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Praise for Joan Hess and 
The Claire Malloy Series

“Well-paced suspense spiced with wry wit.”

—Boston Sunday Herald on Closely Akin to Murder

“Clever…irreverent murder and mayhem.”

—Baton Rouge Sunday Advocate on Closely Akin to Murder

“Wickedly amusing.”

—Alfred Hitchcock Mystery Magazine on Busy Bodies

“Witty, pithy, and beautifully plotted…my favorite Claire Malloy so far.”

—Patricia Moyes on Busy Bodies

“Intriguing…an amusing look at the universal human comedy.”

—Fort Smith Times Record

“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

“Delightful…worthy of Hercule Poirot in the classic Death on the Nile.”

—Publishers Weekly on Mummy Dearest

“A good substitute for a trip to Egypt.”

—Deadly Pleasures on Mummy Dearest



“Hess fans will find much to entertain them.”

—Publishers Weekly on Damsels in Distress

“Lively, sharp, irreverent.”

—The New York Times Book Review on Poisoned Pins

“Larcenous shenanigans…breezy throughout.”

—Chicago Tribune on Poisoned Pins

“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 on Out on a Limb

“A winning blend of soft-core feminism, trendy sub-plots, and a completely irreverent style that characterizes both the series and the sleuth.”

—Houston Chronicle

“A wildly entertaining series.”

—Mystery Scene

“Joan Hess is one of the best mystery writers in the world. She makes it look so easy that few readers and fewer critics realize what a rare talent hers is.”

—Elizabeth Peters, author of Tomb of the Golden Bird

“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 Dead Days of Summer

“Fresh and funny…her trademark humor is stamped on every page.”

—Publishers Weekly on The Goodbye Body
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“No,” Luanne said after a goodly amount of thought, “I don’t suppose he’s the perfect potential mate. There’s a possibility he murdered his wife.”

“I suppose that could be considered a flaw,” I said as I stared across the picnic table at a woman who heretofore had seemed a singular beacon of sanity in a world beset with neon. We were sitting in the beer garden on a balmy June evening for the first time in several weeks. We usually met every Wednesday, but I’d been badgered night and day by my spotty old accountant, who reputedly glows in the dark during tax season, and for most of a month I’d been hiding out in either the back of my bookstore or my bathtub (sessions in the former dictate sessions in the latter). I finally found my voice and said, “Exactly how strong is this possibility?”

“The whole thing’s absurd, but the investigator from the sheriff’s office continues to pester Dick several times a week. The poor baby—and I don’t mean this captain, who’s an anal-retentive jerk—is getting an ulcer, and his performance in the sack is indicative of his stress. Were I a saint, I wouldn’t even notice, but it’s become a factor.”

I was perplexed by Luanne’s attitude. She’d survived a divorce and a migration from a wealthy Connecticut suburb to distinctly middle-class Farberville, an amiable town of several thousand college students and twenty-odd thousand civilians. She presumably made enough money from her funky used-clothing store, Secondhand Rose, to keep herself in beer and pretzels. Her hair was dramatic—black with streaks of silver. Her Yankee-boarding-school accent was rarely discernible. And she was in the midst of an affair with a man who might have murdered his wife.

I replenished my cup from the pitcher, then said, “You’re quite sure he didn’t?”

“Dick wouldn’t step on a spider. He’s a pedodontist, and he spends his days putting braces on little teeth for great big fees. He donates time to a community clinic, attends the Episcopal church on major holidays, and calls his mother every Sunday night. He’s a decent golfer and an avid racquetball player. He makes his own pesto. He can sew a button on a shirt. Does this sound like the résumé of a murderer?”

“Then why does the investigator keep implying that he is?” I asked with impressive reasonableness. “Surely there must be some sort of case.”


“Becca died in a boating accident, but Captain Gannet is determined to prove Dick masterminded it.”

“A boating accident?”

Luanne automatically reached for a pack of cigarettes that was not there, sighed, and began to shred a napkin. “Dick has a gorgeous house at Turnstone Lake that he and Becca used every weekend. There’s a private bird sanctuary in the area. It consists of a few thousand acres of abandoned pastures, forests, and swampy creeks, and it supports a large population of bald-headed eagles in the winter. Eagles are an endangered species, you know, as are hawks, owls, and even turkey buzzards. It’s a federal offense to so much as muss their feathered heads.”

“This is all terribly interesting,” I said, yawning. “Shall we move on to the accident?”

“Becca received a phone call late one afternoon that an eagle was flapping about on one of the islands, so she went down to the marina to take their boat out to investigate. Halfway to the island, there was an explosion, probably caused by a propane leak in the cabin.”

I gave her a Miss Marplish smile. “How do we know she received a call?”

“She left a message on Agatha Anne Gallinago’s answering machine. Agatha Anne’s the president of the foundation that owns the sanctuary. As soon as she arrived home and found the message, she drove to the marina to try to catch Becca before she took the boat. She and the manager at the marina both saw the explosion.”

“And this purported leak?” I continued delicately. “Why not sabotage of some sort?”

“Agatha Anne smelled gas earlier that day and reported it to the manager, who admitted he hadn’t done anything about it. It didn’t occur to either of them that anyone would use the boat.”

“If it’s all so straightforward, replete with witnesses and odoriferous leakage, why is this captain suspicious of your pesto-making prince? Law enforcement agencies don’t have the manpower to hound innocent citizens to any great extent. There must be some reason that you haven’t mentioned.”

Luanne shrugged. “Well, the night before the accident, Dick and Becca had an argument at one of the bird group’s parties. She threw a piece of quiche at him, so he stormed out of the house and walked home.” She was trying to sound nonchalant, but her eyes flickered nervously and the pile of white shreds was growing steadily. If she’d not quit smoking, I was quite sure she would have had a cigarette in each hand and another smoldering in an ashtray. “He was so angry that he drove back to town and didn’t return until the next night. A deputy arrived shortly afterward to tell him the news.”

“When did all this take place?”

“About three months ago,” she said in a low mumble, no doubt hoping the chatter from the adjoining tables would drown out her words.

As the mother of a teenager, I was accustomed to such evasive tactics and adept at exposing them. “Did you meet him at the funeral, Luanne, or were you lurking behind a headstone in the cemetery?”

“I met him two weeks ago at the bank. We chatted, then ended up having coffee. One thing led to another. I really thought I’d found the perfect man. Dick’s good-looking, rich, sensitive, virile…and available. He took me to his lake house last weekend. It’s not especially large, but it’s equipped with every appliance in the western world, and has an enormous redwood deck. I can already imagine myself in a lacy little something, gazing at the sunset while Dick nibbles my neck and murmurs about our prenuptial contract. When he actually proposes, I shall be in the conservatory, dressed in a white frock and holding a red rose. The challenge is to find a conservatory which isn’t crowded by the likes of Professor Plum and Miss Scarlet and their lead pipes and candlesticks.”

The arithmetic was not challenging, especially to someone with a meticulous accountant like mine. “We’ll worry about the conservatory when the time comes. Perfect men do not leap into an affair ten weeks after becoming widowers. The corpse may be cold by now, granted, but has he had time to clean out her closet and throw away her toothbrush?”

“I didn’t examine the toothbrushes,” Luanne said with only the tiniest glint of guilt. “There are a few things in her closet, such as an Imelda Marcos shoe collection, three fur coats, and enough clothes for an entire sorority house. The woman did like to shop.”

I spotted youths with frizzy ponytails unloading instruments and amplifiers by the back gate. “I think you’re out of your mind to get involved with this man, and I’ll say as much in the eulogy. I need to relieve Caron at the store so that she and Inez can terrorize the mall.” I finished the last swallow of beer and stood up, trying to disguise my annoyance. Luanne Bradshaw was in her mid-forties and more than old enough to date whomever she chose. If nothing else, he’d persuaded her to stop smoking. I could only hope he wouldn’t persuade her to stop breathing.

She picked up her purse and we pushed our way through the throng and out to the sidewalk. Across the street, none of the pedestrians were streaming into the Book Depot, my source of income and ulcers, but that was hardly surprising. The little man who’d sold it to me had warned me not to anticipate wealth within the millennium, but I was burdened with a daughter to support. At least once a week I was reminded that I was not doing so in a style she found acceptable.


“The captain may be hounding Dick because of his first wife’s death,” Luanne said as we seized a break in the traffic and stepped off the curb.

I froze in the middle of the street. “And there’s a possibility that he murdered her, too? Luanne, you’re safer standing here than allowing your neck to be nibbled by this pedodontist. You’re hardly practicing safe sex if you’re sleeping with Bluebeard.”

“I think not,” she said, shoving me into motion as a convertible filled with hooting fraternity boys bore down on us. “He didn’t murder her, either. The only problem is that her death wasn’t explained to Captain Gannet’s satisfaction. As I said, he’s anal-retentive.”

“You’d better pray he’s not right.”

We stopped under the portico that had once protected passengers as they awaited trains that would carry them to exotic places like New Orleans and Omaha. These days they’d have a futile wait, but they could entertain themselves looking at my very dusty window display of histories and mysteries.

I made a note to utilize the feather duster on a more regular basis, then said, “I am not your mother, and it’s none of my business if you want to have a meaningful relationship with a homicidal maniac.”

“He’s a wonderful man,” she said, her voice thickening and her eyes filling with tears. “None of this is his fault. When Carlton was killed, nobody came pounding on your doors with accusations and innuendoes.”

“Carlton died in a head-on collision with a chicken truck,” I retorted, “and the culpable driver was standing there in a flurry of white feathers when the state police arrived. It’s hardly the same situation—and it happened once, not twice. Or who knows how many times, to be brutally frank. This man could have buried a bevy of grade-school sweethearts and fiancées along the way.”

Luanne opened her mouth, then clamped it shut and stalked away without acknowledging the perspicacity of my remarks. I went inside, where Caron and Inez were entertaining each other by reading aloud from Lady Chatterley’s Lover. Reminding myself the novel was a literary classic, if not precisely penned in hopes of sending fifteen-year-olds into paroxysms of snickers, I went behind the counter to make sure the contents of the cash register were not seriously depleted.

“Flowers in her public hair? That’s gross!” shrieked Caron, who inherited my curly red hair and freckles but not one hint of my mild-mannered personality. She staggered out of sight behind the fiction rack, hiccuping with glee, and returned with a gardening book. “Pansies of passion? Dahlias of desire? Lilies of lust?”

As far as I can determine, Caron’s every act is dictated by hormones. These last few years have been a series of Broadway theater productions, but I can never tell if we’re to be drawn into a dark and brooding drama or a musical comedy. Or, more frequently, an off-Broadway experimental piece that mystifies the cast as much as the audience. She has long since mastered the art of speaking in capital letters, and her lower lip sticks out most of the time to indicate her displeasure with someone who has patience, maternal acumen, and stretch marks.

Inez Thornton is quite the opposite. She is limp and anemic but ever loyal. Her thick lenses disguise her occasional winces when Caron’s volume rises to an unseemly level, and she keeps a judicious eye on the nearest exit. She is still in the throes of lowercase, and at the moment she was turning pink. “Hello, Mrs. Malloy,” she said as if my presence would have any damper on Caron’s behavior.

“Snapdragons of salaciousness!” Caron shrieked before once again disappearing.

“Aren’t you two going to the mall?” I said optimistically. “Everything’s on sale, and you don’t want to miss a minute.”

“Zinnias of zest!”

If there’d been any customers, I might have felt obliged to put a stop to this litany of floral lasciviousness, but I was curious to learn the extent of Caron’s vocabulary in such matters.

“Everlastings of eroticism!”


Inez had edged in front of the self-help books and was regarding me with the wide-eyed solemnity of a seal pup. “Actually, we’re not going to the mall after all. Rhonda Maguire got her driver’s license this morning and she’s picking up everybody for pizza.”

“Dandelions of depression,” came a groan.

“Afterward, some of the football players are coming to Rhonda’s to swim,” Inez added. “Louis Wilderberry called her this afternoon.”

“Wilderberries of wantonness…”

Inez frowned at this latest contribution. “I don’t think there are plants called wilderberries, Caron. His name is an anglicized version of whatever it was in German or Polish or something like that. His sister told me that at band practice.”

Caron came around the rack. “Are you implying that I am botanically impaired? I know Perfectly Well that his name is German or whatever. I was attempting to make a point, not pass a course.”

I shooed them away, locked the store, and walked back to our apartment, the second story of a white brick house across the street from the verdant lawn of Farber College. The Kappa Theta Eta house next to us was boarded up, and no longer were we treated to sisterly squeals at all hours of the night. I’d solved a murder for them, but apparently they’d not resolved their ensuing problems with the home office (aka National). I had not mourned the loss of a group that dressed in pink, coddled cats, and drank Tab and bourbon.

Peter Rosen arrived within the hour, looking less than dapper in a rumpled suit and unbuttoned collar. He has black hair, a jutting nose, and deceptively gentle brown eyes that have been known to narrow into unattractive slits when he’s perturbed. Lately, our relationship had become as tempestuous as my daughter on a bad day. I wasn’t sure if the source of tension lay in his muted but never absent arrogance or my unwillingness to make a commitment that would result in a division of closet space.

We also had intermittent confrontations when I went out of my way to assist the police when they were being bullheaded and blind. Peter, when caught up in his position as a lieutenant in the Farberville Criminal Investigation Department, takes exception to my invaluable contributions to truth and justice. He’s been known to accuse me of meddling and threaten me with incarceration. Once he’d had my car impounded out of what I felt was nothing more than spite. Such things are not conducive to a harmonious relationship.

He accepted my offer of a beer, begged quite charmingly for a sandwich, and sank down on the couch. I provided him with said sustenance and then sat down at a marginally civil distance.

“My mother,” he said with melancholy, “has decided she wants to spend at least a week of her final days on a cruise ship. If I allow her to go alone, they may well be her final days. She’ll fall off the end of the ship within hours. I’ll be stricken with remorse for the rest of my life.”

“So go with her.”

“I don’t want to go with her. She’ll pick up some pudgy condo salesman in the bar the first night, and then parade around with him as if they were the Duke and Duchess of Windsor.”

“I thought you said she was going to fall overboard, not in love.”

“Maybe it’s one and the same,” he said, no doubt thinking himself quite the cryptic. He gave me the opportunity to ask what he meant, but I looked incuriously at him and then at my watch. “I don’t suppose you want to come along and help me chaperon my white-haired seductress?” he added. “She has enough money to buy the ship. Surely she’ll spring for a ticket so that her beloved son won’t sulk in the bar while she plays roulette with her boyfriend.”

“You suppose correctly. I’ve developed claustrophobia in my old age.”

“Are you talking about a cruise ship or a relationship?”

“I’m too tired for profundities,” I said as I finished my drink and again looked at my watch. “You’d better run along and call a travel agent. Your mother’s getting older by the minute.”

To what I suspected was mutual relief, he gave me a passionless kiss on the cheek and left. It was possible I was as crazy as Luanne, I thought as I tidied up the living room. I’d just turned down a Caribbean cruise with a man who had never been suspected of murdering an ex-wife, having opted for a routine divorce. He met all of Luanne’s criteria: good-looking, rich, sensitive, virile…and available. I doubted he could sew on a button or whip up a batch of pesto, but stress had never affected his performance in the sack. Peter was a man of many talents; regrettably, his most pronounced one these days was his ability to irritate me.

I heard from no one of any interest over the next few days, and on Saturday morning I was diligently dusting the window display (and sneezing explosively) when the telephone rang. My accountant had mentioned my second quarterly payment only the week before, and I was leery as I picked up the receiver.

Luanne bypassed the customary pleasantries. “Claire, I need your help! The most terrible thing has happened, and there’s no one else I can turn to. I couldn’t stop pacing last night, much less get any sleep, and now I—”

“What’s wrong?” I asked in the voice that slows Caron down when she’s describing Rhonda Maguire’s latest incursion into perfidy.

“Captain Gannet came to the house at midnight and took Dick away for questioning. I called this morning, but all I got was a runaround from a simpering idiot who can’t be old enough to shave, much less be issued a weapon. He told me not to bother to go to the office because they won’t let me see Dick. If I knew the name of Dick’s lawyer, I could at least call him. Should I hunt through his drawers for an address book?”

“Dick can call his lawyer himself.” I paused to sort through her babbled words. “He was taken away for questioning, you said? He wasn’t arrested?”

“What difference does it make?” she wailed.

“It makes a big difference, Luanne. Have they found new evidence to link him to his wife’s”—I made myself use the word least likely to send her into more wails of desperation—“accident?”

“Gannet didn’t say. He just showed up at the door, ordered Dick to get dressed, and then put him in the car and drove away. Dick has a rifle in the closet. I’m going to drive over there and demand that they let me speak to Dick.”

“No!” I gripped the receiver and frantically tried to think how to deter my best friend from being gunned down in the doorway of the sheriff’s office. “Under no circumstances are you to so much as open the closet door. Give me directions to the house. I’ll leave here as soon as I can track down Caron so she can mind the store.”

She gushed with gratitude, then rattled off highway numbers, county road numbers, turns onto roads that lacked numbers, and an admonishment to watch for deer during the last few miles. I reiterated my promise, hung up, and called Caron at Inez’s house.

“I have plans,” she said, unmoved by my plea. “It was whispered last night that my body is the precise color of bread, which certain people found hilarious. The sun is shining. I intend to lie out and finish that book about pubic hair. I shall resemble toast by the end of the afternoon, and Rhonda can just take her tacky—”

“You’ll have to do it tomorrow,” I said, equally unmoved. “Luanne needs my help, and I cannot close the store on a Saturday. If you want to keep yourself in suntan oil, you’d better get over here in the next fifteen minutes.”

Caron’s compassion runs no deeper than her epidermis, but she is aware of the relationship between business activity and her own well-developed materialism. She and Inez arrived half an hour later. I gave one the feather duster and the other a lecture about not reading aloud from anything racier than Dr. Seuss, grabbed my scrawled directions, and left for Turnstone Lake, which was about forty miles from Farberville.

I followed the numbers easily, but once I left the pavement for a series of dirt roads, I became confused. Luanne had mentioned signs nailed on a post. There was no post. If I’d passed another car, or an inhabited dwelling, I could have asked directions, but as it was, I felt as though I’d abandoned society for some sort of primeval immersion. The sloping woods were dappled with sunlight. Orange hawkweed bloomed in the shadowy retreats, and black-eyed Susans lined the ditches. A hawk circled high above a hilltop.

I might have enjoyed this incursion into nature, but I was keenly aware that I couldn’t even find the lake. I wadded up the paper with the directions and tossed it into the backseat, gritted my teeth, and started turning left or right at each opportunity. My hatchback shuddered as I careened down and up the increasingly bad roads until I was on nothing better than a logging trail. The only water I’d encountered was a mushy puddle that left blinding brown splashes on the hood and windshield. I, a renowned amateur sleuth who’d utilized the smallest of clues to expose heinous crimes and unspeakable treachery (or an abundance of greed, anyway), was incapable of finding a large lake. Had my ego been less fragile, I might have found the experience humbling.

I ran the wipers until I could see between the streaks, then took off once more. Several turns later I spotted a stout woman dressed in a wrinkled skirt, a baggy sweatshirt, heavy leather shoes, and a molded plastic pith helmet. As I stopped next to her, she turned and lowered a pair of binoculars.

“Good morning,” she said, giving me a vaguely startled smile. “I’m on the trail of a hairy woodpecker. He is a shy fellow, and difficult to spot. I heard him only minutes ago, unless, of course, I mistook his hammering for that of his cousin, the downy woodpecker.” She cupped a hand around her ear and listened intently. “I don’t hear him now.”

“I’m sorry if I alarmed him,” I said meekly.

“Ah, well.”

“I’m lost. I’ve been driving around these roads for half an hour. Can you aim me in the direction of the lake?”

“The lake covers thirty thousand acres, my dear. We’re on what is basically a peninsula, with water on three sides of us.”

I hunted around in the backseat until I found my discarded directions. “I’m looking specifically for Dick Cissel’s house on Blackburn Creek.”

“Oh, you have strayed, haven’t you? It’s a good three miles from here. Let me fetch my bag and I’ll ride there with you. My hairy woodpecker is much too shy to show himself anymore today.” She took an enormous handbag from a branch and awkwardly climbed into my car. “I’m Livia Dunling, and you’re a friend of Dick’s. We stay on this road until the second turn to the right.”

“I’m Claire Malloy. I’ve never met Dick. A friend of mine is at his house, and she asked me to come.”

Livia rummaged through her bag and took out a plastic pillbox and a canteen. After she’d swallowed a pill, she returned the items to the bag. “While I was filling the feeders this morning, I saw your friend on the deck. She appeared very distraught. I considered going to the house to see if I could comfort her, but I began to feel fluttery and went inside to lie down. I have a most aggravating heart problem.”

I wasn’t sure what confidences I should share with my passenger. “You live near Dick?” I asked cautiously.

“Directly across the cove. My husband and I own Dunling Lodge. I wanted to call it Dun-Roaming, but Wharton does not appreciate whimsy. He’ll be most displeased when he learns I’ve lost the jeep again. I don’t suppose you noticed it parked beneath a particularly fine specimen of wild dogwood?”

“No, I’m afraid not.”

“That’s the driveway,” she said as she swung open the car door.

I jammed on the brakes in time to prevent her from tumbling under the tires to a certain death. “Thank you so much, Mrs. Dunling,” I said between gasps. “Are you sure I can’t take you to your front door?”

“No, no, I shall hike down by the gully where Wharton reported a hooded warbler only yesterday. He was certain he heard the distinctively flirtatious tawee-tawee-tawee-tee-o. Have a nice visit with your friend.”

She limped across the road and into the woods, her bag thumping arrhythmically against her broad hips, her binoculars held aloft in one hand should they be called into immediate action.


Feeling inordinately guilty about frightening away the hairy woodpecker, I waited until she’d disappeared, then drove down the driveway and parked beside a forest-green Range Rover. The front of the house was an unimposing expanse of native rockwork with only a few high windows. Landscaping consisted of neglected shrubs and a flagstone sidewalk. I had not yet seen the lake, but I heard the drone of a motorboat and deduced its proximity.

The front door opened before I could ring the bell, and Luanne gave me a radiant smile. “Oh good, you’re just in time for a Bloody Mary on the deck. Dick is so excited to be meeting you.”
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“What do you mean?” I sputtered, perhaps unattractively. “I thought you were planning a commando raid on the cellblock to rescue this man. In order to save your life, I came racing across the county, bouncing down miserable little back roads—”

“They brought him back an hour ago,” Luanne said as she pulled me into a room with a vaulted ceiling, hand-hewn beams, and a rock fireplace that soared a good twenty feet and was broad enough to roast an ox. Even to an untrained eye like mine, the furnishings were expensive, all natural fibers and muted colors. The wall in front of us was predominantly glass, and I finally saw the lake spread out like a sparkling field. Sailboats bobbled, while motorboats streaked past them and party barges chugged more sedately. On the far side were rolling mountains and a few houses visible among the trees.

“An hour ago?” I said. “That would have been about the time I arrived at the first of many dead ends. It’s a good thing you didn’t give the army directions to Kuwait. They’d be floundering around Siberia to this day.”

Luanne had the decency to look somewhat abashed. “Don’t tell Dick I called you in hysterics, please. I told him I invited you out for lunch.”

“We’re already telling lies to Mr. Right?” I said as I removed her hand.

“I don’t want him to think for an instant that I have any doubts about his innocence. He’s trying to be blasé about it, but he snarled at Jillian for using all the hot water, and—”

I may have been a wee bit out of control by now. “Jillian? Is this another applicant for marital murder?”

“Dick didn’t murder anyone! He’s the one who’s being victimized by this investigation.” She glanced at a deck strewn with wicker furniture, then hustled me into a bedroom with neatly made twin beds and an aura of staleness that suggested it was a guest room. She sat down on one of the beds and wrapped her arms around herself. To herself as much as to me, she said, “I’m trying so hard to be positive and supportive, to smile and say the right things, to listen with just the right amount of sympathy. Maybe I’m being a hypocrite, but my relationship with Dick is so important that I’d put on an apron and make a casserole if he asked me to.”


“You don’t know how to put on an apron,” I said as I sat across from her. “So who’s Jillian?”

“Dick’s daughter from his first marriage. She graduated from an Eastern women’s college a year ago, and now she mopes around the house, and occasionally answers the telephone and does filing at the foundation office. I’m making every effort to get along with her, but sometimes I want to throttle her. Then I start feeling sorry for her and start thinking about making her a casserole, too!”

My last stirrings of anger evaporated. We’d been friends for several years, and never before had I heard the intensity in her voice when she talked about making a casserole for a man—or anyone else.

“All right,” I said, “I’m merely here for a Bloody Mary and lunch, but you have to promise to call me after you get back to Farberville so we can discuss all this. You owe me big, Luanne. This isn’t as bad as when you coerced me into assisting you with that ditzy beauty pageant, but I haven’t found my way back to the highway yet, either.”

We went out to the deck. One of the wicker chairs produced a man with silver hair, bloodshot blue eyes, and darkly tanned skin. He was no taller than Luanne, but beneath a worn cotton sweater, his shoulders were wide and his waist well controlled for his age, which I estimated to be fifty. None of his features was worthy of accolades, but when he smiled at me, I felt bathed in a sensual glow. Luanne was right. He was sexy.

“Dick Cissel,” he said as he offered me a hand that had probed crooked teeth in countless little mouths. “I’ve been looking forward to meeting you. Luanne has told me some pretty interesting stories about you. Shall I fix you a Bloody Mary or would you prefer something else?” He indicated a table crowded with bottles, an ice bucket, glasses, and other essentials.

“I’d love a Bloody Mary,” I said as I gave Luanne a dark look. Resisting the urge to mention a few “pretty interesting stories” I’d heard about him, I went to the rail and watched a skier swish out of view. On an adjoining hill was a stone house with three stories of curtainless windows and a veranda edged with flower beds and shrubs. No one was in sight, but birds were attacking the dozen or so feeders with varied degrees of aggression.

“Is that Dunling Lodge?” I asked, calculating the distance. The birds were nothing but dark spots against the sky, and the flowers indistinguishable masses of color. If Livia Dunling had seen Luanne’s expression, she’d done so with the aid of her binoculars. I wondered if she had an unimpeded view of the windows in the master bedroom.

Dick brought me a drink. “Yes. Wharton bought it for Livia as a surprise when he retired from the army. It seems it was a fashionable hotel in its hey day, and he took her there on their honeymoon forty years ago. Twenty years ago it was no longer fashionable, and ultimately it was abandoned. Wharton arranged for all the repairs and remodeling, then put her in the car one afternoon and presented her with it.”

“Isn’t that romantic?” said Luanne in the breathless voice of a romance-novel heroine. She leaned into Dick, her shoulder rubbing his, her expression as gooey as her voice. I fully expected her to bat her eyelashes and call him Rhett.

“Definitely,” I said in the curt voice of someone who’d been dragged across the country for no reason. I was rewarded with an extended tongue, and reciprocated in kind.

Dick either missed or ignored our petty exchange. “It was built back in the thirties as a WPA project, so modernizing the wiring and plumbing must have required a lot of cash. He only remodeled the main floor. The rooms on the top two floors are coated with mildew and filled with junky furniture. There’s a bat colony in the attic. Jan and I used to sit out here at sunset and watch them stream out from beneath the eaves.”

“Jan was Father’s first wife,” said a flat voice.

“Why, Jillian,” Luanne said, spinning around and edging away from Dick as though she’d realized he was a leper, “I didn’t hear you come back. Did you get what you needed at the office?”


Dick motioned to the shadowy figure standing inside the living room. “Come meet a friend of Luanne’s and have a drink with us.”

The young woman who halted in the doorway was distinctly solid, and apt to be stolid as well. Her brown hair was short and straight, her forehead bisected by bangs, and her nose the only dominant feature on her round face. She wore a beige skirt and blouse and run-down loafers. Ignoring Luanne and me, she said, “No thank you, Father. I have to take a proof page to the print shop in Farberville. I put a pan of frozen lasagna in the oven, and there’s a fresh salad in the refrigerator. The rolls are on the counter.”

“You didn’t have to go to any trouble,” Luanne said with a strained but determined smile. “I was going to fix something light.”

“I’m in the habit of preparing Father’s meals,” she said with no smile whatsoever as she disappeared into the living room. Seconds later, a door slammed.

Dick gestured for us to sit down in the oversized wicker chairs. “Jillian didn’t mean anything, Luanne. She’s just worried about this mess and feels as helpless as I do. Gannet is going to retire at the end of the year, so all we have to do is ride out six more months of his vindictiveness and I’ll be a free man. I’ll also be certifiably insane, but that’s to be expected after marathon sessions with a man with reptilian breath and dandruff.”

“Luanne mentioned this Captain Gannet,” I said, disregarding a muffled snort from a nearby chair.

Dick grimaced. “I picked up some gossip about him at that little store by the turnoff. It seems the Gannet family has lived in this area for numerous generations. They were forced to sell their property when the lake was put in, and now the old homestead is under thirty feet of water, as are the bones of the ancestors and Captain Gannet’s cherished boyhood haunts. They sold under protest and to this day continue to resent the lake and those of us who can afford weekend houses and boats. Gannet has elected to take out his hostility on me.”

“Isn’t there something you can do?” Luanne asked, this time sounding as if she might call him Ward and show him the Beaver’s report card.

“If I could lure him into my office chair, I’d wire his jaws closed. Then I’d pump him full of Smurf gas and let him giggle to death.”

“Smurf gas?” I said blankly.

“Nitrous oxide. One of our patients named it that and the staff adopted it. We’re big on stickers and balloons and cute euphemisms.”

I had no idea what a Smurf was, but I let it go and returned to a more concrete arena. “Why does Captain Gannet continue to investigate this accident?”

Dick gave Luanne a wry glance, then said, “I should have suspected you’d be curious, Claire. Luanne has told me that you’re Farberville’s most famous and successful sleuth. I’m not well read in the mystery genre, but I do like the old detective movies. Am I supposed to offer you a retainer? It’ll have to be a plastic one with a wire, but they come in all colors these days.”

I wasn’t sure how genuine his amusement was. I myself was a little disgruntled to discover I’d been the topic of conversation and that he’d been regaled with my past involvements with homicide investigations. Then again, the phrase “most famous and successful” had a measure of charm. “I’m not a private investigator,” I said. “There have been a few situations in which the circumstances required me to make a civic-minded contribution.”

“You’re too modest,” murmured Dick.

“Perhaps Luanne exaggerates,” I countered evenly.

Luanne stood up, visibly torn between diving over the rail or dashing inside the house. “I’d better check the lasagna. Jillian didn’t say how long to leave it in the oven.”

He grabbed her hand and pulled her back down. “If Claire wants to investigate the case, she’s welcome to do so. Someone has to convince Gannet that it was nothing more than an unfortunate accident.”

I put my drink on the table and picked up my purse. “I didn’t come here to investigate anything. I don’t know what Luanne told you, but I’m not a pushy broad with a twitchy nose and an arsenal in a knitting bag. I think I’d better mind my own business, which is selling books in Farberville.”

Luanne gave me a stricken look. “Oh, Claire, Dick didn’t mean to imply you were butting in. He was up all night with Gannet.”

“I realize that,” I said, noting that she was not only telling lies to Mr. Right, but also offering his excuses and apologies. “All the same, if you’ll draw me a map to the highway, I’ll head back to town so Caron can work on her tan. Thanks for the drink.”

“Did someone say ‘drink’?” said a woman as she came around the corner of the house. “I would die for a Bloody Mary, easy on the salt, heavy on the vodka.” She had shoulder-length ash-blond hair and slightly feline features accented by deftly applied makeup. Her pastel-pink lipstick matched the floral print of her jacket and trousers. Sunlight sparkled on gold earrings and a bracelet. Had she lifted her left hand, I was quite sure we’d be blinded from the glare off the massive diamond on her fourth finger.

“I thought I’d drop by on my way for yet another dreary meeting with the insurance agent,” she said as she came onto the deck. At this distance I could see that she was superbly preserved rather than youthful; she undoubtedly visited her plastic surgeon more often than I did my gynecologist.

Dick rose and headed for the makeshift bar. “Luanne, you met Agatha Anne last week at the lodge. Claire Malloy, this is Agatha Anne Gallinago, president of the Dunling Foundation and wife of Sid, who happens to be my partner in the office and on the golf course. Be exceedingly leery of her or you’ll find yourself stuffing envelopes and lecturing schoolchildren about the wonders of predatory birds.”

Agatha Anne wiggled her fingers at Luanne, then crossed the deck to inspect me more closely. “I’ve heard of you! I absolutely loved all those stories about how you outwitted the police and solved their cases while they bumbled around like overgrown puppies. Are you here to help Dick?”

“I came for lunch,” I said stiffly.

Agatha Anne smiled as if I’d dazzled her with my wit, then went to Luanne and squeezed her hand. “Livia said you looked terribly upset this morning, but who wouldn’t after the Gestapo banged on the door in the middle of the night. You must have been a wreck the entire time Dick was being beaten with rubber hoses at that wretched man’s jail.” She took a glass from Dick and sank regally into a convenient chair. “Did they beat you with rubber hoses, darling, or has Gannet progressed to cattle prods?”

“Rubber hoses all the way,” he said. “I’m going to take a shower before lunch. Claire, please stay and eat with us. If I said anything that offended you, I truly apologize, and if it’ll help to make amends, I can put a finger in your mouth and you can chomp down on it. Many of my patients find it gratifying.”

I declined to bite and agreed to stay. Once he was gone, Luanne supplied me with a fresh drink and I sat down across from Agatha Anne. She reminded me of Sally Fromberger, an indefatigable woman with an innate need to organize those of us who are terminally disorganized. She and Agatha Anne had the same carnivorous glint, the same appraising smile. Both were likely to have been born with clipboards in their tiny fists.

“You are going to help Dick, aren’t you?” she said.

“He doesn’t seem to want my help.”

Luanne gave me yet another stricken look. “Someone has to do something before he goes berserk and confesses to everything from the destruction of the Berlin Wall to Hurricane Andrew.”

Agatha Anne leaned forward and in a conspiratorial voice said, “Poor Dick is falling apart right in front of us. Sid says the office staff are threatening to quit if Dick doesn’t start concentrating on his patients. It’s so difficult to find good dental technicians, especially ones willing to work with children. There are days when I call and can’t tell whether the patients or their mothers are sobbing more loudly in the background.”

“All right,” I said, albeit grudgingly, “you can tell me about the accident, but after lunch I’m going back to town. I have cartons to unpack and invoices to decipher.”

I was not especially surprised when Agatha Anne took off with the fervor of an evangelist. “The Dunling Foundation is a nonprofit corporation which controls a four-thousand-acre bird sanctuary. Livia and Wharton donated the land and the use of the lodge, but we rely on fund-raisers to cover our yearly operations. Last year we netted nearly two hundred thousand dollars, one hundred percent of which went for our projects. We’re very proud of the fact that no one on the board takes so much as a nickel in salary or even reimbursements for out-of-pocket expenses. It adds to our credibility in the community.”

“What are your projects?” I asked politely, since I was sure she was going to tell me anyway.

“Mostly educational things like providing programs in the public schools, distributing material to civic groups, arranging barge tours for interested groups who want to see the eagles in their natural habitat. We also sponsor a treatment facility for wounded birds and animals. Anders Hammerqvist does a marvelous job patching up wings and broken legs. He’s lived here for a good twenty years, and was doctoring animals as a matter of conscience when the Dunlings persuaded him to apply for a license and work for the foundation.” She gave me a stern look. “Only licensed facilities can take in endangered species.”

I felt as though I’d been accused of harboring eagles in my bedroom. For the record, I actively dislike dogs and cats, but I’ve always liked birds, particularly the kind one watches from a sofa in a living room—rather than the kind that one stalks through thorny, tick-infested undergrowth. Eagles appeared to belong to the second category, but thus far no one had suggested I take a hike. “I understand Becca became a volunteer,” I said to nudge her back into a more intriguing narrative.

Agatha Anne’s fervor faded, and she sat back in the chair. “Becca was so young and vivacious that we were all amazed when she voiced an interest in our work. She had beautiful golden-blond hair, wide gray eyes, a perfect figure, and an irresistible smile. She was always so generous and cooperative that we were in awe of her. We simply adored her. Dick did, too.”

“How did they meet?” Luanne asked as she stirred her drink with a piece of celery and affected indifference.

“Becca came three summers ago to stay with Scottie and Marilyn Gordon, who have the house on the second road past ours. She and Jan—Dick’s first wife—hit it off immediately. They went into town for lunch several times a week and played tennis so often that I finally had to speak to Jan about her responsibilities in the office. She did the books and paid bills, and we were beginning to get nasty notes from some of our suppliers. Jan was dark and unpretentious, but she radiated beauty in her own quiet way. Late that summer she drowned in a tragic accident. Jillian dropped out of school for a semester, and Dick talked about selling this house because of the memories. Sid and I were dreadfully worried about him.”

“And this tragic accident?” I prompted her.

“Jan loved to swim in the moonlight. There’d been a party. Dick rarely drinks too much, but this particular night he admitted he passed out the minute he hit the pillow. When he awoke several hours later, Jan was gone. He found her clothes in a pile near the edge of the water and called the sheriff’s department and the lake patrol. They found the body shortly after dawn. The coroner ruled it an alcohol-related accident.”

I thought it over for a moment. “Was there any reason to suspect foul play? Did she often swim when she’d been drinking?”

“She usually persuaded Dick or Jillian to swim with her,” Agatha Anne said, for the first time sounding uncomfortable. “On that particular night, Jillian had gone to bed with a summer cold, and as I said, Dick was in no condition to join her. They did a blood test and determined that her alcohol level was twice the legal limit. They also found an empty brandy decanter near her clothes.”

“But Captain Gannet wasn’t satisfied,” I said, watching Agatha Anne carefully. “That’s part of the reason he’s continuing to investigate the second accident.”


“Dick didn’t have an alibi—but how could he? Jillian had taken the type of heavy-duty antihistamines that come with the warning about operating heavy machinery, and it took him five minutes to rouse her after he called the police.”

“And it happened more than three years ago,” I said. “If anyone had noticed anything, surely he or she would have come forward by now.”

“There was nothing to notice,” Luanne muttered.

Agatha Anne perched on the arm of Luanne’s chair to pat her shoulder. “Of course there wasn’t. Sid and I have known Dick since we were in college together twenty-five years ago. The idea of Gannet suspecting him makes me ill. I spoke to the sheriff, but he’s one of those fat, greasy politicians who’s more concerned with the next election than the mental well-being of a handful of rich people who vote in another county. Sid even offered to make a donation to his campaign fund, but the sheriff cackled like a wild turkey.”

I didn’t point out that turkeys reputedly gobbled, because I feared an onslaught of ornithologically correct specifics. “Tell me about Becca’s accident.”

“It was half an hour after sunset on the final Friday in March,” Agatha Anne said, wrinkling her forehead just enough to convey her scrupulous attempt to be precise without endangering her flawless complexion. “Georgiana and I went to Anders’s trailer to discuss the release date for a red-tailed hawk that some ignorant chicken farmer had shot with a crossbow. Dick and Sid were in town. I came home at six-thirty and found a message from Becca on my answering machine. She said she was going out to Little Pine Island because of a report that an eagle was hurt. I drove to the marina, but just as I reached the dock, the boat exploded.” She buried her face in her hands and shivered. When at last she spoke, her voice was husky and laden with pain. “There was a horrible red ball of fire and clouds of black smoke. Bits and pieces of the boat came splashing down as if they’d been hurled from heaven. There was no hope whatsoever of recovering what might have remained of the body.”

“And you saw Becca on the boat?” I asked.

“Oh, yes, she was standing up while she drove, as she always did, with her hair streaming behind her and a can of diet soda in her hand. Bubo had seen her jump into the boat, and he was at the end of the dock yelling at her when I arrived. If only he’d been a little quicker, he could have stopped her, but he was inside selling bait or swilling beer or whatever he does to justify his salary.”

“Bubo Limpkin is the manager of the marina,” Luanne added in explanation. “He’s a despicable excuse for a human being. Dick said they’ve tried to get him fired every summer since he came five years ago, but he sobers up and wheedles the owner into giving him one more chance.”

I looked at Agatha Anne, who was checking her reflection in the mirror of a gold compact. “And you’d reported a suspicious odor to him that same day?”

She snapped the compact shut and dropped it into her pocket. “That’s right. I’d thought about taking the boat out that morning, but there was a faint odor in the cabin. I hunted down Bubo and told him to check the propane tanks, and he said he would.”

“You didn’t tell anyone else?” I asked.

“I mentioned it to Georgiana, but Becca had gone into town and it didn’t occur to me that she might be using the boat later that same day. The Dunlings never take out the boat without first consulting me. They’re terribly considerate, considering it was their money that funded the foundation and paid for the boat.”

“But don’t forget the quiche,” Dick said as he came onto the deck, dressed in a fresh shirt and shorts. His face was smooth and his hair combed, but his eyes were still red and his eyelids puffy from a night of sleeplessness. “The fact that it was quiche rather than a meatball or a carrot stick really bugs Gannet. He’s convinced we get dressed in tuxedos and mink coats and stand around sipping champagne, stuffing ourselves with caviar, and making fun of the local rubes. He looked distinctly skeptical when I told him Wharton had already started the charcoal for hamburgers when Becca lost her temper.” He went to Luanne and put his arm around her waist. “The lasagna is bubbling, so perhaps we might set the table soon. Agatha Anne, you will be joining us, won’t you?”

She shook her head. “I really do have to sign papers at the insurance office. The claims people have been dragging their heels all along, to the point I had to threaten to call our attorney.” She offered me a manicured hand that had never probed an alien mouth. “I do hope we’ll see you again, Claire. This has been such a thrill for me. I feel as though I’ve finally met Nancy Drew.”

I was about to offer an equally insincere reply when we heard a gunshot.
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