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ONE

“Who’s going to be murdered?”

“How should I know?”

“Then it’s pure luck if you don’t get stabbed in the back?”

“Of course not. The whole thing is arranged ahead of time. At the fateful moment, the designated victim keels over in the leeks or whatever.”

“Well, what if it’s you?” Peter continued with infuriating calmness. “You might end up in a coffin for the weekend, surrounded by flickering candles and funerary flower arrangements. It doesn’t seem worth the price of admission.”

I returned my attention to the last bite of filet on my plate, willing myself to remain unruffled despite a twinge of frustration. Until this moment, we had been chatting amiably about neutral topics, and I was beginning to admit to myself that I was attracted to the man. His opinions on the weather had coincided with my own, as had his views on used cars and the exorbitant price of hardback books. It took only one hint of mockery to undo the good work.


A waiter glided up to raise an eyebrow at the empty wine bottle. We all agreed that another bottle would be just the thing, and the waiter glided away to fetch it—and put it on the bill as well as the table.

“I will not be a victim,” I said, resolved to be patient, if not charitable. “As you have pointed out so astutely, I am paying for the pleasure of solving a murder. I intend to be quite superior at it.”

“Since you’ve had so much experience … ?”

Peter, known to his colleagues as Lieutenant Rosen of the Farbeville CID, flashed his teeth at me. We had been introduced over a corpse; there had been a bit of competition during the subsequent investigation. I had been accused of meddling. Interfering. Sticking my graceful nose into danger. Disrupting the investigation. All of that was unjust; my contribution had been invaluable—and unacknowledged. It had also led to the dinner date with Peter Rosen, although I wasn’t at all sure I had been wise to accept.

He was a handsome man, in an arrogant, New Yorkish way. Curly black hair with a few gray notes, a jutting beak and deceptively mild, molasses-colored eyes. His taste in clothing was impeccable and expensive, with an emphasis on the three-piece look. Divorced, which was convenient for those of us who preferred uncomplicated relationships—if there was a relationship in the making. I certainly didn’t know. However, I was willing to find out, as long as there was a free meal included in the deal, and a bottle or two of lovely red wine.

I am a mild-mannered bookseller, blessed with wit and red hair. I am widowed, self-sufficient, and a reasonably competent parent of my fourteen-year-old daughter, Caron. Those who have such a creature in the house will quickly grasp the ramifications of the age; those who do not will never believe the horror stories, so I shall subside on the topic. It will, regrettably, resurface later.


“When and where is the murder to take place?” Peter asked.

“This weekend at the Mimosa Inn, about twenty miles west of town. It used to be a retreat for some Texas oilman; now it’s owned by one of Carlton’s old students, Eric Vanderhan. I fed the boy spaghetti for almost four years and allowed him to babysit so that I could attend feminist lectures on the evils of motherhood. I’m going as a favor to him and his wife.”

“Oh, I see,” Peter murmured, nodding wisely. “As long as you’re not going out of some fanciful desire to play Miss Marple, it makes perfectly good sense.”

“I am going to play Miss Marple.” I managed a smile, although it took some effort. “We’ve been asked to wear costumes for high tea Friday afternoon.”

“Beside the croquet court, no doubt.”

My lips began to ache, but did not fail me. “Actually, yes. Everyone is going to dress as his or her favorite detective from mystery fiction. It will enhance the ambiance of the weekend.”

“Enhance the ambiance?” He was trying not to laugh, but with no great success. Teeth glinted like blunted icicles. “I can picture you skulking down some dark corridor in your orthopedic shoes, a knitting needle clutched in your hand. The murderer steps out of the shadows! A muffled scream, the lights go out—and then, a puddle of blood seeps under the door. Murder most foul!”

The waiter had reappeared in the middle of Peter’s ravings. From the guarded expression on his face, I suspected he had overheard the last few words. The wine bottle was opened with undue briskness, and the waiter left for the kitchen to relate the story to the dishwasher. A slow evening, rescued by the crazies in the last booth.

“I don’t find it all that amusing,” I said. My patience was ebbing, as was my resolution to maintain it, and my lips were protesting like college students in the late sixties.
“Murder weekends are fashionable on both coasts. They’re staged on cruises, on trains and in penthouses as an exercise in deduction and quickwitted observation. I have no idea how it will be presented, but I think it will be fun—and I fully intend to win the case of champagne.”

Peter picked up his glass and swirled the wine to capture the candlelight. “The idea of adults behaving like ghoulish bloodhounds leaves me cold, Claire. Murder is not a comedy—it’s a tragedy, not only for the victim but also for the murderer and those around him.”

He was right, of course. I had learned that he often was, much to my chagrin, but I wasn’t going to admit it. Honor before honesty.

“Your perspective is different, Peter. You deal with the reality of violence. This is a game, and everyone knows it from the beginning. The whole thing is plotted very carefully; the actors have the situation under control at all times. No one really gets hurt or does any tortured soul-searching. It’s a spectator sport, and it’s no more brutal than watching a boxing match or a football game.”

“I suppose not,” he said, “as long as everyone knows the rules of the game … .”

“Don’t be silly.” I laughed. “It’s only a game.”

 



“It’s a silly, mindless, juvenile game!” Caron huffed, her nostrils aquiver with postpubescent indignation. “I am not about to waste a weekend in some remote shanty, creeping around on my hands and knees to hunt for fingerprints in the grass! I’d have to jump-start my brain when it was over!”

“It’s actually a very trendy thing to do, Caron,” I said with sympathy and understanding, privately noting what a drain the weekend plans were beginning to put on my more admirable virtues. “All of your friends will be envious when you tell them about it.”

“There’s a rock concert Saturday night at the college
gymnasium, Mother. Inez and I were planning to go, and—”

“You’re going to the Mimosa Inn,” I countered, giving her the famed maternal eye. It was supposed to cut off the argument, squelch the pleas, end the futile bargaining.

“But, Mother,” Caron continued in a whine that could shatter crystal at fifty feet, “why do I have to go? I could stay here by myself, and keep the Book Depot open for you. Inez can spend the night Saturday after the concert.”

“That is what terrifies me. You and Inez are capable of disaster, and the idea of turning you two loose on Farberville is irresponsible, inhumane, and possibly felonious.”

I made a cup of tea and started for my bedroom, while visions of the San Francisco earthquake danced in my head. “There will be no further discussion, Caron,” I added firmly. “We have a double room at the Mimosa Inn, which is in no way a ‘remote shanty.’ It is a luxurious country inn, with swimming and boating and all sorts of activities. You can spend two days fishing, if you wish, or participate in the murder, but you’ll undoubtedly have a lovely time.”

“Fishing?” she squealed. “I’m supposed to fish?” She seemed to equate it with a root canal or amputation. Sans anesthesia.

Motherhood wasn’t at all what it was purported to be. I took refuge in my bedroom. As I closed the door, I heard a faint hiss of disgust drifting from the living room. The word “Worms!” punctuated the sound.

 



We left Farberville late Friday morning. The highway curled through a broad valley carpeted with green shag. Laconic cows munched daisies, colts dashed across pastures, hawks effortlessly spiraled in the sky. Very bucolic, I thought, ignoring the occasional sigh from the passenger’s side. Caron would survive the ordeal, and a brief respite from Inez would give both of us a chance to reestablish our relationship. Inez is a sweet girl, but she tends to reinforce
Caron’s melodramatic side. I was convinced I had made the right decision, although the oxygen inside the car was being depleted at an alarming rate.

“There’s the sign,” I said cheerfully. “The Mimosa Inn is about four miles from the highway, so we ought to be there in time for lunch. Are you hungry?”

“I’m on a diet, Mother. I don’t eat lunch.”

I toyed with a lecture on the perils of anorexia, but left it for another time. “Well, I’m famished. The food is reputed to be excellent.”

“It’s probably fish. I don’t see why ingesting fish is supposed to increase your intelligence, since they are probably the very stupidest of all the craniate vertebrates! They eat worms, you know.”

I tightened my grip on the steering wheel and turned down the gravel road. A lovely weekend, I told myself in a controlled voice. No squabbles, no lectures. An opportunity to explore my daughter’s mind, to open the channels of communication à la Spock. On the other hand, if a second victim was needed, a candidate came to mind.

We bounced along in silence. The road wound around a low mountain and past a sorry farmhouse surrounded by bleached outbuildings held upright by barbed wire, splintery boards, and a goodly amount of prayer. Caron made a gurgling noise as she stared out the window. An obscenely enormous hog had discovered nirvana in several inches of greenish mud. No comment was forthcoming, but I wondered if pork chops had just been eliminated from the diet, along with lunch.

Pastures were replaced with woods filled with oaks and scrub pines. It did not qualify as a primeval forest, only a stunted tangle of unpretentious brush and moldering leaves. Although Farberville was just a few miles away, we were in the wilderness. I do not particularly relish the outdoor life—mosquitos and poison ivy having an affinity for my flesh—but I was determined to make an effort.

We stopped at a wrought-iron gate spanning a cattle
guard. The paint on the gate had peeled, but the sign hanging from it was fresh and encouraging: WELCOME TO THE MIMOSA INN.

“Excited?” I asked Caron.

“Thrilled to death,” she sighed. “Fish. Worms. A bunch of old people playing games. Costume parties and croquet, for pity’s sake! You don’t even like champagne, Mother. You never drink it. Why do we have to come all the way out here just to—”

“I like the idea of champagne,” I interrupted briskly, “and it will be fun, Caron, if you’ll give it a chance. This is an exercise in mental agility, in abstract reasoning and problem solving. Why, this may prove to be more valuable than your geometry class.”

“And just as much fun.”

I glanced at her. She had almost disappeared into the vinyl upholstery of the seat. Her lower lip was extended in a mute display of petulance, but she had enough sense not to continue the remarks. She was probably counting the minutes under her breath and reminding herself that this, too, would pass.

A large lake appeared on our right. Surrounded by low mountains, it lacked the grandeur of Superior but looked adequate for sailing and swimming. Seconds later we saw the inn. I braked abruptly as my eyes widened.

“It looks like a wedding cake,” Caron whispered, jolted out of her sulk by the sight. “All it needs is a pair of oversized mannequins on the turret and a ring of pink sugar roses. Are we really supposed to stay there?”

Caron’s description was accurate. The Mimosa Inn was a three-story Victorian house slathered with gingerbread trim, curlicues, round windows with stained glass, turrets, weather vanes, and almost everything else one could attach to a structure without toppling it. The front of the house faced the lake over a broad expanse of lawn, and on the porch we could see large wicker chairs and potted plants. A
gray wedding cake, trimmed in white, I amended silently, glad we had not arrived on a foggy day, or a dark and stormy night.

“Yes, we are,” I said when I could trust my voice. As long as I didn’t have to climb any spiral staircases to track down clues, or explore the cellar for pertinent cobwebs amidst the unmarked graves. I don’t do cobwebs.

“Is it haunted?” Caron gulped.

“Do you believe in ghosts?”

Caron finally gained control of her dangling jaw. “No, I don’t, Mother. I feel that inexplicable psi phenomena usually have a basis in paraphysical energy sources. We did a chapter on it in physics last semester. It was very informative.”

She rambled on in that vein as we drove around the house to a parking area under a clump of trees. An erstwhile stable now housed cars; inside was a daunting array of Mercedes, Cadillacs, etc. My dented Japanese hatchback would prefer fresh air, I told myself as I cut off the engine. The stillness was sudden, complete. And a tad unsettling for those of us who spend our days on a busy street and our nights next to a college campus. Ah, nature at its quietest …

While we were struggling with our suitcases (Caron’s three and my overnight bag), a blond man opened the door. His extreme height and rambling gait gave him a disjointed look, as though he were a marionette controlled by a clumsy puppet-master. His wire-rimmed glasses had gray adhesive-tape cocoons at each corner, and his shirt pocket sagged under the weight of his pen collection. White socks and torn sneakers. I reminded myself that this man had written a nationally acclaimed textbook on an aspect of higher mathematics that I could not pronounce.

He grinned and flapped a hand in welcome. “Claire! I’ve been watching the road for you. I’m so glad that you finally came; it’s going to be a splendid weekend.”

“Hello, Eric,” I puffed, disengaging Caron’s garment
bag from the back seat. I introduced him to Caron, who managed a muttered response to his enthusiastic greeting.

“And how are you, Claire?” He covered me with a hug. “I was so sorry to hear about Dr. Malloy’s accident. He was a great teacher and a good friend.”

But not a careful driver, I added to myself. “Thanks, Eric. I was astounded to hear you were back in the area. What on earth possessed you to buy and renovate a country inn? You were always the outdoor type, as in ivy towers and cramped offices.”

“Wait until you meet my wife,” he said. His face glowed as if he were a child on Christmas morning. “She’s a city girl, and she’s always wanted to escape to the country. Cows and chickens, that sort of thing. We saw an ad for the place. Two months later we signed the papers.”

I looked up at a copper rooster rotating in the breeze. “So you gave up your faculty position—and tenure—to come here?”

“We did. The royalties from the book paid for the remodeling and furnishings. Once we start the publicity, we hope that the Mimosa Inn can pay for itself. Until then, we’ll have to struggle along. I’m so glad you’re here, Claire. Let’s get you and Caron checked in.”

I found his narrative hard to believe. Eric was as much a naturalist as I; neither of us could survive in a city park for more than an hour. I was curious to meet the woman who had lured him away from the relative safety of academia.

“So what do you think of the setting?” he said as we shuffled up a brick sidewalk with enough luggage to take a six-week safari into the remotest jungle—and dress for dinner every night.

“The house is magnificent,” I said. “The lake is beautiful, the woods woody, the sky unsullied by carbon monoxide. The one thing I don’t see is an orchard of mimosa trees.”

“The inn is named after my wife.”


“Your wife’s name is Mimosa?” I twittered. Politely, I hoped.

Eric peered down at me. “Mimi. But we are going to plant mimosa trees as soon as we can afford them.”

We did a Three Stooges routine in the doorway. After a round of grunts and embarrassed laughs, Caron popped out and skittered into a large open room. I followed with more dignity, gazing around at the high ceiling and antiques that rather overpowered the room.

A small desk sat near the entrance, and behind it a closed door with a discreet sign that suggested it was private, though no threat followed. The furnishings were straight out of a period English novel, from the brocade to the chintz, from the sheers to the brass knickknacks cluttering mahogany surfaces. An aroma of lemon oil competed with more prosaic variety from the lake. It all gleamed and glittered. Only the butler was missing, and I wasn’t sure where we could put him.

“My goodness,” I managed to murmur, trying to sound awed rather than shell-shocked. “How charming.”

“Do you like it? Mimi felt that we ought to try for a sense of subdued gentility Luckily, an elderly aunt died at the right time, leaving an attic crammed with furniture.” He gave us a bemused smile. “Luckily for us, anyway. Aunt Beatrice may have felt differently.”

Caron opened her mouth to offer an editorial on the interior decorator—or on Aunt Beatrice’s postmortem generosity. I stepped in front of her and said, “I’m looking forward to meeting Mimi, Eric.”

“She’s excited about finally meeting you. However, just now she’s rushing around upstairs to see about bedrooms and towels and such, so you’ll have to wait until things are settled.”

Eric let the luggage thump to the floor, took out a large leather book, and showed me where to sign it. With an antique fountain pen, naturally. I would have done Caron’s
name in crayon, considering her attitude, but that would have destroyed the charming appearance of the registration book. Ambiance.

We then regathered the luggage and staggered up a long flight of stairs to the second floor. To my relief, Aunt Beatrice’s furniture had only been inadequate for the main floor; the bedroom was simply furnished but comfortable. An antique bed and dresser, and a dressing table with a calico skirt, all sitting on a braided rug. I forgave Eric the ceramic pitcher and bowl, on the assumption that it was only for display, and found a closet and a modern bathroom. Caron found the bed.

“I’m eager to meet Mimi,” I told Eric, “but I’m eager to solve a murder, too. Tell me what happens now.”

He took a folded brochure from the top of the dresser and handed it to me. “Here’s the schedule for the weekend, Claire. There’s a salad buffet in the dining room, and you’ll want to explore the grounds before the lecture begins at two o’clock.”

“Lecture?” Caron groaned, fluttering her eyelashes from the depths of a pillow.

Eric was clearly unacquainted with adolescent tragedy. He squinted at her as though she were some elusive logarithm, then said, “It’s optional, of course. If you’d prefer, you can sail one of the little boats or swim. I’m afraid there aren’t any young people to entertain you. The group is on the older side, except for your eternally youthful mother.”

Caron forced one eye open. “Where’s the pool?”

“We don’t have a pool,” Eric answered warily. He was intelligent enough to see what was coming, but too inexperienced to do much about it. He and his wife were childless, obviously. After two days with Caron, they would gladly sign an oath to maintain their status quo.

I tried to intercept the missile. “You’ll swim in the lake, Caron. I know this will come as a shock, but swimming pools did not play a vital role in the American way of life
until the last decade. People were actually forced to swim in lakes, rivers, and even the ocean.”

The other eye was turned on me. “With fish?”

Eric cleared his throat as the missile continued on its course. “The lake is stocked, but only with bass and catfish. No barracuda or sharks or anything like that.”

“But the fish stay in the water all the time. That means that they do all sorts of gross things right where a person is supposed to swim. I’d rather eat spiders.” The missile having razed its intended target, Caron pulled the pillow over her head. A series of uncooperative noises ensued.

I shrugged at Eric and motioned for him to join me in the hallway. We walked downstairs to what I now mentally deemed the drawing room. “So you’ve had the inn less than a year? Have you had many guests?”

“This is our busiest weekend thus far. There are only about twenty guests, and it’s quite a mixed group. But everyone is a mystery fan.” He led me across the drawing room to a pair of curtained French doors. “Here’s the dining room, Claire. Have a bit of lunch, although I must warn you that we’re pushing sherry for the weekend. Mimi thinks it’s appropriate, considering the scenario.”

I was not feeling terribly kindly toward the unseen Mimi, since I lump sherry in the same category that Caron does piscatory bodily productions. However, I managed a civilized tone. “I’ll read the schedule while I eat, Eric, but tell me what to expect. Will a troupe of actors produce the murder on stage after dinner?”

He waggled a finger at me. “Now, that wouldn’t be fair. You’ll just have to wait and see what develops. The murderer could sit beside you during dinner or creep up behind you in the hallway. But from what I’ve heard about your detecting prowess, this ought to be a piece of cake.”

“Oh?” I said, displeased by the thought that certain past events were the topic of conversation on Farberville street corners. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll do my homework while I eat lunch. Will you be at the lecture?”


The finger waggled again. “That would be telling, wouldn’t it?”

Sighing, I went into the dining room and studied my cohorts for the murder weekend. Most of them had already eaten, I brilliantly deduced as I filled a plate and sat down at a corner table. two elderly couples glanced at me but continued to whisper across the table to each other. A white-haired woman with a long, equine face was the only other diner. She gave me a frosty smile over a forkful of shrimp, which regained her attention before I could reciprocate.

The sixth person in the room was a thirtyish man with oiled black hair and a thin moustache, who was looking out the window. Very suspicious. I determined to remain alert and cautious. The murderer might be anyone, although the elderly couples appeared superficially harmless. In fact, I was garnering quite a few quick peeks from their table, as if they suspected me of potential mayhem. Me, for God’s sake. I shot them a haughty look over my artichoke heart.

A pimply busboy in a starched white coat asked me what I would prefer to drink. He looked too naive to hear the truth, so I requested iced tea and settled back to read the brochure.

“You Are Invited to a Murder,” the opening line informed me slyly from a circle of whimsical red splotches. It went on:

 


Friday





	12:00
	Luncheon


	2:00
	Lecture by Sergeant Nicholas Merrick of Scotland Yard


	5:00
	Tea/sherry on the veranda: Famous Literary Detectives


	8:00
	Dinner


	10:00
	Movie: Murder on the Orient Express




Saturday





	9:00
	Breakfast


	1:00
	Luncheon


	2:00
	Croquet tournament


	5:00
	Tea/sherry on the veranda


	8:00
	Dinner


	9:00
	Gala champagne party and presentation of sleuthing awards



Sunday





	10:00
	Brunch


	11:00
	Checkout



I read it carefully several times for clues or hints, of which there were none. The two couples and the elderly lady drifted out of the dining room, all studiously avoiding my veiled scrutiny The competition did not look keen, I concluded. A piece of cake, as Eric had assumed earlier—and a case of champagne to show Peter Rosen who was the abler detective. I brooded for a minute, amazed by the competitive drive that sprang from the mere mention of his name. Surely I was there for the mental challenge, the stimulating puzzle, the love of mystery fiction—wasn’t I?

“Phooey on him!” I hissed under my breath.

The oily-haired man looked up at the comment. He gave me a broad smile, which I interpreted as an invitation for conversation. My first suspect, falling into my artichoke hearts. The game was afoot.

“Why don’t you join me for coffee?” I cooed.

“Thank you, I’d enjoy that.” He carried a cup and saucer to my table and sat down across from me. He had a round boyish face and a slight paunch, as if middle age had crept up on him while he was engaged in sedentary pursuits. A plaid sports coat did nothing to enhance his shape. But a suspect is a suspect.


He demolished my hopes with his first sentence. “I’m Nicholas Merrick.”

“From Scotland Yard? The detective who’s giving the lecture at two o’clock? You were my very first suspect for the murder, but you won’t do—although you don’t sound very English. Claire Malloy,” I added with a desultory attempt at decorum. We shook hands across the table.

“I hope that I sound like a pharmaceutical sales representative from Farberville, since that’s what I am. Scotland Yard turned down our request, so I agreed to take the role. My accent doesn’t ring true, but my heart is pure. What about you?”

I told him about the Book Depot and my secret fantasy to outsleuth Miss Marple (and unspecified policemen) and win the champagne. He made a few comments about mystery fiction, but carefully avoided anything about the murder that was to occur. I tried a few studiously casual questions, and received only evasions in return. Phooey

Nickie, as I discovered he preferred, looked at his watch and stood up. “It’s almost one now, and I need to see if the slide projector is ready Will you attend the lecture?”

We walked to the drawing room together. “I certainly will. My daughter is with me, however, and I’d better look in on her before it begins. She may have tied the sheets together in order to climb out the window and bolt for civilization.”

“Is she locked in the room?” Nickie asked, eyeing me with a sudden coolness.

“No,” I sighed. “The problem is that the door’s too easy. I’ll see you in an hour, Nickie.” I started for the stairs.

“Claire?”

I turned around. “Yes?”

“Why did you glower earlier and mutter a virulent ‘phooey’ in my direction?”

“I was thinking of someone else,” I admitted with a
laugh. “I never phooey strangers, unless I suspect them of vile crimes.”

“But now your suspicions are allayed?”

I was in no mood to go into my weekend strategy, so I settled for a conspiratorial wink and said, “I’ll trust no one until the murderer is unmasked. A criminal in every corner.”

The man from Scotland Yard looked at me with a curiously blank expression. His fingers found the tip of his moustache as his eyes went blink, blink, blink.
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TWO

Caron had not moved while I was downstairs. Motivated by a vague motherly obligation, I ascertained from a prudent distance that she was breathing, then began to drag suitcases around the room. All this elicited a single sniffle. I unpacked my overnight case, hung a severe black dress complete with lace collar in the closet alongside a sensible cardigan sweater, arranged the orthopedic shoes under it, and took a small spiral notebook from my purse.

“I’m going back down for the lecture,” I announced politely. After receiving a sniffle in response, I eased the door closed and went downstairs. It was not yet one-thirty. I opted to reconnoiter the scene of the crime so that I would be equipped with a mental map when the crucial moment arrived. The scouts and I would be prepared.

The croquet court was a recent addition to the landscape. It consisted of a large rolled surface edged with boards buried in the turf. The wickets conformed to whatever arrangement was demanded by the rules, about which I had no theories. A cart with mallets and balls had been wheeled
near one corner, but no one had availed himself of the equipment. Nor did I; I was on a mission.

I strolled down the slope to the edge of the lake. Several bodies lay on beach towels in the grass, but none of them looked like victims of anything more dire than incipient sunburn. A few heads lifted, a few eyes studied me from the safety of dark lenses. Which one was the murderer? I decided that a plump woman in a bikini deserved some form of painful death for exposing white, undulating ripples of fat, but left that mean-spirited conclusion unspoken.

A boathouse sat at the edge of the cove, surrounded by a minor armada of sailboats and rowboats. I continued past it to follow a graveled path through a rose garden. In the middle I found a stained marble statue of a chubby urchin with a pitcher on his shoulder. It had been a long time since any water had dribbled down his tummy, but the effect had potential.

As I came out of the garden, I saw three shingled bungalows in a line, separated by shrubs. Shutters were fastened across the windows. They were used only during the busy season, I deduced brilliantly. I stopped in front of the first one and cupped my hands on the pane of glass in the door. I ended up with a circle of dirt on my nose. The interior of the bungalow was, quite naturally, dark.

“Very suspicious,” I murmured aloud, savoring the feel of the words. They would be my motto for the weekend, my watchword whenever approached by anything or anyone even remotely inexplicable. Champagne had the same effect on my nose as ragweed, but I did like the idea of it. Festive, triumphant champagne. It was unfortunate that scotch did not carry the same connotation; it certainly was more agreeable to drink.

It was nearing lecture time. I followed the path back to the boathouse, where I discovered that the bodies on the beach had vanished. “Very suspicious,” I practiced as I went to the porch, “very, very suspicious.”


The ladderback chairs from the dining room had been brought to the drawing room and arranged in rows. Eric waved from. a corner, intent on a slide projector. Nickie Merrick stood behind a podium at the front of the room, his expression somewhat pinched as he faced a group of twenty or so people vying for the more comfortable chairs.

Overachiever that I have been since the first day of nursery school, I took a seat in the middle of the front row and smiled at Nickie. “Stage fright?”

“No, I’ve done quite a bit of acting.” He stared over my head, absently tugging at his mustache. “A minor problem has arisen, I’m afraid. Mimi’s more than capable of dealing with it, but she was hoping that things would go smoothly. Now it seems that—”

“Sherry?” brayed an incredulous voice from the dining room. “Sherry is for puppeteers and little old ladies with blue hair! Bring me a bottle of scotch, sonny boy!”

A plate crashed on the floor.

“Now, you feeble-minded, pimple-nosed excuse for a human being! Now!” the voice continued. It sounded as though it were being amplified by a bullhorn, static and all. A second plate hit the floor. Several other voices joined in, none of them jolly.

All of us turned around to stare at the interior of the dining room. Eric, I noted out of the corner of my eye, had frozen in the act of fiddling with a knob; his mouth was white and his fingers curled like talons. Gradually, his hand relaxed, but his frown did not. The pipe between his teeth was in danger of bisection.

The busboy scurried around the corner and ducked into the office. Seconds later, a tulip-shaped glass sailed out in a graceful arch. We held our collective breath as it splattered on the floor, shards of glass erupting in glittery explosion. The tinkle was as loud as a grenade in the shocked hugh.

“Damn it,” Nickie said quietly behind me. He hurried over to Eric for a terse conference. As they started for the
dining room, a woman came out of the room and closed the door behind her. The three exchanged looks, then the woman pasted on a smile and came forward.

“Please don’t worry about—about that minor incident,” she said coolly. “An unexpected guest has arrived, and he wasn’t prepared for our little game. But it’s under control now, and the lecture will begin any minute.”

I studied the woman, who I realized was the heretofore unseen Mimi. She had shoulder-length black hair, wide violet eyes, and cheekbones high enough to give her a vaguely exotic look. Her mouth was small and heart-shaped, as though she were sweetly pouting. Although she could have passed for a college student, there were a few fine lines around her eyes, and her forehead, at the moment, was scored by two deep creases. A certain softness under her chin also belied the little-girl picture. I am personally familiar with that symptom.

Mimi kept the determined smile on her face as she nudged Nickie toward the front of the room. “Please don’t be concerned,” she added with a shrug. “The gentleman in question will soon be plied with scotch. Everything is fine.”

Despite unconvinced looks from all present, she held her ground. The busboy rushed back into the dining room with an amber bottle clutched in his hand. A rumble of approval was followed by a tantalizing clink of glass. I caught myself wondering if I ought to try the same barbaric tactics and gave myself a mental scolding. I would drink sherry—and like it. Ambiance over self-indulgence.

Nickie tapped the podium with a pencil. With the ingrained obedience of a Sunday school class, we turned around and assumed attentive expressions. Behind me I heard a shuffle of feet and final coughs. The white-haired horsy woman sat down beside me and gave me a vague smile. Very suspicious, I cautioned myself, although I had no idea why the gesture might be suspicious.

“Welcome to the first ‘Murder at the Mimosa Inn,’”
Nickie said. “We’re delighted to have you join us, and we’re going to do our very best to amuse and entertain you.” He took out a brochure to run over the schedule, then described the various facilities available for those who opted not to worry about the impending crime.

Keeping my eyes straight ahead, I nudged the woman beside me and whispered out of the corner of my mouth, “Who’s the loud-mouthed oaf in the dining room?”

In response, I received a painful elbow in the ribs and a priggish, disgusted snort. Clearly, my neighbor was not the sort who whispered in church or tolerated such childishness. I decided not to engage in a game of elbowing; the woman had a vastly sharper weapon than I.

Nickie finished the schedule and put the brochure away. “Part of the fun is not knowing when or how the murder will take place,” he warned us genially. “Be prepared for anything, including a few bloopers on our part. The Mimosa Inn and the Farberville Community Theater are both novices at this newest sport, and anything can happen. Keep your eyes open and your back to the wall.”

The woman next to me lifted an alabaster finger. “Could the murderer be one of the guests?” she asked in a melodious voice that didn’t fool me one bit. I knew to whom she referred, the silly old thing. And her hair wasn’t white; it was blue. And thin.

Nickie shook his head. “I’m afraid I can’t answer that, Mrs.—ah … ?”

“Mrs. Robison-Dewitt,” the treacherous woman said, inching away from me. “I’m the editor of the Ozark Chronicle. We’ve scheduled an article on the murder weekend for our autumn edition.” She paused to give the rest of us a chance to gasp in admiration, then said, “I presume that our personal safety is assured?”

She sounded as though she were anticipating a crazed attack from the innocent party on her left. If I had stashed a water gun in my purse, I would have doused her on the spot
to watch her melt. I was obliged to settle for a well-bred sniff.

Nickie looked at me and grinned. “Your personal safety is assured, Mrs. Robison-Dewitt. Trust me. Now, if your questions have been answered, I’d like to begin the lecture. Since we know why we’re here, I thought you might enjoy hearing how Scotland Yard utilizes various technological advances to solve its very real crimes.”

He gestured at Eric, who was back at his post beside the projector. The lights went out and the screen behind Nickie lit up with a view of New Scotland Yard. Mrs. Robison-Dewitt stiffened, but gradually relaxed as nothing dreadful happened to impinge on her personal safety, meaning that I didn’t leap on her. I crossed my legs, settled back, and listened intently.

Nickie was good, I decided, as he talked knowledgeably about his subject. I was aware of a certain amount of restiveness behind me, but I found the lecture informative and enjoyable. As he talked, he fielded questions and allowed a certain amount of diversion from his topic. We were all eager for help, although we lacked polygraphs, saliva kits, and other such paraphernalia.

He had just introduced the use of psychology to analyse sociopathic personalities, when a voice from the back of the room interrupted. My composure went the way of the tulip glass.

“Does a psychologist have a chance with a truly insane mind?” The tone was properly sincere, but the hint of mockery was unavoidable. The voice belonged to the one person who was not supposed to be within twenty miles of the Mimosa Inn. The one person who had scoffed at my weekend plans and expressed amusement at the whole concept.

“Damn!” I hissed like a pressure cooker on the verge of explosion, which was a pertinent analogy.

“Do you mind … ?” Mrs. Robinson-Dewitt hissed in response.


I minded, but there wasn’t any point in including the woman in my decidedly black thoughts, What was he doing there? Peter Rosen had scoffed—and laughed—at the idea; why had he come? I swiveled my head to find him in the back of the room, wishing grimly that I would discover that I was mistaken, that he hadn’t really asked the skeptical question. I saw silhouettes, but I couldn’t spot him in the rows of people.

While all this was going on, Nickie Merrick was answering the question in a serious manner. The damned voice goaded him on, then suddenly switched positions and began a barrage of medical questions about schizophrenic chemical deficiencies. It was much too complex to bother with; I focused all my energy on holding in a series of semihysterical comments about unwanted people popping up at inopportune moments to destroy otherwise perfectly pleasant plans.

Nickie finally admitted defeat and turned on the lights. “Our speaker in the back of the room seems better acquainted with this material than I, so perhaps you might continue this with him if you’re interested.” He was not as pleased as he tried to sound, but it was a graceful escape.

We all blinked in the sudden flush of light. Chairs creaked and possessions were shuffled as the group began to rise. Eric stepped to the podium and said, “As you have heard, there will be a croquet tournament tomorrow afternoon. The winners will receive silver trays with a suitable engraved motif. If you’re unfamiliar with the game, I’ll be delighted to offer instruction this afternoon. In the meantime, enjoy the facilities at the Inn. Swim, nap in the sun, or allow Mimi to arrange a bridge game on the porch. However, those who search may find a clue to the identity of the murderer.”

Mrs. Robison-Dewitt rose, looked down her nose at me, and forced her way through the crowd with the tact of a metallic gray battleship. I sat. Eric Vanderhan was engulfed
in a circle of would-be sleuths, who demanded further explanations of his casual comment about clues. Nickie Merrick gave me a quick salute and left the room. I methodically crossed every toe and finger and made a wish that wasn’t the least bit polite. It didn’t work.

“Claire,” Peter said as he sat down in the chair beside me, “are you enjoying the weekend thus far?”

“Up until just a few minutes ago, I was having a lovely time,” I said sweetly. “But I’m surprised to see you. Surprised is, in truth, an understatement. What are you doing here?” I received a view of his teeth and a shrug. “What are you doing here?” I repeated in a voice edged with frost. Mrs. Robison-Dewitt could not have done better, although she had had more practice as an iceberg.

“Well,” he said, “it sounded like great fun, so I decided to come at the last minute. I was fortunate to find a room, don’t you think?”

“Astoundingly fortunate,” I agreed drily.

“And I was pining away for a glimpse of your angelic face and emerald green eyes. When I could no longer bear the misery, I threw a suitcase in the trunk and raced down the highway.”

I toyed with a maidenly blush, but opted for a raised eyebrow and a little-bitty frown of irritation. Angelic face and emerald eyes, indeed! “If you’re quite finished spouting nonsense, I’d like to know the real reason why you came to the Mimosa Inn, Peter. You made your position clear at the restaurant—”

“Did I? I wasn’t at all sure that I did.”

The enigmatic response caught me unprepared. I stopped for a minute to ponder his obscure reference, then dismissed it as drivel, which it was. Nothing had happened at the restaurant, or afterward. I gritted my teeth and once again said, “Why are you here? If you don’t explain, I’m going to fetch the knitting needle from my room and we’ll test your
nasty little scenario about murder in the hall. We need a victim, and you’d be so good at lying in state.” He certainly was adept at lying in his teeth.

“I appreciate your confidence in me, but you’ll have to accept my explanation, Claire. Would you like to join me on the porch for a cup of tea?”

“No, I would not.” My little-bitty frown grew a little-bitty bit darker. “Why don’t you admit that you came because you couldn’t bear the idea of my winning the game and proving myself a better detective? I fear your ego is showing.”

“I believe you’re worried about the competition,” he said, feigning astonishment and then concern. “If that is the case, I’ll be happy to stand aside and allow you to win.”

“Thank you so very much. In the meantime, you can take your magnifying glass and fingerprint kit and—and stuff it in your teacup!”

I snatched up my notebook and stalked out of the room. Once on the porch, I looked around wildly for a destination that would take me a long way from Peter. Walking across the lake was out, even in my martyred state of mind. I had already explored the path beside the boathouse and the garden beyond. I started down the steps, changed my mind, and went back to a wicker chair, where I flopped down. The chair creaked in protest of the brutal treatment.

“Why, lookee here, Suzetta, a real live detective,” said a voice behind me. “Found any bodies, honey?”

I clamped down on my lip until my initial response faded, then turned around to study the two people sitting at a small round table. A bottle of scotch (my brand) sat in the middle of the table; a good half of it was gone. From the slightly unfocused eyes beaming at me, I could deduce where it was.

The man appeared to be past middle-aged prime, and his life-style had contributed to the decline. A polyester jacket failed to span a protruding belly. Sparse white hair was
combed in an improbable path across his pink scalp, which paled in comparison to the noticeably red nose below. Shaggy white eyebrows, a roadmap of wrinkles on mottled skin, and two wet lips, continually and unnecessarily moistened by a flickering tongue, completed the distasteful picture.

His companion was a contrast in every sense. She—very definitely she—had ash blond hair that artlessly cascaded down her shoulders. Comflower blue eyes ringed by heavy lashes, a generous mouth outlined in scarlet, a body that could have paraded down the Atlantic City runway without a moment of hesitation. She wore a scarlet halter that covered everything absolutely illegal to display in public, but not an inch more than that. Long, tanned legs originated from brief white shorts; her toenails matched her lipstick.

All in all, neither was my type. The scotch, however, was. Feigning a smile, I said, “Then you’re not here for the murder weekend?”

“Hell, no, sweetie pie! Suzetta and I came down here for a nice quiet time together.” A leer to emphasize the fact that he wasn’t talking about croquet or bass fishing. “Didn’t we, Suzetta baby?”

Suzetta batted her spider-leg lashes at him. “No, we sure were surprised, weren’t we, Harmon? But I think it’s kinda cute, in a spooky way. I’ll bet my honey bear could find out who the mean old murderer was before any of these people.”

“I sure could, honey bunch.” He patted her hand, then gave me a big wink. “But then I wouldn’t have time to take care of my doll and make sure she has a good time here in the wild. Wild—get it?”

The man was on the verge of an oink, I told myself in a cold voice. I abhor the type, and had trustingly presumed they had gone the way of the dinosaurs. No such luck. I gave the bottle of scotch an envious look and stood up.

“Lovely chatting with you,” I said.


“Don’t you want to stay and have a little snort with us?” Harmon said, patting the chair beside him. I could almost feel his pudgy fingers on my anatomy. Pride battled with Johnny Walker.

I sat down in the indicated chair and bobbled my head politely. “Well, perhaps a small drink. I’m not particularly fond of sherry, and neither are you, from what I heard earlier.”

“Horse piss,” Harmon agreed generously. He bellowed at the hovering busboy to bring another glass, then ran his eyes over my body. I had never felt it to be inferior, but Harmon seemed to prefer Suzetta’s voluptuous lines. I am sleek—less wind resistance.

Suzetta pursed her lips. “You must be real brave to want to creep around this old house with a murderer. Why, I don’t know what I’d do if someone was after me. I’m such a ‘fraidy cat that I’d probably just faint if someone touched me.” She produced a girlish shiver, which elicited a paternal moan from Harmon. Giving him the benefit of the doubt, that is.

“I’ll try to resist the temptation,” I said.

“Besides that,” Harmon said, “I’m really here for business. Right, Suzetta honey? Suzetta is my personal secretary,” he told me in a stage aside.

If the woman could type three words a minute, I’d eat the typewriter ribbon. I took a long drink of scotch and said, “Oh, really? That must be fascinating—for both of you. You’re here on business?”

Harmon’s laugh was much closer to an oink that I had anticipated. “That’s right, sweetie—business. You look smart for a woman; tell me what you think about this old house and that prime acreage over that way. You think someone with a little smarts might be able to make a go of it?”

“Eric and Mimi seem to be doing well.”

“Kids! They keep worrying about the so-called ambiance
and all that stuff. No, little lady, I’m talking about a right sharp developer who could surround this place with a whole subdivision of houses. Every one of them would have a nice view of the lake and a quarter of an acre of land.”

“A subdivision out there?” I echoed, surprised. “It’s about fifty feet from the edge of the world. Why would anyone want to live this far from town?”

“It’s not that far as your crow flies,” Harmon chuckled. He refilled the glasses and slumped back in his chair. Droplets of sweat had popped up on his forehead like blisters, and he pulled out a bandana to wipe them away. A polyester bandana. “As our crow flies, sweetie, it’s not far at all,” he informed me again.

“I don’t see what migration patterns have to do with it,” I said. One last glass of scotch and I would leave this porcine chauvinist to fondle whatever part of Suzetta he could alight on in his myopic stupor.

“Your crow won’t have to fly,” Harmon confided, his voice reduced to a sibilant whisper. “There’s going to be a big beautiful highway on the other side of the hill. You’ll have your four lanes and your gravel shoulders. It’ll take about ten minutes to drive into town on the new highway, and we’ll have a quaint little rural community of hundred-thousand-dollar houses on cul-dee-saxes.”

“Mimi and Eric are going to sell the Mimosa Inn?”

Suzetta giggled. “They sure are, aren’t they, honey bear?”

Harmon took out the bandana and noisily blew his nose. “I told you not to talk about that Suzetta. It’s a hush-hush deal.”

“Hush-hush,” she repeated obediently, nibbling her lip as she tried to print the instructions on her undersized slate. She gave Harmon a puzzled frown. “But you’re telling her, Harmon.”

“Claire Malloy,” I inserted, tired of the conversation and
the insufferable pair. “Thanks for the drink, Harmon, Suzetta. Perhaps I’ll see you at dinner.”

“Why, you’ll see me right here on this here veranda with this here bottle,” Harmon chortled, back to his normal bray of a voice. “I’m here to celebrate my deal, and you crazy folks can do all the dee-tecking you want. Harmon Crundall is going to drink scotch with his little girl and watch the sun plop into that pond. But watch out, Miss Claire! I may solve the mystery from my chair, just like that little Belgian guy with the swelled head and the mustache. Make fools of all of you, wouldn’t I, Suzetta honey?”

He and Suzetta were laughing as I escaped into the drawing room. I had an urge to take a scalding shower to rid myself of the invisible layer of slime—but that wouldn’t solve any murders. It was unfortunate that Harmon was a guest rather than the victim; with foresight, I could solve the murder and drink the evidence.

Before Peter did. I had forgotten about his untimely appearance, but it hadn’t been a bad dream. He was standing by the registration desk, deep in discussion with the raven-headed Mimi. I made a dash for the stairs.

“Claire! Have you met our lovely innkeeper?” he called sweetly.

I stopped and smiled, but not at him. “No, not yet. Eric has mentioned you, but we haven’t been introduced. I’m Claire Malloy,” I said, holding out my hand.

Hers was porcelain, white and smooth, yet surprisingly firm. “I’ve heard all about you from Eric. In fact, you and your husband comprise most of his fond memories of Farber College. I was so sorry to hear of your husband’s accident, but I’m delighted that you could come this weekend.”

I looked at Peter as I answered her. “I thought it sounded like a charming idea, so interesting. Although I haven’t found any telltale clues yet …”

“You will,” Mimi said. Her eyes drifted over my shoulder to the doors leading to the porch. “That dreadful
man has captured Mrs. Robison-Dewitt. I’d better see if I can do something with him before he sends everyone packing.”

“The scotch is likely to solve your problem,” I said. “He’s already halfway through the bottle; he’ll pass out before too long.”

Mimi shook her head. “You mustn’t underestimate Harmon Crundall. He’s a brute and a pig. I wish he’d drink himself to death in the next few hours.”

“He’s not exactly my Prince Charming, but he’s not that bad,” I protested. I wondered why I was defending the man.

“You don’t know Harmon,” Mimi said morosely. She lifted her chin to stare at me, the violet eyes transformed to circles of slate. “Or do you?”
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