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Praise for the Claire Malloy Mystery Series

“A worthy issue; a few eccentrics; lots of ill-advised forays into danger; and a blithe heroine whose ironic reflections often produce a chuckle. Of special interest to dedicated animal-lovers.”

—Kirkus Reviews on Roll Over and Play Dead

“Witty, ironic, and biting…Joan Hess has an unerring comedic instinct.”

—Bookpage

“Joan Hess fans will find a winning blend of soft-core feminism, trendy subplots, and a completely irreverent style that characterizes both series and the sleuth, all nicely onstage.”

—The Houston Chronicle

“Breezy and delightful…Claire Malloy is one of the most engaging narrators in mystery.”

—The Drood Review

“Whether she’s hammering my funny bone or merely passing a feather beneath my nose, Joan Hess always makes me laugh. Murder only raises Joan Hess’s wicked sense of humor. Enjoy!”

—Margaret Maron, author of Storm Track


“Definitely entertaining. Hess deftly sprinkles red herrings and odd characters throughout.”

—Library Journal on
 The Murder at the Murder at the Mimosa Inn

“Dear Miss Demeanor is great fun…Hess’s poniard is tipped with subtle wit.”

—The Chicago Sun Times on Dear Miss Demeanor

“Hess’s theme is a serious one, but she handles it with wit. Claire is an appealing character, and this is an engaging mystery for anyone who likes crime mixed with comedy.”

—Booklist on Roll Over and Play Dead

“Hess’s style—that of a more worldly Erma Bombeck—rarely flags. Amiable entertainment with an edge.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Joan Hess is one funny woman.”

—Susan Dunlap

“Joan Hess is the funniest mystery writer to come down the pipe since England’s incomparable Pamela Branch. And oh, how well Joan writes.”

—Carolyn G. Hart





[image: image]






To Gussie




Contents


Chapter One



Chapter Two



Chapter Three



Chapter Four



Chapter Five



Chapter Six



Chapter Seven



Chapter Eight



Chapter Nine



Chapter Ten



Chapter Eleven



Chapter Twelve



Chapter Thirteen



Chapter Fourteen



Out on a Limb



Strangled Prose








One



One of these days I’m going to take a three-day seminar in assertiveness training. Then, with the diploma framed and hung on the wall, I will be able to look potential manipulators in the eye and say, “No.” Not “I’m sorry,” or “Well, maybe…” or even “Gee whiz, I’d like to help you out, but I’ve got yellow fever.”

In my dreams, right?

I was sitting in my cramped little office at the back of the Book Depot, and I was making grumbly noises similar to those made by the boiler on a frigid afternoon. I was doing this because, fanned in front of me like a losing poker hand, were six pages of instructions written in lavender ink by a spidery hand. Said hand belonged to Miss Emily Parchester, who was at that moment heading west in a chartered bus, accompanied by fifty stouthearted members of the American Association of Retired Teachers. Their itinerary included Santa Fe, the Grand Canyon, Carlsbad Caverns, Indian reservations, and other scenic and semiexotic ports of call.

My itinerary for the next twenty-one days included daily visits to Miss Emily’s house. While she was busily buying turquoise brooches and postcards, I was to water the African violets, collect the mail, see that a neighborhood boy mowed the yard, and feed two basset hounds named Nick and Nora.

And I was being treated to all this jolly good fun because I lacked the nerve to look tiny, sweet, wispy-haired Miss Emily in the eye and just say no. I’d tried a variety of excuses, but she’d heard them all in her forty years of teaching high school and had smiled patiently at me until I started to squirm, hung my head, and grudgingly agreed to take all six pages and commit them to memory.

So it was all my own damn fault, but that wasn’t making me feel any better. When the bell above the front door jangled, I put down the list, ordered myself to stop grumbling, and went to the front of the bookstore to see who might be so bold as to want to buy a book.

My daughter, Caron, and her dearest friend, Inez Thornton, were heading toward the cash register, larceny written across their fifteen-year-old faces. Caron has my red hair and freckles, but while I am mild-mannered and cerebral, she is explosive and hormonal. She has been speaking in capital letters for over a year and has a way of saying “Mother” that gives me goose bumps. In contrast, Inez has nondescript features, limp brown hair, and eyes that seem startled behind thick lenses. She is very much a lowercase speaker, often verging on inaudible, and is still awaiting developments.

“What do you think you’re doing?” I snapped.

Caron swung around and assessed her chances. “I was going to get the feather duster and do something about that Filthy Display in the front window. Some of those books look like they’ve been in the window since prehistoric hippies roamed Thurber Street.”

“I was going to help,” Inez said loyally, if mendaciously.

“What a wonderful idea,” I said. I went behind the counter, found the feather duster, and offered it to Caron. “If you ask politely, I’ll let you dust the entire store and even scrub the toilet in the rest room.”

I was rewarded with a dark look from my darling daughter. “That’s disgusting.” She snatched up the feather duster, then forced herself to conjure up a smile. “By the way, I need an advance on my allowance, Mother.”

“That’s nice. I’ll be in the back if you need me—and I know down to the halfpenny what’s in the cash register.”

“I really, really need an advance.”

“And I really, really need to pore over six pages of notes concerning pets, the post, and potted plants,” I said, starting for the office.

“Pets?” Inez said blankly. “You don’t have any pets, Mrs. Malloy. You don’t have any plants, either.”

I gave them a terse explanation of the situation, which they found highly diverting, and I once again attempted to achieve the relative sanctuary of my office. It was not to be.

“But what about my advance?” Caron wailed. “It’s the most important thing in my life. I May Die.”

Telling myself I might require months of assertiveness training, I stopped and looked back at this quivering mass of misery and despair. “What is the most important thing in your life?”

She recovered nicely. “A rock concert. It’s a week from Saturday, but the tickets go on sale today and they’ll be gone by tomorrow.”

“A rock concert is the most important thing in your life? What about developing strong moral values, making rational career decisions, seeking a higher plane of cosmic—”

“I have to see Mousse.”

I should have gone straight to the office and buried myself under invoices. Instead, I blinked and said, “Moose? As in Bullwinkle?”

“Mousse, as in chocolate.”

“Then go out to lunch,” I suggested brightly.

Inez patted Caron’s shoulders. “Mousse is the name of the absolutely hottest rock band in the entire world,” she explained to her best friend’s idiot mother. “They were on the cover of People magazine last week.”

It was late in the afternoon and I had pets and plants awaiting me. “I’m sure they’re the hottest thing since the advent of control-top panty hose, girls. If you want to go to the concert, then raid your respective piggy banks. As for this advance business, Caron, you are already advanced well into the next century and the cash register is closed. As is the discussion.”

They were howling at my back (like a pack of wild mooses, I suppose), but I made it to the office and banged the door closed. After a few minutes, things quieted down and the bell above the door jangled as they left, no doubt planning a decorous bank heist. I wished them success, in that there were not enough halfpennies in the cash register for bail.

At the end of the afternoon, I closed the bookstore, and with the six pages in my pocket, drove to Miss Emily’s house to find out what I had done to myself. Her house on Willow Street was in what had been a classy residential district back when buggies were in vogue, but now the houses had been divided into apartments and the only buggies in view were of the genus Volkswagen. The elm trees were still magnificent, as were the maples that exploded with color in the autumn. Dogwoods and redbuds were blooming, and some of the houses were almost hidden by ancient azaleas that would soon be laden with rich pink flowers.

Miss Emily lived in the bottom half of what had been the Parchester residence for several generations. She’d told me more than once how her father, a.k.a. the Judge, had presided over the town from the porch swing, swilling mint juleps and offering unsolicited yet piercing insights into the vagaries of Supreme Court decisions. Dear Mama had kept the neighborhood children in sugar cookies and her sewing circle in elderberry wine. Miss Emily had carried on the family tradition of tippling, sometimes before noon, and I dearly hoped she kept a cautious distance from the rim of the Grand Canyon.

The key was in the mailbox, as delineated in page one, paragraph three, the first two having been dedicated to expressions of gratitude. I let myself in, wrinkled my nose at the musty redolence, and went through the living room cluttered with bleached newspapers and exam booklets written by students now crotchety from rheumatism.

The kitchen had a black stove and a cracked porcelain sink. I looked out the window at the fenced yard, expecting to see dear Nick and Nora, but all I saw was a robin hopping about and a half-deflated ball. The yard was ringed with untamed bushes thick with yellow and fuchsia flowers, however, so it was likely they were out there somewhere.

Pages two through four gave explicit instructions regarding the African violets on the windowsill, kitchen table, stool, chair seats, and every inch of countertop. Feeling as though I’d been drop-kicked into the Darkest Continent, I gave them all water, pinches of food, and admonishments to stay happy and healthy (page four, penultimate paragraph).

Page five. I opened a can of dog food, divided it between two plastic bowls, added half a cup of kibble to each, and moistened that with half a cup of water, all in the amount of time it would have taken to whip up a batch of chocolate mousse, let it set, and eat it. And I was going to do this for twenty more days, I thought glumly as I picked up the bowls and, with a bit of juggling, went out to the back porch and looked around for these canine connoisseurs.

The following remarks may be considered offensive to some, or even sacrilegious, but I am not fond of dogs because they tend to snuffle, drool, and attack with either benevolence or mayhem in their small brains. They chase cars, children, birds, squirrels, and pedestrians, to name a few, and those blessed with obsessive dotage do so dressed in sweaters and boots. They also deposit things on the sidewalk.

Moving on to crimes warranting defenestration or perhaps decapitation, I am not fond of cats because they insist on having their own way, and that includes ill-timed intrusions and more arrogance than fifteen-year-olds. I am legally and morally obligated to put up with Caron, but not with a dependent four-legged mammal that sheds. And she never climbs into my lap to lick my face, sleeps on my feet, performs bodily functions in the yard, or attempts to have sex with my leg.

But for the time being, I was obliged to serve dinner to Nick and Nora, after which I could drive home as quickly as possible and seek solace in a glass of scotch and water. I warily looked around the yard. “Nick? Nora?” I called in my best good-doggie voice, which, of course, wasn’t good at all.

“Who are you?” barked a voice. It really did, although at this point it was early in the game and I was still in possession of my wits, and therefore made no anthropomorphic leaps.

The man was standing in the next yard, and nearly invisible behind a lush growth of honeysuckle on the fence. He was probably in his late sixties, I decided. His face was harshly lined and weathered, his nose hooked over a bushy mustache, and his gray hair cut in an uncompromising crew cut. “I’m Claire Malloy, a friend of Miss Emily’s,” I said. “I agreed to take care of the house and dogs while she’s on a trip.”

“Culworthy here. Colonel, retired U.S. Air Force. Where’d she go?”

“Out West with a group of teachers. Do you have any idea where her dogs might be? I’d like to feed them and go home.”

“Couldn’t say. Parchester lets them run wild. No discipline, no training. Disgraceful to assume responsibility for animals and then not be able to control them.” He shaded his eyes and frowned at me as if my self-control were tenuous. “Damn disgraceful.”

“Absolutely,” I said absently as I peered around the yard for the pair of undisciplined, untrained disgraces. “Nick? Nora?”

“Silly names, too. I told Parchester she should have given them names with dignity, with significance. Mine’s Patton.”

I looked back at him, wondering if he was just a teeny-tiny bit schizophrenic. “I thought you said it was Culworthy.”

He snorted at me. “My golden retriever’s named Patton. He knows the rules. No barking after dark. No chasing squirrels. No digging in the garden.”

I nodded, then took the bowls to the porch and set them down. And was slammed from behind by a tank, or so I thought as I tried to keep from nose-diving into the goopy kibble. For a panicky moment, I envisioned Culworthy attacking me, then realized he was hardly the sort to lick my legs or dig his claws into my derriere, or even to make gurgly noises in my ear while drooling on my neck. Oh no, the unseen assailant was not Colonel Culworthy.

“Get off of me!” I yelled, still perilously close to kibble. “Damn it, Nick and Nora, get off of me!”

The gurgles receded and the slobbery tongue stopped slobbering on my leg. I stood up, reeled around, and found myself glaring at two of the fattest, ugliest basset hounds I’d ever seen. Bassets are bred to have heavy chests, but these jokers were walking wine caskets. They had stubby, misshapen legs, gunky brown eyes, wet jowls that almost brushed the ground, ears that did, and woebegone expressions. One of them made a snuffly noise at me but looked away when I frowned warningly.

“Told you so,” Culworthy cackled from behind the honeysuckle. “Patton knows his place. Never jumps on people.”

“Perhaps he’s waiting for the right moment to rip your throat out,” I said as calmly as I could, then locked my arms and glared at the miscreants. “Listen, you two, I am not going to tolerate any of that behavior. If you intend to eat for the next three weeks, you’d better watch it.”

One of them waddled forward and attempted to lick my foot, but I stepped onto the porch. Pointing a finger at him or her, I said, “That’s exactly the kind of behavior I’m talking about. You either cut it out or prepare to go on a long fast.”

They both wagged their stubby tails, feigning repentance. I shook my finger for emphasis and stalked across the porch and into the kitchen before they could make another play for my foot. Reminding myself it was all my fault, I used a dish towel to dry my leg and neck.

I was still reminding myself half an hour later, but at least I was doing so at home and with a glass of scotch in my hand. Caron and I occupy the top floor of a duplex across the street from the sloping lawn of Farber College, in loco parentis to a few thousand earnest yuppies seeking enough educational expertise to work for a generous savings and loan or a nice, clean oil company.

From the living room window we have a picturesque view of Farber Hall, with its imposing red-brick facade and towers on either end. Until it was condemned, it had housed the English faculty, one of whom had been my husband. When sprinkles of plaster dust had turned to torrential downpours of chunks, the faculty had mosied over to a bland building, where they worried only about asbestos.

I finally granted myself absolution and was settling down with the local newspaper when I heard an ominous sound. Not the snuffly approach of basset hounds from hell, but the relentless footsteps of an indignant teenager as she came upstairs to our apartment. I managed to freshen my drink and was cowering in the classifieds as Caron marched into the room.

“Everybody’s going to be there,” she said accusingly.

“Oh, really? Are you interested in a paper route? How about part-time clerical work at a hardware store?”

She flung herself into the chair across from me. I was still cowering, but I could see the newspaper turning brown as she glared at me with the warmth of a laser. “Every last person I know is going to see Mousse. Every Last Person. Even the nerds and the dweebs and the eighth graders. Rhonda Maguire’s having a slumber party after the concert.”

“Here’s an opportunity to start as assistant manager at a fast-food place.”

“You are not funny, Mother. This Is Important. Do you realize everyone in school will be there except your daughter, who might as well sit in her room until she’s covered with mold?”

“If you keep leaving dirty dishes in there, your whole room’s going to be covered with mold,” I said, moving on to the real estate section. If I could find a house I could afford, perhaps I could move while she was at school and leave no forwarding address.

“All I need is twenty dollars,” she said with a sniffle. More sniffles ensued. “A measly twenty dollars is all that stands between Mousse and utter misery for the rest of my life.”

A devastatingly brilliant idea struck. I lowered the paper and said, “I know a way for you to earn twenty dollars, dear.”

“Earn? Why do I have to earn it? Inez’s father just gave it to her, but my father’s dead so I guess that won’t work.”

“Cool it, Little Orphan Annie,” I said, increasingly smitten with my idea. “You want to earn twenty dollars or not?” When she gave me a level look, I continued. “I told you and Inez about Miss Emily’s violets and dogs. I will pay you a dollar a day to go over there after school and see to things.”

“I have to buy the ticket tomorrow.”

Well, at least we were working toward our respective goals. Although I wasn’t pleased with the necessity of trusting her, I said, “I’ll advance the money so you can buy the ticket tomorrow, but you hand it over to me until the concert, okay?”

“What kind of dogs—little yappy ones or big grungy ones?”

“Somewhere in between,” I said lightly, willing myself not to flinch as her laser-eyes bored into me. “Basset hounds named Nick and Nora. They stay in the backyard, so all you need to do is mix up their food and set it on the porch. Their water’s in a bowl under a drippy faucet; it needs to be checked every now and then. Feed the dogs, water the plants, bring in the mail, and you’re done in less than half an hour.”

Caron was no great whiz at math, but I could see numbers spinning around in her head. At last she raised her eyebrows and said, “Fifteen minutes to walk over there, half an hour to mess around, and another fifteen minutes to walk home. You are offering to pay me a dollar an hour, Mother. A Dollar an Hour. What about minimum wage? What about child labor laws, for that matter?”

“What about being the only person in all of Farberville High School who won’t get to see Mush?” I countered.

“Mousse. The group is named Mousse.” She stood up, gave me a calculating look, and started for her room. “I’ll think about it. It sounds like a lot of work for a dollar an hour. It’s supposed to rain this week, you know. I’d get totally drenched.”

She strolled out of the living room and down the short hallway to her bedroom door. I remembered the sensation of paws on my derriere and drool on my neck.

“Oh, all right!” I called ungraciously. “Two dollars a day, and I’ll drive you if it rains.”

“Payable in advance?” she said from the hallway.

“I hope you grow up to be a labor negotiator for a bunch of dockworkers.”

“Interesting idea.” Her bedroom door closed very softly.

The next afternoon it was raining, naturally. Not sprinkling or drizzling, but raining hard enough to fill the gutters with satiny brown water and send the few pedestrians darting from doorway to doorway as they worked their way up Thurber Street toward the campus of Farber College. Occasional claps of thunder broke up the monotonous rhythm on the roof of the bookstore.

Caron and Inez were breathing heavily as they arrived under the protective portico of the Book Depot. While Inez stopped to struggle with the umbrella, Caron came inside, her expression leaving no question as to the identity of the party responsible for the rain. To some extent, this was my fault, having exaggerated maternal powers to an impressionable toddler, who readily believed I had the unlisted telephone numbers of everyone who mattered, including Santa Claus and the Tooth Fairy (who left several testy notes about sloppy dental hygiene).

I gave them a minute to recover and then herded them out to my car. After a brief debate about who was going to drive (we were dealing with the dreaded learner’s permit), I handed them the six pages and we pulled out of the parking lot.

“What’s all this?” Caron demanded.

“Instructions. As in what to do and how to do it. Just read through them.”

“I’m not reading anything, much less doing dogs, until I have my ticket,” she announced.

I drove them to a music store and waited in the car for an eternity while they battled a long line of Mousseketeers. Once the ticket was in my purse, I drove to Miss Emily’s house and parked. “I’ll wait here,” I said as I took out a book.

Inez tried the same ploy, but it met with scathing comments about fair weather friendship, craven cowardice, and other less charitable sentiments, and the two dashed to the front porch. I watched to make sure they found the key, and was about to escape into my mystery novel when a young man came up the sidewalk and turned toward the house. He had long, black hair plastered on his head like a bathing cap, and I caught a glimpse of dark, angry eyes as he passed my car. His lips were thin, his jaw sharp and angular, his cheeks strikingly concave. He wore a stained trench coat that might have come off the back of Sam Spade, and he carried a briefcase.

Caron and Inez looked alarmed as he approached, but he ignored them as he checked his mailbox, stuck a few envelopes in his coat pocket, and went around the corner of the house to an exterior staircase. According to page six of Miss Emily’s instructions, he was Daryl Defoe, the upstairs renter and sometimes “a wee bit irritable, but basically a good boy.”

Caron and Inez made it inside the house, so I settled back to outwit the bumbling inspector and identify the wicked soul who’d laced the souffle with cyanide. I was quite confident that I would succeed; this was, after all, mere fiction and I’d outwitted the Farberville CID on more than one occasion. Not that I would describe Lieutenant Peter Rosen as a bumbler. We’d met a while back when I’d been suspected of murder—just one of those annoying little things that happens to us all, I suppose. I’d been obliged to solve the mystery, and in the process had become interested in the hawk-nosed cop with curly black hair, molasses-colored eyes, and ferociously white teeth that hinted of vulpine ancestry.

Peter is a man of great charm, although he lapses from grace when he implies (a mild word) that I meddle in official investigations and stick my handsome nose into police business. He does this quite often, since I do try to take an interest in his work, as any good friend should.

Lately he has been bringing up the M-word. He is divorced and I am widowed, and we have been keeping company in the contemporary sense of the word. My deceased husband ran afoul of a chicken truck several years ago, and I have become settled in my singlehood and protective of my territory, both physical and intellectual. However, the idea of marriage is not loathsome, and at idle moments, such as this one, I allow myself to debate the relative merits.

I was trying to envision the division of closet space when a hand rapped on the window. I jerked my head up and found myself staring at a face only an inch from the car window. The face belonged to an elderly woman with a great cloud of uncombed gray hair somewhat restrained by a scarlet scarf, faded blue eyes, enough makeup to unhinge a Mary Kaye saleswoman, and a wide smile that seemed to consume the lower part of her face. A gold tooth glinted at me.

“Hello,” she shouted.

I rolled the window down a cautious inch. “Hello.”

She seemed unaware of the rain splattering down on her. She stepped back, giving me a better view of the tangled mass of plastic beads and gold chains, a frilly blouse and peasant skirt, a pink fringed shawl, and a leash in her hand. At the end of the leash was the most enormous black cat I’d ever seen. From its malevolent gaze, I deduced that it was not pleased to be taking a stroll in the rain.

“You’re Claire Malloy,” the woman said.

“I’m Claire Malloy,” I said, noting the car door was not locked and wishing I could push down the button without seeming alarmed, which I was.

“I’m Vidalia Lattis,” she continued in a melodious trill, “and a very dear friend of Emily’s. She told me you had agreed to take care of things while she was off on her tour. I think the Southwest is so intriguing, don’t you? I’m very sure those old caves must be haunted by brooding Indian spirits, and of course the desert is so dramatic. A veritable stage for the unfolding of the struggle between life and death, the survival of man in the most brutal environment.”

“Oh, yes,” I murmured.

She gestured at the cat. “This is Astra. In an earlier life, she was a pampered pet of Cleopatra. Can’t you imagine her on a barge on the Nile, sitting regally on a pillow and surrounded by dark-skinned servants with platters of caviar?”

I nodded, although it was easier to imagine the cat starring in a Stephen King movie. It is best not to contradict a gold-toothed woman oblivious to buckets of rain being splashed on her. “Nice to have met you,” I added.

“You must come by for a cup of tea some afternoon. I live in the red-brick apartment house right there on the corner. It’s terribly cozy, Astra thinks, and so convenient to the library and grocery store, and it is important for us to have—”

She stopped as a large yellow dog shot out of the side yard and came at her, barking like a banshee. She snatched up the cat and darted around to the passenger side of my car. Before I could determine what was going on, she was sitting beside me and the dog had his muddy paws on my window.

Vidalia smiled brightly and said, “As I was saying, the location is good but the neighborhood is not exactly what I’m used to. When I worked at the insurance office, I had my own bungalow, but the yard work became too arduous and I opted to rent an apartment.”

She continued to rattle on, but I was missing most of it because the dog was barking its brains out, rain was pounding on the roof of the car, and a great boom of thunder added to the confusion. And at this point, Caron and Inez reappeared on the porch, assessed the situation, and were now shrieking about what they were supposed to do with that monster attacking the car. Caron was, anyway; Inez’s mouth was moving.

I reacted in a mature fashion by covering my face with my hands. Vidalia dribbled into silence, perhaps appreciating the implications of my gesture, and the dog stopped barking and sat down on the sidewalk. The rain eased up.

As I removed my hands, I saw Colonel Culworthy striding toward us, his khaki jumpsuit protected by a black umbrella. “Did you open the gate?” he demanded.

I rolled down the window an inch. “I haven’t stepped foot out of the car,” I said.

“Someone did,” he said. “Patton’s out. It’s not allowed. The town has a leash ordinance, and a damn good one. Don’t like to see dogs roaming.” He bent down and glared at my companion. “You open the gate?”

Vidalia clutched her cat so tightly its eyes bulged and its tongue poked out. “Of course not, Colonel. I was merely having a chat with Ms. Malloy when that animal came bounding at me.”

“Who opened the gate?” Culworthy demanded.

I remembered the upstairs renter had gone around the side of the house that adjoined Culworthy’s yard, but I had no desire to offer the information. “Maybe you left it unlatched,” I said.

“Nonsense. I always latch it.”

Vidalia leaned forward to stare at him. “Then how did Patton get out twice last week? He scattered my garbage all over the alley, and it took me the entire morning to clean it up. Astra was so alarmed that I had to entice her out from under the divan with the tuna fish salad that I’d saved for lunch.”

His face turned red. He straightened up, and in a gruff voice, said, “Must have slipped out while I was setting out my garbage cans. Pure accident. Gave him a dressing-down he won’t forget. Sorry about the mess in your alley, Vidalia.”

I was relieved to see we were not headed for open warfare conducted over my body. Culworthy grabbed Patton’s collar and marched him back between the two houses. Once the coast was clear, Caron and Inez came down the sidewalk and waited impatiently while Vidalia thanked me effusively for protecting her and Astra from the certain death, reiterated her invitation for tea, and removed herself from the car.

“Good grief, Mother,” Caron said as we drove away, “this neighborhood is thick with weirdos. Did you see that serial killer come at us on the porch? I was sure he was going to pull out a dagger.”

“He was so glowery,” Inez added in a whisper.

“He’s a graduate student,” I explained.

Caron was unimpressed. “That doesn’t give him an excuse to look at us as though we weren’t there.”

Inez shook her head. “He didn’t look at us, even though we were there. That was what was so incredibly unnerving.”

“And that gypsy who threw herself in the car,” Caron said to me, ignoring the minor dissension. “Who on earth was that? I mean, really—didn’t that sort of peculiar clothing go out in the sixties?”

“She’s a neighbor of Miss Emily’s. She seemed pleasant enough, although I may not make it over for tea.” I braked in time to let a truck run the light. “How’d it go inside? Did you find everything you needed?”

Caron took a deep breath, and in the pained voice of a martyr with flames licking between her toes, said, “Do you realize there are seventy-seven African violets in the kitchen? And those dogs are disgusting. One of them licked me on the hand. I’ll probably get mange or rabies.”

“They drool,” Inez said.

“They were covered with mud—and who knows what else!” Caron, front seat. “It was nauseating.”

“The dog food smells terrible.” Inez, backseat.

“And it looks like vomit when it’s mixed up.” Caron, front seat.

“Then it’s a good thing you only have nineteen more days,” I said brightly as we headed down Thurber Street. I tried not to think of the quantity of complaints I would be forced to endure, and with a properly sympathetic expression. For a person who was not fond of dogs, I was going to hear a great deal about them. But at least, I told myself, I could do so at a civilized distance.








Two



Things settled down over the next few days. Caron sighed a lot and compared everything she ate to the dog food she was mixing on a daily basis, but the weather was on my side. A poster of three boys with spiky orange hair and sneers appeared on her bedroom wall; neither of us commented on it. Peter was off dealing with a family crisis, so I spent my evenings outwitting a series of bumbly inspectors and Caron spent hers gushing about Mousse on the telephone.

I was working on a fictionalized account of my monthly sales tax report for the state government when Caron and Inez invaded the store late one afternoon. They came in so tentatively, though, that I closed the ledger and gave them a bemused look.

“It’s the dogs,” Caron said morosely.

“The dogs,” Inez echoed.

“Surely it’s getting easier by now,” I said. “You must have a routine worked out.”

“We did,” Caron said. She drifted behind the science fiction rack, where all I could see was the top of her head. “They’re missing.”

I went around the other corner of the rack. “What did you say?”

“I said they’re missing, as in gone. We went to Miss Emily’s like we always do. The dumb flowers didn’t need water, so we mixed up that disgusting stuff and took it to the back porch. They usually come out from under the bushes when they hear us, but today they didn’t. Inez and I called and called, and then both of us crawled around and looked everywhere in the yard.”

Inez peeked around the opposite end. “Don’t forget about the gate being open,” she said, her eyes blinking behind the thick lenses. “I think it’s a clue.”

I was blinking as hard as she, if such a thing were possible. “Nick and Nora are missing, and the gate was open? Is this what you’re telling me?”

“It wasn’t our doing,” Caron said. Or whined, to be more accurate. Her repertoire is quite extensive. “We don’t ever set foot off the porch, because of the dogs trying to drool on our feet. We didn’t even know there was a gate until Inez found it. It’s sort of hard to see under the stairs.”

“It’s behind a forsythia,” Inez explained.

“But you’re quite sure it was closed yesterday?” I said.

Caron took a book off the rack and studied the lurid cover, which involved a nubile warrior in a leather bikini being sucked into carnivorous crimson slime. “Why wouldn’t it have been?” she said nonchalantly.

I’d had only fifteen years of motherhood, but I was adept enough to read between the words. I snatched the book out of her hands. “You did go to Miss Emily’s house yesterday afternoon, didn’t you?”

“Well, sort of.”

“What does that mean?” I said in the ominous voice of a maternal warrior in jeans and a T-shirt.

“It was Rhonda Maguire’s fault.” Caron was edging backward, licking her lips and shooting desperate looks at the front door. “She absolutely insisted that we come over and help her paint this incredibly neat banner to take to the concert. We worked out in the garage so we wouldn’t—”

“You were at Rhonda’s all afternoon?” I interrupted. “You didn’t bother to go to Willow Street and feed the dogs?”

“Oh, it’s not like that, Mrs. Malloy,” Inez said. “Caron paid Rhonda’s little brother to do it.”

“And he did it for fifty cents,” Caron tossed out, in case I wanted to praise her financial acumen rather than throttle her.

I did not. “So what do you intend to do about Nick and Nora? Miss Emily trusted me, and I was foolish enough to trust you.” I gave her an evil smile. “But not so foolish as to trust you with the concert ticket.”

“Mother, it’s not My Fault that the stupid gate wasn’t locked and the dogs made a break for it. Rhonda’s brother didn’t crawl under a bush to open a gate, for pete’s sake. I told him how to go through the house to the kitchen. He’s not that dorky.”

“He’s only eight, though,” Inez began. She caught Caron’s glare and scuttled around the end of the rack.

“What are you going to do?” I persisted.

“Read the lost and found ads in the classified?”

“Try again, dear.”

“Go look for them?”

“That’s right,” I said through clenched teeth. “You are going to search the entire neighborhood, knock on everyone’s door, literally beat the bushes, call them until your voice is completely gone, and find those dogs. Do you understand?”

“But I have all this algebra homework, and…” She noticed my expression, sighed loudly, and said, “Come on, Inez. Let’s go find the dogs and put them back in the yard. On the way home, we can swing by Rhonda’s house to pulverize that stupid little dork.”

On that cheerful note, they left. I tried to reimmerse myself in the tax figures, but all I could see was Miss Emily’s face as I told her the dogs were gone. She would maintain her dignity, of course, and gaze sadly at me. She might have to dab her eyes with a lacy handkerchief. Her chin might tremble. She might have a heart attack and die on the carpet.

“Oh, hell!” I said as I threw down the pencil (the red one). I grabbed the fly-speckled CLOSED sign, set it in the door, locked the store, and drove to Willow Street.

There was no sign of the search party. I went around the side of the house and found the open gate beneath the exterior staircase. I was about to leave when I saw a footprint in the mud. It did not have the distinctive tread marks of a sneaker, I thought as I placed my foot alongside it. It was longer and wider than mine, and therefore likely to have been made by a man.

The open gate might be a clue, but this most definitely qualified. It had rained five days ago. This area was shady and the ground was still somewhat wet, and it was clear that a man had come under the stairs and walked to the gate. With easy ingress blocked by a forsythia on the other side, it seemed more likely that he had flipped up the U-shaped latch and pulled the gate open a foot or so. Nick and Nora had chanced upon this fortuity and made their escape, but not necessarily immediately. The gate could have been opened four days ago or within the last few hours, I reminded myself.

Lieutenant Rosen might have his fingerprints, but Claire Malloy-Marple had a footprint. All she had to do was figure out what to do with it. I was standing over it and frowning when I heard dry leaves crackle in the adjoining yard. Culworthy’s retriever loped to the fence, sat down, and stared hopefully at me, as if anticipating a doggie treat to appear in my hand.

In his dreams, right?

It did give me an idea, though, and I went around to the front of Culworthy’s house and rang the bell. He had a martini in his hand as he opened the door and an unfriendly look on his face. “Ah, yes, you’re the Malloy woman. Need something?”

“I was wondering if you might have a bag of plaster.”

“What for?”

“Someone opened the gate in Miss Emily’s yard, and the dogs are loose. There’s a footprint by the gate. I’d like to make a cast of it.”

“Good idea. Can’t have hooligans opening gates in the area. Dogs run wild, get in the garbage, that sort of thing.” He took a sip of the martini. “Yes, bag of plaster in my garage. Wait here, Malloy; I’ll take care of this for you. We can use evidence in court to convict the hooligans.”

I resisted the urge to remind him whose footprint it was, or belonged to, anyway, and waited on the porch until he came back with a bag of plaster, a plastic bucket, and a long wooden spoon. I led him to the side yard and showed him the footprint. “It looks very much as if it was made by a man,” I said. “And the only reason for him coming here is to open the gate.”

“Can’t have open gates,” Culworthy said. He splashed some water into the bucket from the faucet on the side of his house, and we discussed the quantity of plaster necessary to secure, as he insisted, the evidence for court.

It was rather entertaining, and I was beginning to be accustomed to his staccato speech. He was stirring the white mixture when the door above us opened. The renter, Daryl Defoe, came out to the landing, leaned over the railing and said, “What do you think you’re doing, Culworthy? This is private property.”

“Damn draft dodger,” Culworthy muttered without looking up.

“I heard that!” Daryl said, his dark eyes glittering with poorly disguised anger. “I did my year in ’Nam. You want to see the shrapnel scars on my leg, Colonel Culworthy? How about my stay in the Hanoi Hilton? You want to hear about the room service?”

Culworthy stirred more vigorously, splattering plaster on his creased khaki trousers. Agreeing with Caron’s assessment of the neighbors, I looked up and said, “Someone opened the gate and the dogs got out. Did you notice anyone in this area?”

Daryl came down the stairs, the Sam Spade trench coat now replaced by scruffy jeans and a slightly soiled dress shirt. His feet were bare. I realized he was not as young as I’d assumed when I first saw him. There were fine lines around his wide-set eyes and a crease in his forehead as sharp as the one in the colonel’s trousers. There were a few traces of gray in his collar-length hair, which looked as shiny as it had when I’d seen him in the rain. Then it had been wet; now I assumed it was simply dirty.

“So you’re playing detective,” he said to Culworthy’s back. “I didn’t know you’d been in military intelligence, if you’ll excuse the inherent contradiction of the phrase.”

Culworthy’s neck turned red; the spoon clattered in the bucket. I gave Daryl a stern look and said, “Did you see anyone down here in the last few days?”

“There were a couple of girls who’ve been in the house several times. They must be taking care of the dogs for the old lady.”

“Why didn’t you volunteer to do it?” I asked. “After all, you’re right upstairs, and it wouldn’t have been much trouble to feed the dogs for your own landlady.” Thus relieving wishy-washy bookstore proprietors from the obligation.

“I sometimes stay in the computer room at the college for two or three days at a time, surviving on stale sandwiches and coffee from the vending machines. Miss Emily knows it and was worried that I might forget the dogs.” He gave me a concerned look. “She’s devoted to them. I hear her out in the yard, talking to them and tossing a ball and that sort of thing. I hope you get them back before she comes home.”

“Nice you noticed,” Culworthy growled. “The plaster’s thickening. Back, both of you. Must proceed cautiously and follow proper procedure in order to secure the evidence.”

Daryl and I obediently stepped back so Culworthy could proceed cautiously, etc. We were all standing around the white puddle when Vidalia appeared.

“Have any of you seen Astra?” she demanded shrilly.

“In your window yesterday,” Culworthy said. “Looked like she was napping.”

“I mean today,” Vidalia said. She was dressed pretty much as she had been when I first saw her, and now the hem of her skirt was threatening the puddle of plaster.

I caught her arm. “Your cat disappeared today?”

“Oh, yes, and I am so very distraught. I’ve had Astra for twelve years, ever since she was a tiny kitten no bigger than a ball of fuzzy yarn. She’s always had the finest food, and she has her own wicker basket right by my bed with a matching bedspread. Whatever shall I do?”

Unlike my imagined scenario with Miss Emily, Vidalia had no intention of remaining dignified in the face of disaster. She was twisting her hands together and moaning steadily; tears clotted in the mascara and ran down her face in black ribbons. Culworthy and Daryl looked totally bewildered by this histrionic display, so I tightened my grip on her arm and pulled her around to the front yard.

“Tell me about Astra,” I said.

“At dawn this morning I let her out for her playtime. She loves to chase the birds; her little eyes are so very merry when she comes to the door and demands to be let inside. Even her yowls are merry.”

“And she disappeared?”

“It’s entirely my fault,” Vidalia moaned, beginning to rock back and forth and hiccup like a coffee percolator. “I was doing her chart. With Virgo rising, it’s been an exciting month for both of us, and I was making an adjustment when I realized I’d been working all morning and it was almost time for our lunch. I went to the backyard, but Astra wasn’t anywhere to be seen. I called for her, and then walked all the way down to the library and over to the supermarket. What do you think could have happened to poor Astra? She’s delicate. Do you think some vicious dog could have…?”

She began to crumple. I caught her, realizing under all the ruffles and accessories that she was very small and thin, and helped her to the porch. She sank down and buried her face in her arms, yowling but not at all merrily.

Culworthy appeared. “What’s wrong with the woman?” he barked, although I could hear concern under his gruffness.

“She let Astra out this morning, and she ran away,” I said.

“No, she would never do that,” Vidalia said between sobs and hiccups. “Astra never leaves the yard. Well, once she chased a squirrel into the next yard, but she came back and apologized.”

“Damn shame,” Culworthy said. He sat down next to Vidalia and patted her shoulder. “Shouldn’t think she went far. She’ll be back for dinner.”

“I have a nice piece of fish for her. She does so love it broiled with a bit of butter.”

I frowned at Culworthy. “Could Astra’s disappearance have anything to do with Miss Emily’s dogs? It’s hard to overlook the coincidence.”

Vidalia wiped her face with a tissue from her cuff. “Emily’s dogs have disappeared, too? This is dreadful, simply dreadful. Whatever will she do when she returns home?”

Before I could think of a response, Caron and Inez trudged up the sidewalk to the porch. In that they were unaccompanied by basset hounds, I sighed and said, “Did you knock on every door in the neighborhood?”

Caron nodded. “Nobody’s seen the dogs. There’s a lady up the street who says her dog is missing, too.”

“I wonder,” I said slowly, “if the animal control officer might have been in this area.”

“Like the dogcatcher?” Caron said, turning pale. “He took the dogs to the pound to asphyxiate them?” She sounded seriously upset, but I suspected it had more to do with the upcoming rock concert than the fate of anyone’s pets at the local Auschwitz.

“And poor Astra—she’s dead?” Vidalia began to cry again.

“Nonsense,” said Culworthy, giving me a dirty look. “No one asphyxiated Astra.”

“Of course not,” I said, then stopped as I heard a thud, followed by an expletive inappropriate for my daughter’s tender ears. We all hurried around the house to the side yard. Daryl Defoe was sprawled in the mud. All around him were fragments of plaster, ranging from hefty pieces to pebbles.

“What the hell?” Culworthy demanded.

“The plaster had set, so I was going to bring it around front. I didn’t realize how heavy it was and how slippery the ground is,” he said, embarrassed.

I stepped over his legs and searched for the footprint. All I saw was smushy mud. “You managed to destroy not only the mold, but also the original print,” I said.

“It was an accident.”

Culworthy snorted. “Damn convenient one.”

Daryl got to his feet, slapping at the mud on his jeans and shirttail, and sending angry looks at all of us. “I don’t know what Colonel Culworthy meant by that, but if you think I made the footprint when I opened the gate to let the dogs out, and then destroyed the evidence by staging a fall, you’re wrong. Dead wrong.”

It was a terse yet accurate description of my thoughts. However, there was no point in mentioning as much, so I told the girls to wait in the car and led Vidalia back to the sidewalk. “I’m going to the animal shelter now,” I said. “I doubt there’s an animal control officer on the planet who’s capable of catching Astra, but I’ll make sure that she’s not there.”

She gave me a watery smile. “How very kind of you. I think I’ll pop the codfish in the broiler and study Astra’s chart for a clue to her behavior. Virgo rising can make her mischievous, especially as we approach the cusp. You can imagine how animated she is when Pisces intrudes; I tend to believe she thinks she can catch the fish somehow. But you know how cats are, don’t you?”

“Oh, yes,” I said vaguely, having no idea how cats were and not eager to learn. I assured her I’d report if I learned anything about Astra, then went to the car.

“We are going to the animal shelter,” I said as we pulled away from the curb.

Caron shook her head. “You may be going to the animal shelter, but I have this incredible amount of algebra homework. We are talking pages and pages of these screwy quadratic equations. It’s going to take hours and hours—minimum.”

“I thought we were going to Rhonda’s,” Inez contributed from the backseat. “Didn’t you tell her we—”

“I have all this algebra homework,” Caron said hastily.

“And I have your ticket in my purse,” I said.

Caron stuck out her lower lip, but she had enough sense to avoid further self-incrimination and we drove to the animal shelter at the south end of Farberville.

The building was made of concrete blocks and was set in the middle of an unpaved lot. Someone had made an effort to lessen its general aura of starkness with pots of begonias on either side of the door. I parked beside a small pickup truck with a covered bed and grilled windows. There were two other vehicles in the lot, one a hatchback and the other a much-abused, ancient Cadillac with the soaring tail fins of the fifties.

“I’m waiting here,” Caron said. “I’ll throw up if I have to look at a pile of dead animals.”

“No, you’re both coming with me,” I said as I dropped the car keys in my purse and clicked it closed. “This is an animal shelter, not a death camp. They pick up runaways and take care of them while the owners are being notified.”

Caron stared at the building. “There’s probably this big oven they kill the dogs in. And the dogcatcher looks like Quasimodo, only worse.”

“What do you think he does with the dead bodies?” Inez said in a hollow voice.

“I’m sure he’ll give you some if you ask sweetly,” I said as I got out of the car. The two followed reluctantly, and we went inside to meet Quasi.

There was a small reception room, with standard office equipment behind a counter. Directly in front of us was a door that, based on the cacophony coming from behind it, led to the kennel. The door on our left had a sign that read DIRECTOR.

As I hesitated, a petite woman with sensible dark hair opened the door, looked over her shoulder, and with a scowl, said, “You’re driving me crazy, and I don’t know how much longer I can put up with this. You might as well go sleep it off. If you show up in this condition one more time, you’re fired. Finito. History. Understand?”

Muttering to herself, she continued into the office and saw us. Her dark eyes narrowed for a moment, then relaxed. Her scowl was replaced with a pleasant smile. “I’m Jan Gallager, the director. We’re closed, but I’ll do whatever I can for you.”

“We’re looking for a couple of canine criminals,” I said. “The gate was left open. I thought they might have been picked up by the animal control officer.”

“Not today,” she said with a trace of tightness. “He hasn’t been out and he’s incapable of picking anything, including his nose. When did your dogs get loose?”

I glowered at Caron and Inez, who were still waiting for a hunchback to come through the door with a wheelbarrow of carcasses. “We aren’t sure,” I admitted. “Any time in the last forty-eight hours.”

The scowl wasn’t back, but the pleasant smile was gone, too. “Let me get this straight, please. You say your dogs could have disappeared any time in the last forty-eight hours, right? You haven’t seen them since then, or bothered to feed them?”

I felt as though I were facing a parole officer who’d heard rumors. “They’re not my dogs. I was taking care of them as a favor, and then my daughter took over the job. She reported their absence this afternoon.”

Jan put her hands on her trim hips and looked at the guilty party. “You last saw the dogs forty-eight hours ago? You didn’t feed them and supply water yesterday? Animals deserve proper treatment. How would you like to skip two days of meals?”

“I had someone go by yesterday to feed them,” Caron said.

“Was the food still in the bowls today?”

Caron shook her head. “No, so they must have gotten loose last night or today.”

“Unless,” Inez said, always eager to help, “Rhonda’s brother just pocketed the money and didn’t feed them.”

Jan looked as if she were about to launch into a well-deserved lecture when we heard a crash from her office. Wincing, she said, “I’m having a bit of trouble with one of our part-time employees. Go have a look at the dogs in the back and see if yours are there.”

She went into the office and slammed the door. Caron and Inez gave me piteous looks, but I squared my shoulders and said, “Come on, girls. Let’s get this over with.” I ordered myself to open the door, recoiled as the miasma of urine and disinfectant enveloped me, and led the way into a room with cages on either side.

Most of the dozen cages held several dogs. Some were barking, while others lay despondently on the concrete floor. A litter of fluffy brown puppies began to dance about, yapping excitedly and floundering into one another.

“Aren’t they precious,” Caron said as she bent down to look at them.

The sound, the smell, and the quickly discovered information that Nick and Nora were not present resulted in a headache. “Precious,” I muttered as I went into a smaller room. Here I found cats in boxes. I did not find Astra. The final room had boxes of supplies, brooms and mops, and an army cot with a gray sheet and a limp pillow.

Jan was looking through a notebook when we returned to the reception room. “No luck, huh?” she said sympathetically. “Maybe we’ll pick them up tomorrow and impound them. Give me a description, the address from where they escaped, and your telephone number. I’ll call you if they show up.”

I did so, but when I mentioned Miss Emily’s street, she flipped to the previous page in the notebook and said, “I thought that sounded familiar. Here’s another report of a missing animal from that area this morning. Damn that man!”

“You know who it is?” I said, startled.

“I don’t know who’s stealing animals, but I know where they’re likely to end up,” she said in a fiercely cold voice. “I’ll bet my skinny paycheck that Newton Churls is back in business. He swore he wasn’t buying local animals, and the sheriff was more than eager to believe him.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Newton Churls is the owner of NewCo. He’s a Class B dealer and has a place out east of town.” She caught my blank look. “He’s licensed to sell random source animals to laboratories and medical schools for research—and we’re not talking which dog food tastes better. The National Institute of Health gives away over three and a half billion dollars of your tax dollars so researchers can cut animals up, cripple them, blind them, burn them, infect them with diseases, and in general torture them. Over seventy million animals die this way every year so that someone can determine that you really shouldn’t drink paint solvent or put it in your eyes.”

“This is legal?” Caron gasped. “They can do this to people’s pets?”

“Yes, indeed. The dealers are licensed by the USDA, but rarely inspected. They’re not allowed to knowingly buy and later sell stolen pets. Every now and then one is reprimanded for filthy conditions and inhumane treatment. Churls no doubt has a wonderfully repentant expression when he’s promising to do better. It doesn’t stop him from selling someone’s beloved pet to a med school so they can see how long the dog can live with nails in his skull.”

“That’s horrible,” I said, struggling not to visualize Nick and Nora on an operating table. “But medical research is necessary, isn’t it? That’s how we develop and test new drugs that will save people’s lives. A child with leukemia deserves all the help he can get.”

“Some of it may be necessary,” Jan said. “However, the NIH is eager to give away money and not at all eager to ascertain if the proposed research is duplicative, inapplicable, irrelevant to humans—or if it’s conducted in a humane fashion.” She held up her hands and smiled. “Sorry, I’ll get off the soapbox now.”

“What about that Churls man?” Caron demanded. “If he stole Miss Emily’s dogs, we’ve got to call the police.”

“He doesn’t steal dogs; he’s much too cunning for that. He buys them from people and doesn’t ask questions about the source. When we see a pattern of thefts in a neighborhood, we suspect there’s a buncher working it.”

“A buncher?” I said.

Jan grimaced and said, “A middleman who picks up strays and answers ‘free to good home’ ads and notices. When things get lean, he may start collecting pets from backyards. He sells them to someone like Churls, receiving twenty to thirty dollars for a dog and half that for a cat. Churls then sells the animals for as much as a hundred dollars for dogs and seventy-five for cats. Last year Churls dealt with nearly five hundred dogs; we estimated he made forty thousand dollars.”

“And you think a buncher might have sold the Willow Street animals to Churls?” I said. “What do we do now? Should we call the police?”

“It’s not that simple,” she said, sighing. “It’s the county’s jurisdiction, so you’ll have to call the sheriff. He’ll tell you that he can’t search NewCo without probable cause. He’s wrong, because the USDA guidelines say that the dealer must cooperate with any citizen who suspects a pet is there, probable cause or not. The sheriff will refuse to send a deputy with you, which means Churls won’t let you inside the property and might come at you with a shotgun. It’s happened before.”

“Mother,” Caron said. That’s all she said, but the implication was that I’d best do something about this dreadful mess.

“You have to do something, Mrs. Malloy,” Inez said earnestly.

I shrugged at them. “I suppose we could stage a commando raid at midnight. Scale the fence, open the cages, and run like the wind.”

“He has pit bulls that he lets out at night,” Jan said. “I suggest you talk to the sheriff and—”

The door of the office banged opened, and out staggered a man with unfocused eyes, wet, flaccid lips, a nose that might have shamed Rudolph, and an overall aura of seediness. His wrinkled cowboy shirt was missing half its snaps, and his jeans were so baggy they threatened to slide down his skinny hips. He moved in a haze of alcohol.

To my regret, I recognized him. To my deeper regret, he recognized me and lifted up a whiskey bottle in salute.

“Wowsy,” he managed to say, “it’s the senator.”
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