Well, you know better than I what goes on at these things, so I’m not going to argue over a nail. She’s in good hands with our resident phantom of the playhouse.”

Footsteps thudded in the corridor, then Caron burst into the office. “It’s Cyndi! She’s hurt! You’d better come right this second, Mother!” She sucked in a breath, gave us a wild look, and dashed out the door.

Luanne was fumbling with her crutches as I hurried down the corridor after Caron. I stopped in the arched entrance to the auditorium. The girls were huddled in the middle of the stage, unsettlingly quiet. Caron and Inez vacillated in a shadowy corner.

“What’s going on?” I called as I went onto the stage.

Her lips quivering, Julianna stepped out of the huddle and met me. “It’s okay, Mrs. Malloy. Cyndi was just frightened, and that man is making her sit with her head between her knees so she won’t faint.”


“What happened to her?”

“Cyndi was centerstage, demonstrating the cute little kick step she thought we ought to include in the ending. Out of nowhere this weight just plummeted down at her, and missed her by about one inch. If it’d hit her on the head, she’d be dead, Mrs. Malloy. I mean, completely dead.” She gulped as her words reached her brain. “I guess it was just one of those scary accidents.”

“Maybe.” I pushed through the girls and squatted down next to Cyndi, who had her face hidden between her knees. Her shoulders were twitching; her neck and bare arms were covered with goose bumps. Mac crouched on her other side, his expression tight and unreadable. “Are you all right?” I asked the girl softly, rubbing her back.

“She’s fine,” Mac said. “You’d of thought the damn weight bounced off her head for all the squawking and squealing that went on afterward. I’ve heard worse from the henhouse when the rooster’s on the prowl.”

Cyndi looked up with a teary smile. “I’m okay, Mrs. Malloy. I realize I’m being silly, but it came so close I could feel a breeze on my cheek. It hit right by my foot. If it had been a teeny bit closer, it would have—” She broke off and hid her face again. Her shoulders jerked as she tried to control her sobs.

Several of the girls began to pat her head and murmured comforting, if meaningless, phrases. I stood up and gestured at Mac to join me on one side of the stage. “Tell me how that weight happened to fall,” I said through clenched teeth, pointing at a small canvas bag that was, I suspected, filled with at least ten pounds of sand.

“Beats me. It’s a counterweight for one of the backdrops.” He picked it up and fingered the bit of rope still
tied to a leather ring. “Looks like something cut partway through the rope. The new rope, let me say before you start dithering about my irresponsibility and potential liability and whatever else you plan to dither about.”

“I do not dither, especially when someone might have been killed.” I glowered at him for a moment, then glowered at the vast blackness above our heads. “I want to see where the weight was hanging. I presume there is a way to climb up there to adjust things or whatever.”

“There’s a spiral staircase that leads to a metal walkway, but I doubt you want to go up there.”

“Then you doubt incorrectly. Are you going to show me the staircase, or shall I find it without your cooperation?”

He recoiled enough to give me a flicker of satisfaction. “I don’t care if you want to break your neck by climbing around up there. That’s why I’ve got insurance.” He led me to the darkest corner of the stage and pointed with his thumb at a rusty metal staircase that almost disappeared in the gloom above our heads. “I replaced most of the bolts that hold this and the walkway to the wall. It might hold you.”

I grasped the rail and shook it, steeling myself not to react to the appalling amount of give. “You replaced most of the bolts and it might hold me? How encouraging you are, considering the fact that someone managed to climb up there and cut partway through your rope so that your weight almost killed someone in your theater.”

“Close only counts in horseshoes. And the rope might have been gnawed by a rat. Lots of rats up there. Big, skinny, hungry ones with red eyes.”

I will admit I hesitated, but only long enough to decide he was trying to bully me. No rat worth his whiskers
would climb up that rusty staircase. I beckoned to Caron and, when she came over, said, “If something happens to me, call Peter and tell him. The will is in the lockbox. And you and Inez behave yourselves and stay off the telephone until you’ve done your homework.”

Caron regarded me levelly. “Okay. Can I have your hair dryer?”

“It’s going to charity.” I began what felt like a descent into hell, except for the paradoxical sensation of climbing upward. The staircase clinked and wobbled, but did nothing more dramatic than that, and I reached the narrow catwalk that stretched across the stage. The catwalk swayed as I moved down it at a turtlish pace while busily wondering what I was doing up there without a flashlight or a parachute. Or a brain larger than a protuberance on a righteous rump.

There were all sorts of ropes and cables dangling like the root system of a plant. I gripped the rail and forced myself to look down at the stage thirty feet below me. The girls were still huddled on the stage, and I could see the top of Cyndi’s head in the middle of them. As I watched, Luanne came onto the stage to join in the audible clucking over Miss Thurberfest. Mac was gone from the bottom of the staircase, but Caron was staring upward with her mouth agape. The stage was covered with chalk marks; from my perspective it resembled the mysterious scrawls on the blackboard in a football locker room.

When I reached the middle, I saw an unencumbered rope within a foot or so of the rail. I again made myself look down, and decided it was positioned over Cyndi’s mark on the stage. This end of the rope was frayed in much the same manner as the other end. Whether it was in that condition from the attentions of a rat or a knife
was beyond me, although I couldn’t imagine why a rat would creep to the rail, fling itself into the darkness like a flying squirrel, and cling to the rope long enough to do substantial damage.

But Luanne did not seem to think any of the girls disliked Cyndi, much less had any motive to hurt her. Mac was disinterested in the pageant and its outcome. No one else was allowed in the auditorium. I decided I was behaving in a foolish, reckless, overly imaginative fashion, and carefully made my way back to the staircase.

Luanne hobbled across the stage as I reached the bottom. “What on earth were you doing up there?”

“I was checking for rats trained in guerrilla tactics. We can all rest easy. You can do so in the office, or we can send everybody home and seek solace in scotch at my place.”

“I do think we’d better quit for the day. This accident has upset all of the girls, including this middle-aged one.” She studied me with a pinched expression. “You didn’t find anything up there, did you?”

“I found the other end of the rope. Mac said there were rats up there, so I suppose one might have gnawed at the rope enough to cause it to break at an inopportune moment.”

“And it was a coincidence that the weight hit one centimeter off Cyndi’s mark?”

“It could well have been a coincidence,” I said with more confidence than I felt. “Just like the nail. You’re the one who’s had experience in this milieu. I have no idea to what extremes a girl will go in order to win an utterly insignificant title and a year’s worth of appearances at the Miss Applecore festival.”

Luanne gazed at the girls, then shrugged and shook
her head. “You’re right, Claire. It’s one thing to steal mascara or splash water in another girl’s high heels, but to do something this dangerous is senseless. Cyndi’s reign is over on Saturday night. Why would anyone want to hurt her?”

“Beats me,” I murmured, quoting the irritating man with the rats. “I suppose I could talk to Cyndi and ask her if she can think of anyone who might want to frighten her. She’s too upset now, but I’ll have a word with her tomorrow.”

“Frighten her—or kill her?”

Before I could answer, she hobbled back to the girls and told them rehearsal was over for the day. Cyndi was on her feet, although Julianna and another girl were clinging to her elbows and the other girls were hovering at a convenient distance should she opt to topple.

“I’m sorry to be so silly,” she said to Luanne. “I mean, it’s not like it actually hit me or anything. It just scared me.”

“What’s going on?” boomed a voice from the corridor entrance.

We all turned to stare at the stout woman who marched into the auditorium and onto the stage. She appeared to be in her late fifties, and her tweed suit of the same era. She had peppery hair cut off with no concession to her appearance, a square face, and a chin that hinted of a bulldog in her lineage. Two shrewd eyes regarded Cyndi, then turned on me.

“Why is she white and shaking like an hibiscus in a hurricane?” the woman barked at yours truly.

“A weight crashed on the stage. It came close enough to frighten her, but there was no harm done.”

“What weight?”

I pointed to the side of the stage, but found myself
pointing at a flat expanse of wood. “It was over there, but someone seems to have moved it. It was just a standard sandbag,” I added, resisting the urge to retreat under the woman’s beady glare. “Who are you?”

“I am Eunice Allingham—and Cyndi’s trainer. I’ve been out of town at a trade show, but I see now I never should have left her in such incompetent hands. The girl is near collapse, which cannot be good for her. She needs to lie down until the color comes back to her cheeks.” The woman went over to Cyndi and assessed her as if she were an item on a sale rack. “She appears to be unharmed, although what emotional damage there may be will surface in time. Her hair, most likely.”

Cyndi produced a glittery smile that must have impressed ( if not blinded) many a judge. “Oh, Eunice, please don’t worry about me. I’m just fine, but I would like to lie down. Perhaps Julianna and Heidi will be sweet enough to help me down to my dressing room?”

Julianna and Heidi nodded enthusiastically, and the three slowly made their way across the stage and down the stairs. The rest of the girls rubbed their hands and muttered among themselves as they wandered away.

Once the queen and her attendants were out of sight, Eunice let out a gusty sigh. “Her hair goes limp when she’s upset. The curl just slips out of it until she looks worse than a wet dog. I’ve tried and tried to get her to put it up like they do in the Big One, but she thinks it looks old-fashioned. Of course it looks old-fashioned. That’s called tradition. I can’t begin to tell you how many times she’s limp when a nice curl would have cinched the finals or even the title.”

Luanne nodded, thus earning a continuation of the limp hair dilemma. I went over to the place where the sandbag had been and looked around for it. I checked
behind the stairs and in the dark corners of the stage, then went over to Caron, who was now gaping at Eunice.

“What happened to the weight?” I asked her in a low voice.

“How should I know? Who is that woman, Mother? She is totally bizarre, and making no sense whatsoever. Did she say she was Cyndi’s trainer—as in German shepherds?”

Inez made a small noise. “I think it’s more like an agent.”

“Just because your sister is in the pageant doesn’t make you an expert,” Caron said without mercy. “She used the word trainer, as in dog tricks. Besides, I think she’s crude.”

I left them and joined Luanne, who was looking increasingly pale and wobbly as the woman lectured in her face. “You’d better go back to the office and sit down,” I said, ignoring Eunice. “If you don’t, you’ll end up with your head between your knees.”

She nodded, then hobbled away, leaving me to smile vaguely as Eunice muttered, “We can’t have that sort of thing. Bad for the complexion. Bad, bad, bad, bad, bad.”

“You’re Cyndi’s trainer?” I asked, not sure what was bad for the complexion and not wanting to find out at length. “What does that entail?”

“I manage her career, and see that she makes as many of the local and regional pageants as possible. We’ve got our eye on the Big One, but she needs more work before we take a run at it. I may let her try the first round this year.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said politely.

“Are you the pageant director?” Eunice huffed.

“Luanne Bradshaw is the official director. I’m helping
out because of her ankle—and I have no experience with beauty pageants. I’ve never been to one, and I’m afraid I don’t understand the jargon.”

“You’re an amateur? How on earth do you plan to run a good pageant with no experience in the necessary details? Why, even the little local ones require diligence, hard work, and attention to an incredible number of issues. Last year this utterly incompetent woman tried to stage the Miss Chicken Drumstick with no idea—no idea at all—about the problems she would encounter. It was a nightmare from the judges’ luncheon to the final scoring. She even had someone use low-wattage lightbulbs in the dressing rooms, if you can imagine. It wasn’t even worth our time.”

“Well, this one will be a shambles,” I said with a bright smile. “Luanne was in a couple of pageants years ago, but neither one of us knows what she’s doing. It’s somewhat of a lark for us.”

Eunice snorted at my charming candor. “We shall see. I’m going down to the dressing room to check on my gal, then I’ll come back here so you and I can discuss what’s been done and what needs to be done. You go fetch a notebook and a pencil; I’m sure I’ll have a long list for you and that other woman. Exactly which pageants was she in?” Her voice fell to a chilling whisper. “She surely never made five, did she? Her cheekbones are unruly.”

“Five what?” I hissed back.

“The top five finalists.” Eunice turned and stomped across the stage, no doubt appalled by such ignorance. Once she had vanished down the stairs, I told Caron and Inez to go home. I then stopped at the office and repeated Eunice’s threat to help those of us who were deficient in the language and clearly unlikely to make the top five.
Luanne grabbed her coat and locked the office door. As we reached the small lobby surrounding the box office, we heard Eunice’s booming voice.

“What’s this about a nail?” she demanded loud enough to be heard anywhere in Farberville, or perhaps the immediate county.

I went home.
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