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Praise for Joan Hess and her Claire Malloy Mysteries

“A wildly entertaining series.”

—Mystery Scene

“Claire Malloy is one of the most engaging narrators in mystery.”

—The Drood Review

“If you’ve never spent time with Claire and her crew, I feel sorry for you. Stop reading this nonsense and hop to it. You’ll see wit and humanity all wrapped up in a nifty murder mystery.”

—Harlan Coben, author of Just One Look

“Joan Hess is seriously funny. Moreover, she is seriously kind as well as clever when depicting the follies, foibles, and fantasies of our lives. Viva Joan!”

—Carolyn Hart, author of Death of the Party

Out On A Limb

“Witty plot twists and hilarious exchanges…You can’t go wrong with a Joan Hess novel.”

—Mystery Lovers Bookshop News

“Joan Hess writes this series with a wickedly funny sense of humor. Anyone looking to be amused by a wildly entertaining series will have a good time.”

—Mystery Scene

“With her wry asides, Claire makes a most engaging narrator. The author deftly juggles the various plot strands…The surprising denouement comes off with éclat.”

—Publishers Weekly
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Chapter 1




“My mother was a very strange woman,” the customer said, “and so was my father.”

In that we’d done no more than make bland observations regarding the weather, I was not prepared for her abrupt pronouncement. I edged behind the counter, wishing there was at least one other customer in my dusty bookstore. As usual, there was not. Farber College had ended its fall semester, and the earnest young students had fled home for the holidays. I was reduced to selling books to stray Christmas shoppers like the one standing in front of me on this gray afternoon. “Stray” was an appropriate word; she appeared to be in her sixties or early seventies, with wispy gray hair in a haphazard bun, an ankle-length print dress, sandals, heavy wool socks, and a scarlet cloak. All she lacked to fit the stereotypic portrayal of a gypsy was a gold tooth and a wart on her chin.

“Oh, really?” I said.

“It was due, I should think, to her unconventional childhood. Mumsy was never quite at ease among the cannibals.” She wandered behind the paperback fiction rack. “She remained a vegetarian until she fell to her death some years ago.”

I resisted the urge to pinch myself as I watched the top of her head bobbling above the rack. “She fell to her death?” I said, futilely trying to come up with a scenario that entailed cannibals and trapezes.

“As did my father, as you must have guessed. Where do you keep the New Age books, dearie? All I’m finding are covers with buxom women in leather underwear and boots.”

“You’re in the fantasy section,” I said, “but it’s the closest I carry to New Age material. You might try one of the bookstores out at the mall.”

This had to be the first time since I’d bought the bookstore in the old train station that I had discouraged a customer, and I could almost hear my liver-spotted accountant hissing in disapproval. There were months when business was adequate to pay the bills and make nominal contributions to the credit-card companies, but there were also months when I endangered my relationship with the various publishers, as well as with the local utility companies, the above-mentioned accountant, and my daughter, who has a black belt in consumerism.

The woman reappeared and gave me a reproving look. “I do not patronize the merchants at the mall. The place is permeated by a negative energy field that makes me queasy. I have often suspected that the music blaring from unseen speakers masks subliminal messages. My name is Malthea Hendlerson, by the way. What’s yours?”

“Claire Malloy,” I said. “Would you like me to find out if I can order books for you?”

“I have a list,” she said as she began to dig through an immense satchel made of bright fabric patches. “This store, by contrast, has a very well balanced energy field. It must be situated on a ley line.”


“Only if the railroad tracks qualify.”

Malthea finally produced a scrap of paper covered with tiny writing. “See what you can do. I sense you have a very determined nature and will not allow yourself to be daunted by a challenge.”

I put on my reading glasses and peered at the paper. “Celtic Mysticism in the Second Century? Applied Magick? The Encyclopedia of Pagan Rituals and Initiations? Symbols of Irish Mythology? A General Introduction to the Fellowship of Isis? Pagan Spirituality in the New Age?” Seriously daunted, I looked up at her. “I’m not sure I can locate these. They’re not mainstream titles.”

“Making the books difficult to acquire is an insidious form of censorship perpetrated by the religious right. After all, I am hardly a satanist.”

I made sure the scissors and letter opener were not within her reach. Her expression was benign, almost twinkly, but during the course of my civic-minded attempts to aid the police in the apprehension of miscreants, I’d learned the wisdom of prudence. “Shall I call you if I have any success?” I asked.

“That would be very nice,” she said. Her hand once again plunged into the satchel. I held my breath until it reemerged with a rectangle of stiff, if somewhat soiled, paper. “Ah, yes, I knew I had it here somewhere.”

She put it on the counter, nodded, and sailed out of the store before I could respond. I picked up the dog-eared card and read: “Malthea Hendlerson, Arch Druid of the Sacred Grove of Keltria.” Beneath this announcement were a mundane street address and a local telephone number—although, of course, the address might prove to be a vacant lot and the telephone attached to an oak tree.


I dutifully scanned the microfiche for the pertinent titles, found all but one, and called in the order to a distributor in Nashville. The woman at the other end may have sniggered, but she promised the books would go out that afternoon. I was wondering how the employees of the mall bookstores would have reacted to the Arch Druid of the Sacred Grove of Keltria when I was pleasantly diverted by a customer in search of a coffee-table book. He was more interested in size and weight than content. In that I had no reservations about selling books by the pound, I sent him away with the most expensive of the lot.

After that, diversions were few and far between, and by late afternoon I was reduced to watching the traffic crawl down Thurber Street. The merchants’ association had done what it could to battle the magnetism of the mall, but we all knew it was a matter of time before the pasteurized chains put us out of business; wreaths on streetlights were no match for Muzak and parking. A few people were drifting into the bar across the street in anticipation of happy hour, which was much happier when the beer garden behind it was open and conversations could be conducted under a thick canopy of wisteria vines (and a thick haze of exhaust fumes).

I was somewhat pleased when my daughter, Caron, and her steadfast companion, Inez Thornton, came careening into the bookstore like a pair of dust devils. Caron has my red hair and fair, lightly freckled complexion, but at the moment her face was flushed with excitement. Inez was more muted; the two made a wonderful example of bipolar attraction. Inez is a placid lake, deep and sometimes unfathomable. Caron is, in all senses of the phrase, a babbling brook.


“We got the most fantastic job,” she began, her hands swishing in the air. “You won’t believe it! We not only get minimum wage—we get commissions, too! It works out to more than ten dollars an hour.”

“That’s a lot of money,” I said mildly.

Inez nodded. “If we work ten hours a day until Christmas, we’ll make as much as six hundred dollars—less taxes and withholding.”

Caron began to pirouette. “What’s more, we don’t have to wear dweebish paper hats and ask people if they want fries. We tried all the boutiques and department stores, but they weren’t hiring. Inez wanted to try the shoe stores, but I wasn’t about to spend eight hours a day bent over smelly feet and end up with hoof-and-mouth disease. The lady at the gift-wrapping booth said we’d have to come back when the manager was there and wrap packages so we could be rated on speed and aesthetic effect—as if some snotty little kid’s going to sit there Christmas morning and admire the bow instead of ripping into it. Give me a break!”

Although I wasn’t at all sure I wanted to know, I forced myself to say, “What’s this fantastic job?”

Caron twirled to a stop and gave me the vastly superior smile she’d perfected on her sixteenth birthday in hopes, perhaps, of being conscripted into the British monarchy. “We’re working for a photographer at the mall. The girls who were working for her quit, and she was so desperate that she came up to us at the frozen yogurt stand and offered us the jobs. Starting tomorrow, we work from ten till eight. We each get a twenty-five-cent commission for every portrait.”

“In a department store?” I asked.

“Oh, no,” inserted Inez, who occasionally found the nerve to undertake a minor role in Caron’s melodramatic presentations. “We’re assistants in Santa’s Workshop. It’s this gazebo kind of thing in the middle of the mall, with a bunch of fake snow, plastic elves, and Christmas lights. We collect money from the parents and steer the children up the steps to sit on Santa’s lap.”

“At which time,” Caron said, regaining the limelight with negligent ease, “the photographer takes the shot, we stuff a candy cane in the kid’s mouth and hustle him back to the rope, and then go for the next one. Santa gets regular potty breaks, but we can still run twenty to twenty-five kids through the chute every hour. Maybe more, if she’d let us use cattle prods. I don’t think she will, though. She’s anal.”

“I should put in an application, too,” I said. “Of course I’d have to go on unemployment on December twenty-sixth unless I was offered a permanent position at the North Pole.”

“Doing what?” Inez asked, staring at me.

Caron grabbed her arm. “Come on, let’s go to my house and look at fashion magazines. I am Sick And Tired of Rhonda Maguire feeling obliged to tell us the brand name of everything she wears from her sunglasses to her shoelaces. When school starts back up, she’s going to look like a bag woman compared to us.”

“Wait a minute,” I said with a frown. “You are not going to spend every penny you earn on clothes. For one thing, you still owe me a hundred dollars for the traffic ticket and defensive driving course.”

“I already explained it wasn’t my fault,” Caron retorted. “The whole thing was stupid.”

“But also expensive,” I said. “What’s more, the other day I gave you ten dollars to put gas in the car. I did not intend for you to put in a gallon and pocket the change.”

Her lower lip crept out as she considered her response. She eventually opted for pathos, one of her favorites. “Then you should have said so. I assumed you didn’t want me to be the only student in the entirety of Farberville High School who had to stand in the hall and beg for lunch money—or root through garbage cans for crusts of bread and moldy carrot sticks.”

“Or have pizza at the mall,” I said, unimpressed by the performance. “The first one hundred and nine dollars of your wages have my name written all over them.”

“That’s a violation of the Child Labor Act.”

“So report me.” I made Caron hand over the car key, shooed them out the door, and went to find a guide to boarding schools in Iceland.

At six o’clock, I locked the Book Depot and drove home to the duplex across the street from Farber College. As always, I glanced at the venerable landmark that had housed the English department and provided my deceased husband with the privacy he required when tutoring distaff students in fields not related to twentieth-century American literature (with the possible exception of The Tropic of Cancer). On a winter night not unlike the present one, Carlton had had an unfortunate episode with a chicken truck on a mountain road, leaving me a widow without a viable source of income.

I still didn’t have one, but life (mine, not Carlton’s) had been…well, lively since then. Being suspected of murdering a local romance writer had led not only to the dawning of my talents as an amateur sleuth but also to an ongoing relationship with Lieutenant Peter Rosen of the Farberville CID. Ongoing and off-going, to be precise, since Peter has been known to object to my well-intentioned assistance in situations in which I’ve felt obligated to involve myself. I’ve never walked the mean streets in hopes of capturing a drug dealer or thwarting a mugger, nor have I advertised my services in the yellow pages. Things just kept happening.

As I let myself into the top-floor apartment, I could hear a heated fashion debate emanating from Caron’s room. I plugged in the lights that decorated the runty Christmas tree in the living room and glumly regarded the few packages around its base. Caron had been much easier to gratify as a child; cheap plastic toys and new crayons had thrilled her, as had a tricycle gleaned from a garage sale.

These days, however, she had the eye of a real estate appraiser, and I was worried that my scant offerings—paperback classics, a sweater, a pair of earrings, and a CD that Inez had recommended—would fail to elicit delirious gratitude. A key to a red convertible, yes. Her very own copy of Pride and Prejudice, no.

There was nothing I could do about it short of holding up a convenience store, so I poured myself a drink, found the mystery novel I was currently reading, and retreated to the bathroom for a bubble bath.

I was immersed in hot water and genteel mayhem when Caron knocked on the door. “Peter called about five minutes before you got here,” she said, making it clear that this constituted a grave intrusion on her right to privacy. “He was at the airport, and said to tell you he has to fly to Rhode Island to deal with his mother. He doesn’t know when he’ll get back to town.”


“What’s wrong with his mother?” I asked.

“He didn’t say.”

I listened to her stomp down the hallway and close her door with just enough forcefulness to convey her displeasure at being coerced into service as a social secretary. I wasted a few minutes speculating about Peter’s family crisis, then took a sip of scotch and settled back to outwit Scotland Yard. It was not as difficult as one might surmise, at least for those of us endowed with perspicacity and a keen nose for red herrings.

Peter called the next afternoon. Since I was alone in the bookstore, we exchanged steamy sentiments involving potential physical entanglements before I asked him about his mother.

“She’s getting married,” he said morosely.

“What’s wrong with that?”

“So now you’re advocating marriage? That doesn’t seem to be your attitude whenever I suggest that you and I give it a whirl. Something about compromising your independence and sacrificing closet space, I recall. Oh, and let’s not forget shelves in the bathroom cabinet and razor stubble in the sink.”

“That’s different,” I said.

“Why?”

Lacking Caron’s talent for extemporization, I fumbled for an answer. “It just is, so let’s not talk about it anymore. Doesn’t your mother deserve companionship at her age? If she were blissfully married, she wouldn’t be threatening to sell the mansion in Newport and move to a retirement community to be near her only child.”

“It’s more complicated than that. The guy’s given her so many flowers that the house looks like a funeral parlor. She’s gained ten pounds from all the fancy chocolates and champagne. She gets all moony-eyed when she talks about him, as if she were a ditzy adolescent with a crush on a rock star. In fact, Myron’s the only thing she’s been talking about since she picked me up at the airport last night. She didn’t even ask about my flight.”

“Then they ought to be very happy together,” I said, feeling more forceful now that the topic was back on the right track (or ley line).

Peter sighed. “My mother and I had lunch with him today. I could tell the moment I saw him that there’s something phony about him. He was more deferential than the maître d’, and oilier than the raspberry vinaigrette on the salad. He was nervous, too. Only people with guilty consciences are nervous around cops.”

“That’s not true. Whenever I pass a police car on the street, I get a lump in my stomach because I’m sure I’m inadvertently doing something illegal. Furthermore, you were probably glowering at him so furiously that he was afraid you were going to stab him with a butter knife.”

“I wasn’t glowering,” he said huffily. “Don’t I have an obligation to scrutinize the man who wants to marry my mother? His name’s Myron, for pity’s sake. What kind of name is Myron? Have you ever met anyone named Myron? He’s probably a Mafia accountant.”

“Why don’t you ask him for a DNA sample so you can determine if he’s related to Jack the Ripper?”

After a moment of silence, Peter said, “I certainly will run a background check before this nonsense gets serious. My mother’s too besotted to ask him anything more illuminating than his preference for lemon or milk when she pours his tea.”

“Give it your best shot, Sherlock. I’m sure you can dig up some dirt and destroy your mother’s last chance for happiness. Think how grateful she’ll be, knowing she was saved by her son, who chooses to live two thousand miles away and has to be reminded to send flowers on her birthday.”

Instead of engaging in a civil discussion about the transparency of his motives, he hung up. I replaced the receiver and examined my own motives, which were by no means transparent. Peter is very attractive in a rugged, vulpine way. His bite is significantly worse than his bark; countless convicted felons would agree. When angered, he can be ruthless. When the anger’s directed at me, he can be irrational as well, but at other times, his eyes turn to pools of golden brown molasses and his amorous expertise leaves me breathless. He’s divorced, rich, physically fit, accustomed to picking up his dry cleaning, and devoted to old B-grade movies.

If he’d only stop battling the marital status quo, he’d be close to perfect.

 

I glanced up from my book when Caron exploded into the living room that evening. I opened my mouth to ask her about her first day in Santa’s Workshop, but I didn’t get a chance.

“That woman is a tyrant!” she said as she flung herself into a chair. “She is incapable of listening to reason, and she is a slave to her stupid manual. She probably keeps it under her pillow at night.”

“What’s the problem?”

“Costumes. I could Just Die right here and now. I have never been more mortified in my entire life, including the time I was dragged to the animal shelter simply because of the gorilla suit. Adults have no flexibility. Not a shred.”

Steeling myself to maintain a sympathetic look on my face, I said, “What kind of costume?”

“Reindeer, if you must know. Furry brown tunics, tights, boots, and a collar with a bunch of jingle bells—which means we sound as idiotic as we look.”

“I’m sure you look adorable.”

She crossed her arms and glared at me. “And these hoods with droopy felt antlers. Rhonda Maguire and Louis Wilderberry were at the mall with some of the other kids. Rhonda yelled something about Blunder and Stupid, and everybody started laughing so loudly that I’m surprised mall security didn’t come racing down the hall. Even the tyrant thought it was funny.”

“Oh, dear,” I murmured, determined not to smile.

“Is that all you can say?”

I rubbed my chin to control my trembling lips. “I can understand why you were embarrassed, dear. It must have been ghastly. However, you’re making a lot of money, and by the time school starts in January, everybody will have forgotten all about it.”

Caron groaned. “I won’t. I’ll remain traumatized for life and spend years in psychoanalysis coming to grips with my scarred psyche. Christmas will become an annual ordeal that evokes an overwhelming sense of humiliation. Hearing ‘Jingle Bells’ will reduce me to tears. I might as well join a convent and save you the cost of college.”

I could think of nothing to say as she dragged herself to her feet and stumbled down the hall to her room. Maternal platitudes would not have been appreciated when all she wanted was for me to offer to put out a contract on the evil Rhonda Maguire.

Both of us knew I was too broke.

 

Peter did not call back that evening. I wasn’t exactly brooding, but I was feeling rather grumpy the following afternoon as I unpacked a shipment and found the books I’d ordered for Malthea Hendlerson. Out of curiosity, I flipped through several of them and learned that the original Druids weren’t nearly as romantic as I’d assumed and had never pranced around Stonehenge for the benefit of camera-wielding tourists. They’d been members of the ancient Celtic priesthood, serving as scholars, judges, and philosophers. They’d utilized divination via animal and human sacrifices, but their traditions were oral and almost nothing was known about them. By the end of the fifth century A.D., they were history (so to speak).

The contemporary ones, properly known as neo-Druids, sounded like stepchildren of the 1960s’ social insurrection. Like their predecessors, they had rites and rituals aimed at a pantheon of Celtic deities, but they’d replaced the grisly sacrifices with fir branches, cake, and drops of wine. One reference book declared contemporary Druidism to be an alternative religion; another declared it to be a path to spiritual enlightenment. I was unable to make much sense of the blithe references to metaphysical principles and festivals with peculiar names like Samhain, Imbolc, Beltaine, and Lughnasad. I was familiar with the less mysterious concepts of the summer and winter solstices and the spring and autumn equinoxes, although I had no idea what was de rigueur on such occasions. A photograph of naked bodies cavorting around a bonfire gave me a clue.

I found Malthea’s card and called her. When she answered, I told her that her order had arrived.

“How splendid,” she said. “Do you need instructions?”

“I don’t think so,” I said, staring at the photograph in the encyclopedia. If I were struck with an urge to dance around a bonfire in my birthday suit, I could figure out how to go about it on my own.

“Most people do.”

“I’m not into paganism,” I said tactfully.

Malthea chuckled. “Instructions how to find my house, Claire. My car is in the shop, awaiting a part, and it’s a bit too far for me to walk to the bookstore. You may keep the books if you wish, and I’ll come by when I can. However, I was hoping to get some decorating hints for the holiday season. I do so love to deck the halls with boughs of holly.”

“You celebrate Christmas?” I asked, somewhat bewildered. “I wouldn’t have thought Druids…did that.”

“Why, of course we celebrate the birth of Jesus. We also welcome Dionysus, Attis, Mithras, and Baal with song and dance. We have an absolutely lovely ritual, then share a splendid feast, with my special ‘Tipsy Tarts’ for dessert. Why don’t you join us this year?”

I took a deep breath. “Thank you for inviting me, but I’ll have to check my schedule. I have a daughter, you see, and she and I always—”

“Rainbow and Cosmos will be delighted to make a new friend. Morning Rose and Sullivan believe in home schooling, and I often worry that the little ones miss out on opportunities to socialize with their peers.”


I had a feeling Caron would not appreciate being cast in that particular role. “Well, we’ll see,” I said. “If you’ll tell me how to find your house, I’ll drop off the books on my way home this evening.”

She obliged, and an hour later I pulled up in front of a one-story beige brick duplex in a neighborhood that had once been staunchly middle class. Now the majority of the residences were rental properties that housed college students and marginal derelicts. Station wagons had been replaced with motorcycles, and porch swings with chairs salvaged from the local dump. Landscaping was mostly aluminum.

Malthea’s duplex was tidier than the ones on either side, although the sidewalk was cracked and paint bubbled off the trim. She’d told me her apartment was on the right, but as I raised my hand to knock, the other door opened and she said, “Over here, Claire.”

I obediently went into a living room crammed with chairs, a love seat, a bulging sofa, and a dozen teetery tables holding potted plants of every sort, from dangling vines to exotic cacti. The walls were covered with amateurish watercolor paintings and overly ambitious macramé hangings.

Malthea beamed at me as if I’d made it across a minefield. “This isn’t where I live,” she confided in a low voice, her eyebrows wiggling jauntily.

“It isn’t?” I said.

“I have a cat.”

“Do you really?” I murmured, wondering what on earth we were doing in someone else’s home. I was not inexperienced in breaking and entering (I have an eclectic rap sheet), but I preferred to do so with adequate provocation.


“And a very fine cat she is,” Malthea said. “Why don’t you sit in this chair by the radiator and get comfortable? It’s so drafty here that we might as well be outside.”

It was indeed drafty where we stood, but I could feel a veneer of perspiration forming on my forehead. “Who lives here, Malthea?” I asked in a shaky voice.

“Her name is Merlinda. It’s a play on Merlin of the Arthurian folklore.”

“Merlinda who?” I persisted. “What are we doing in her home?” I did not add: and what have you done with her? I was glancing over her shoulder, however, and remaining close to the front door.

“I don’t understand, Claire,” Malthea said, her smile fading as she approached me. Creases appeared between her eyebrows and cut semicircles from the corners of her mouth. “I think you’d better sit down and have a cup of something. I’d hate to think of you driving in this condition. If you’re coming down with a cold, I can fix you a very nice fresh gingerroot infusion with a touch of honey. Nothing’s nicer than clearing one’s sinuses.”

I kept the bag in front of me as I edged backward. “I promised my daughter that I’d—have dinner ready when she gets home from work, so I’d better be on my way. I’ll leave the books on this table and you can mail a check when you get the chance.”

“At least a cup of tea,” she said sternly.

“No, thank you,” I said, groping behind my back for the doorknob. “It’s so kind of you to offer, but I must be going. As I said, I’ll just leave the books—”

The doorbell rang. Malthea froze, but I’m embarrassed to say I gasped as if a slobbering monster in a horror movie had just leapt out from behind a headstone. I glanced wildly at Malthea, then spun around and yanked open the door.

The situation did not improve.








Chapter 2




Standing on Malthea’s or Merlinda’s or whoever’s porch was a teenage boy who exemplified every mother’s nightmare. He was not exceptionally tall or heavy, but he had stringy black hair that hung to his shoulders like some species of slimy seaweed. His eyes were dark, close-set, and wary. His worn leather jacket was unzipped, exposing a black T-shirt with a depiction of distorted white faces and the words: SATAN RULES. To make matters worse (if such a thing were possible), he was holding a hammer.

“Who’re you?” he asked in a deep voice that made it clear puberty was a thing of the past.

My mouth was so dry that the best I could do was croak, “Nobody, really. I came by to drop off some books.”

“Why, Roy,” Malthea chirped from behind me. “Do come in. Claire and I were about to have a cup of tea.”

He didn’t move. “Mr. Chunder sent me over to fix the back steps. I would’ve made it earlier, but I had to run some errands for Morning Rose. You know how she can be.”

I wished I could slide into the bag between Applied Magick and The Encyclopedia of Pagan Rituals and Initiations. Malthea was right behind me, and the boy she’d called Roy appeared to have taken up permanent residence in the doorway. Neither of them had said anything remotely menacing, much less implied I was in danger of physical assault (one of my least favorite things). I did not, however, have a fuzzy feeling about the situation.

I turned around as I heard footsteps. Entering the room was a gaunt woman with a narrow nose and thin, colorless lips. Her gray hair was pinned up in a braided bun, but unlike Malthea’s, not a wisp dared to stray. She inspected me through wire-rimmed bifocals for a long moment, then said, “What’s going on in here?”

“Claire came by with some books I ordered,” Malthea answered, “and Roy’s here to repair the back porch steps. I was just suggesting we all have a cup of tea.”

“With the front door wide open? This room is by no means easy to keep warm, and my heating bills are exorbitant. Can you imagine paying over seventy dollars a month to heat a one-bedroom apartment?”

I stepped aside to allow Roy to come into the living room. “I’ll be on my way, if you don’t mind,” I said to Malthea. “There’s a receipt in the bag.”

“Do allow me to introduce you to two more members of our grove,” she said. “This is Fern Lewis, my neighbor, and this is Roy Tate, who’s currently living in Nicholas Chunder’s carriage house. Claire owns a bookstore just down the hill from the campus. When I was there, I could feel it breathing.”

“Nice to meet you,” I mumbled mendaciously, inching toward the door in hopes of escaping before the unseen Merlinda burst out of a closet with a bloody ax.

Roy acknowledged the introduction with a nod, then brushed past me, saying, “Is there a light on the back porch?”

“Come along,” said Fern as she started out of the room. “It would have been much more convenient if you’d come here earlier, but I suppose I should be grateful that you came at all. I called Nicholas well over a week ago. It’s a miracle the step hasn’t given way and sent me crashing into the side of the greenhouse. I shudder to think of the cuts and abrasions…”

Her voice diminished as they went into the back of the house. Malthea shook her head. “Fern is still having difficulty coping with her husband’s death. He was a very competent handyman who could fix anything. Now that her circumstances have changed, she’s frustrated at the need to rely on others.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” I said as I put down the sack and tried once again to retreat. “Please let me know if I can order books for you in the future.”

“Of course, after hearing her story, I began to speculate about his death. It’s not to say that men of a certain age don’t have severe gastric attacks, but Fern grows some plants known to cause a variety of disagreeable symptoms. She’s particularly proud of her lilies of the valley and euphorbia. She said she gave him nothing but meadowsweet broth. I can’t help wondering, though.”

“You believe Fern murdered her husband?”

“Suicide was more likely,” she said darkly.

“I truly must leave now,” I said with all the resolve I could muster.

Malthea sat down on the sofa and opened her satchel. “Let me pay you for the books. It was so thoughtful of you to drive all the way over here to bring them to me. Are you sure you won’t have one cup of tea before you go back out in the cold?”

The redolence of cash was too much to resist. “I can stay for a minute,” I said, “but then I’m leaving. The total came to one hundred twenty-seven dollars and forty-three cents.” I sat down on the other end of the sofa and smiled brightly at her.

“Let me put on the kettle first,” she said, then left the room before I could protest—not that I thought it would do any good. I resigned myself to a cup of tea and a brief conversation about whatever wacky idea popped into Malthea’s mind.

From the back of the house, I could hear hammering as Roy did the repair work under Fern’s supervision, and from the kitchen, water running as Malthea filled the tea kettle. I’d come to the conclusion that I was in Fern’s half of the duplex, so I wasn’t surprised not to hear any whimpers or pathetic scratching from a closet that might be serving as Merlinda’s temporary dungeon. All I had to do is gulp down the tea, get the money, and head home for a drink and a dose of the nightly news.

I was beginning to relax when the doorbell rang and I nearly slid off the sofa. As I caught myself, Malthea called, “Would you get that, please?”

Rather than pretend I’d been struck by an acute hearing affliction, I went to the door and opened it. The man on the porch stared at me for a moment, then said, “I don’t believe we’ve met.”

“Neither do I,” I said.

“I’m Nicholas Chunder, the owner of this property. I came by to have a word with Fern Lewis.”

I didn’t have a response to that, so I waved him inside and closed the door. Nicholas Chunder was of the same generation as his tenants, but he was clearly in a much higher income bracket. He had a neatly groomed mustache of the sort favored by nineteenth-century politicians and military men. I hadn’t noticed a limp, so I presumed the gold-knobbed walking stick he carried was an affectation, as were the ankle-length black overcoat and fur hat.

“Nicholas,” said Malthea as she came into the room, “you’re just in time for tea.”

He gave her a small bow. “Not tonight, Malthea. I stopped by on the way to a genealogy meeting to make sure Roy repaired the steps. Has he been here?”

“He’s here right now. Did you introduce yourself to my friend Claire?”

“Claire Malloy,” I murmured, extending my hand.

He squeezed it briefly. “Delighted, I’m sure. If you will excuse me, the meeting begins at seven and I’m presenting a paper on utilizing the Internet to access documents around the world. It’s quite amazing.”

“Tell Claire all about it while I fetch the tray,” Malthea said as she made another unanticipated exit.

In that my technological prowess went no further than calculators and microwave ovens, my smile may have been unconvincing. “Please do, Mr. Chunder.”

“Are you interested in genealogy?”

I sank back down on the sofa. “I’ve been told it’s a very popular hobby.”

“You’re Irish, I suppose?”

“Someone in my late husband’s family must have been.”

He winced at my offhanded reply. “I have traced my ancestry back to early-eighteenth-century Wales. One of my distant cousins was influential in the formation of Uileach Druidh Braitreachas.” When I merely looked at him, he added, “It was the first meso-Druid group to be organized after so many centuries of disrespect and ignorance resulting from the libelous writings of the Romans.”

“Claire’s not a neophyte,” said Malthea from the doorway. “She’s a bookseller.”

Chunder frowned at me as if I’d misrepresented myself. “Then you must forgive me for boring you,” he said coolly. “I should not have assumed you desired to join the grove. Few people do because of the erroneous idea that Druidry is associated with black magic and animal sacrifices. That, too, goes back to the writings of Julius Caesar and others of the era.”

Malthea shoved a cup in my hand. “You really should join us for the winter-solstice celebration so you can see for yourself that we harbor no evil within the Sacred Grove of Keltria.”

“Or so you say,” Chunder muttered as he ignored the proffered teacup and went to the front door. “Tell Roy that as soon as he’s finished, he’s to go home and wait for me. We have something to discuss. It may have a profound effect on the grove, Malthea. Do not be surprised if there’s an upheaval in store for all of us.”

“Whatever does that mean, Nicholas?” she asked as if she were a nanny humoring a recalcitrant child.

“The grove has been tainted by depravity.” He thumped his walking stick on the floor, then bowed and left.

Malthea waited until the door closed before permitting herself a fluttery little sigh. “It sounds as if there is unpleasantness in the ether. Roy’s a good boy at heart, but like so many of his peers, he has taken an unhealthy interest in certain aspects of the occult. I can tell Nicholas is upset with him, most likely with justification.”

Curiosity got the better of me, as it’s been known to do. “You mentioned that Roy lives in his carriage house?”

“Nicholas owns a large estate at the edge of Farberville. On the property is an old carriage house with an upstairs apartment. Roy’s father and stepmother are cultural anthropologists at Farber College, and they took a six-month sabbatical to Borneo or one of those peculiar places. They didn’t want Roy to miss school, so they arranged for him to stay with a family. When that didn’t work out, Nicholas offered the carriage house as lodging.” She peered into her cup as if deciphering the tea leaves. “If Roy’s done something to upset Nicholas, perhaps I in my capacity as Arch Druid should intervene. We must maintain harmony and positive energy fields in order…”

The sound of the back door opening ended her musing. I hurried to my feet and said, “Just drop off the money at the bookstore after your car is fixed.”

This time I succeeded, and I was at home pouring myself a drink when Caron came into the kitchen. “I thought you were supposed to work until eight,” I said.

“I was.” She opened the refrigerator and glumly studied its contents. “There’s absolutely nothing to eat. Can we order a pizza?”

“Then why are you home so early?”

“I wasn’t fired, if that’s what you’re thinking,” she said as she took out a pitcher of orange juice. “This smells funny. How long has it been in here?”

“Not that long—and what happened at the mall?”

She replaced the pitcher and sat down at the table. “Santa got sacked. Since nobody’s going to pay fifteen bucks for a photo of a kid sitting on a chair, Mrs. Claus sent Inez and me home. If she can’t find a replacement, I’m out of a job.”

I took a gulp of scotch. “Let’s start at the beginning. Santa got sacked? What did he do—bash Mrs. Claus with a candy cane?”

“I wish he had, but it was a lot worse than that. He’s this old geezer they probably found living under a bridge. If I were a kid, I wouldn’t get within fifty feet of him, but he was doing okay with the ‘ho-ho-ho’ bit and Mrs. Claus was keeping a real sharp eye on him. She couldn’t follow him into the men’s rest room, though. Inez and I both noticed he was weaving when he came back from a break, but we didn’t dare say anything. I’d just wrestled these three-year-old twins into his lap when he started bawling about his misspent boyhood or something ridiculous like that. Before anybody could figure out what was going on, half the kids in line were bawling, too. Both twins wet their pants, and so did Santa. Mrs. Claus hustled him off to the employee lounge, and when she came back, she told us she’d fired him.”

“Poor old Santa,” I said.

“At least he can go back to his bridge. What am I supposed to do about all the clothes on layaway?” She realized what she’d said and hastily stood up. “I’ll think of something. Maybe I can still get a job wrapping presents or pushing fries.”

“Hold on,” I said, aiming a finger at her. “Didn’t I tell you that you weren’t going to spend—”

“Mrs. Claus is going to the unemployment office first thing tomorrow morning to interview some guys. She’s going to call us if she finds a replacement.”


I let my finger drop. “Let me ask you about a boy I met this afternoon. Do you know someone named Roy Tate?”

“Where did you meet him?” she said in a horrified voice.

“I delivered some books to a customer’s house. He came by to do some repair work.”

Caron stared at me as if I’d described a casual social encounter with Hitler. “Roy Tate is a freak.”

“A freak? He may not have been attractive, but he looked ordinary in the physical sense.”

“Oh, Mother,” she said, “you are so far out of it. A freak is someone who’s all creepy and weird. Roy Tate has to be the freakiest guy who’s ever gone to Farberville High. He drives an old hearse and hangs out in the basement by the boiler room. He never speaks to anyone, including the teachers. They kept giving him detention, but finally resigned themselves to his occasional grunts. Emily had to sit behind him in European history at the beginning of the semester, and she just about threw up every time she looked at his hair. She was terrified she’d get cooties.”

“He didn’t seem that bad,” I said, “and he explained why he was late.”

“Selling drugs at the playground, I’ll bet,” Caron said with a sniff. At some point preceding adolescence, she may have had a speck of compassion, but hormones had flushed it out of her system. “I cannot believe you’re defending Mr. Mortician. Inez is going to absolutely howl when I tell her.”

Her mood much improved, she went down the hall to call Inez. I accepted the futility of convincing her that nonconformity was not the worst of personal attributes; maturation rather than maternal enlightenment would be required. I did feel a bit sorry for Roy Tate, but there was nothing I could do short of inviting him for dinner. I wasn’t anywhere near that sorry for him.

I was heading for bed when Peter finally called. Our greetings were chilly, but I decided to be magnanimous and forgive him for his previous childish behavior.

“How’s your mother?” I asked.

“Still jabbering away about Myron. She’s eager to elope, but I convinced her to think about it for a few days. She may very well forget her promise to me, though; she barely notices that I’m here. Maybe I ought to change my name to Myron.”

“Oh, Peter,” I said with a flicker of irritation, “you’re behaving like a jealous toddler. Your mother is capable of making up her own mind. If she wants to get married, she should hop on the next flight to Las Vegas and haul Myron down the aisle of a wedding chapel. Maybe they can find an Elvis impersonator to do the honors.”

“I don’t trust him. He’s probably after her money.”

I did not point out that he’d ignored my astute psychological diagnosis. “There’s nothing wrong with her wanting some excitement in her life. You yourself were complaining that all she ever does is have her hair done, shop, play bridge, and have dinner at the country club. If Myron has swept her off her feet, more power to the both of them.”

“You’re hardly in a position to encourage someone to climb out of a rut,” he said.

“Would you care to expound on that remark?”

“You get up in the morning and go to the bookstore. If we don’t go out, you spend your evenings at home with a book. I’ll admit you’ve stuck your elegant nose into some risky situations, but for the most part, you’re in a rut somewhat deeper than, say, the Grand Canyon.”

I was not pleased to be characterized as a total bore, even though there was an iota of truth in what he’d said. I could have pointed out the situations had been more than risky, but this might have led to another of his tedious lectures about meddling in police investigations.

I waited until I could trust myself not to bark at him, then said, “So I prefer as much order as possible in my life. What’s wrong with that?”

“It’s hypocritical of you to say my mother ought to elope when you won’t even go to a movie until you’ve read a dozen reviews. The only times you’ve done anything remotely spontaneous were when you were hot on the trail of a murderer.”

“That’s not true,” I said in such a cold tone that I hoped icicles were poking out of his receiver. “I happen to be a very spontaneous person when it suits me.”

He snickered, fully aware it would infuriate me. “Do you have a block of time on your calendar marked off as ‘be spontaneous from one till three’?”

“If you’re quite finished, I suggest you spontaneously stick a fork in a light socket.”

This time I was the one who terminated the conversation by banging down the receiver. I gave him a moment to call back and apologize, then stalked down the hall to my bedroom. When I glanced in the mirror above the dresser, I was surprised at how composed I appeared to be. Unlike Caron, I prefer to internalize my anger—an unhealthy habit most likely picked up from Carlton, who’d preferred sarcasm to histrionics.


I was still studying my reflection when Caron came into the room and collapsed across my bed.

“What were you shrieking about a few minutes ago?” she asked as she inspected her fingernail polish for infinitesimal flaws.

“Peter annoyed me,” I admitted as I sat down beside her and massaged her back. “Was I really shrieking?”

“No, you were slightly strident, which is about all you ever are. When I tell my friends how you smacked somebody with a chair or barely escaped being blown up, they don’t believe me. They think you’re too stodgy for anything like that.”

Great, I thought as I gave her neck a final (nonlethal) squeeze. According to popular consensus, I was in a rut, boring, stodgy, and incapable of raising my voice. Forty seemed too young for me to retreat to a rocking chair, but it sounded as though Peter, Caron, and her friends might beg to differ. They’d no doubt agree that knitting would be a suitable pastime—as long as the needles were too dull for me to hurt myself if I knitted when I should have purled.

I poked Caron’s rump. “Call me in the morning if Mrs. Claus wants you back, dear. I’ll close the store and take you and Inez to lunch in the food court at the mall.”

“You won’t close the store. Every time some emergency comes up and you have to go galloping off, you moan and groan about the sales you might be missing. I’ll call you if Santa gets kidnapped or Mrs. Claus is found dead on the toilet, okay?”

I tried not to sigh. “Well, I do need every sale I can get. The post-Christmas season is bleak until the spring semester starts in the middle of January. Maybe I should close during that period. You and I can jump in the car and simply go wherever catches our fancy. The beach might be fun, don’t you think? Or how about New Orleans? You’ve never been there.”

“Oh, Mother,” she said as she rolled over and gave me a piercing look, “you know perfectly well that we won’t go anywhere. Spare me the long-winded excuses about Christmas bills and the checking-account balance. Inez and I are already resigned to cleaning out her closet. If I find that blue sweater I loaned her last year, I may pass out from the excitement.”

I sent her away, then climbed into bed and tried to read. The words failed to capture me. I finally closed the book and spent several hours in critical self-examination before falling into restive sleep.

The following morning I felt somewhat proud of myself as I opened the Book Depot fifteen minutes later than usual, proving to one and all that I was not a slave to routine. Instead of automatically starting a pot of coffee, I sat down with the morning paper and turned to the entertainment page. There was a long column of movie offerings. I could go to any one of them I chose, I thought defiantly, even if I’d never heard of it. Or better yet, I could go to a country music bar, guzzle beer, and dance with bowlegged good ol’ boys. I could respond to a personal ad and meet a stranger in a secluded spot. I could pull an Ambrose Bierce or a Judge Crater.

I was still entertaining myself with possibilities when the bell above the door tinkled. Entering the store was a petite woman with waist-length black hair and an exceedingly determined expression on what otherwise would have been a pretty face. Even in her wool coat and field boots she couldn’t have weighed a hundred pounds; she would have made a perfect undercover agent in a junior high drug investigation. Trailing behind her were two small children of indeterminate gender, since they were swaddled in coats, mufflers, and knitted caps.

All three of them examined me from just inside the doorway. The woman finally said, “Are you Claire Malloy?”

“Yes,” I said cautiously.

“Malthea Hendlerson told me you’d ordered some books for her. I’d like you to try to find one for me.”

I felt a twinge of apprehension as the children disappeared behind the racks. Grubby little fingerprints do not enhance the value of books. “I’ll do my best,” I said. “Do you have the title and author?”

She glanced in the direction of her offspring, shook her head, and then came to the counter. “I’m looking for Psycho-Sexual Transitions in Wiccan Initiation Rituals. I’m not sure of the author, but I doubt the title’s all that common.”

An aroma of muskiness accompanied her. It brought back memories of my college days, when those of us who were adamantly antiwar staged demonstrations with temporary allies who wore flowers and beads in their hair and nothing at all on their feet. The woman across from me was much too young to have participated, and in fact was more likely to have found a bottle of patchouli oil in her mother’s belongings.

“I’ll try the microfiche,” I said, glancing over her shoulder to check on her children, who were as silent as commandos on a covert mission. I slid the plastic sheet into place and scanned titles as quickly as I could. “No, I don’t see it. Do you know the publisher?”

She shrugged. “A small press, I should think.”

I took out Books in Print and started flipping pages, mindful of minute rustling from the far side of the store. “Yes, here it is. I can order it from the publisher, but it may take several weeks to arrive.”

“Mother!” howled a high-pitched voice. “Cosmos tried to bite me.”

“No, I didn’t, you pig-faced lump of dung!” said another. “But maybe I ought to.”

The first speaker was not intimidated. “I’ll yank off your penis, chop it into pieces, and throw them in the composter!”

The woman gave me a proud smile. “Children can be so forthright, can’t they? They’re blessed with a naive ignorance of societal conventionality.”

I assumed this meant she approved of their nasty mouths and graphic threats. This further confirmed my hypothesis that she was the member of the grove who home-schooled her children. Since it was not a home I cared to visit, I said, “If you’ll leave your telephone number, I’ll call you when the book comes in and you can pick it up. As I said, it may be several weeks.”

As the level of insults escalated from behind the rack, she unhurriedly wrote a name and telephone number on a piece of paper and handed it to me. “Do you have children?”

I winced as the rack shuddered. “A sixteen-year-old daughter.” Who, in contrast to the present barbarians, was a veritable paragon of restraint and decorum.

“Such a perfect age,” the woman murmured, looking into my eyes as though planting an idea in my mind.

It was not going to germinate, I thought as I watched her collect her children and leave. The musky smell lingered, but now it seemed to imply malevolence rather than flower power. Psycho-Sexual Transitions in Wiccan Initiation Rituals was not likely to be a New Age version of the Girl Scout handbook. I picked up the piece of paper and read her name: Morning Rose Sawyer. One of the children had referred to his or her sibling as “Cosmos”; I couldn’t remember the other’s name.

Not that I cared, I concluded as I wrote up an order to Peanut Brittle Press and stuck it in an envelope. For that matter, I didn’t care if the book ever came. My profit on a nine-dollar trade paperback would cover the cost of postage, but it would not impress my accountant.

I was straightening the cookbooks when Caron came into the store. “The tyrant called,” she announced. “She found another Santa and wants us to report as soon as possible. Inez’s mother has a meeting, so she can’t take us to the mall. Can I have the car?”

“There’s not much gas,” I said as I gave her the key. “You may have to spend a couple of your own dollars if you want to make it home tonight.”

She politely overlooked my ludicrous suggestion. “What’s that awful smell?”

“It’s from a customer who left a few minutes ago.”

“Well, I didn’t think you were wearing some peculiar perfume. All you ever smell like is talcum powder.”

After she was gone, I tried to reimmerse myself in fantasies, but it was futile. What was wrong with smelling like talcum powder? It was preferable to smelling like ripened roadkill or rotten eggs. Peter had never objected, much less commented on it. He’d never given me a bottle of perfume, for that matter.

But he had, I remembered with a guilty start. I’d thanked him profusely, then tucked the bottle away in a dresser drawer. Maybe the time had come to shatter the aura of predictability that surrounded me like a scratchy wool blanket. In that I couldn’t afford to enroll in a flight school or book a trek to Nepal, I took Malthea’s card out of a drawer and dialed her number.
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