

[image: e9781429992053_cover.jpg]







[image: e9781429992053_i0001.jpg]





Table of Contents


Title Page


Acknowledgments

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Also by

Praise for Donna Andrews’s Meg Langslow Mysteries

No Nest for the Wicket

Copyright Page







For Dad, who inspired Meg’s dad, and still inspires me




Acknowledgments



 Thank you!

To the folks at St. Martin’s/Minotaur who make this all possible—to Ruth Cavin for all her guidance and support, and for never letting me get away with less than the best book I can write; to her assistant, Toni Plummer, for her efficiency in keeping the book on track; and (long overdue) to the art department for doing such wonderful covers with whatever bird I foist upon them.

To Ellen Geiger and Anna Abreu at Curtis Brown for taking such good care of the business side of my writing career, so I can do the fun part.

To the friends who critiqued the manuscript—as usual, on short notice, during busy times in their own lives: Ellen Crosby, Kathy Deligianis, Suzanne Frisbee, Dave Niemi, and Rosemary Stevens.

And to the readers who take the time to tell me how much they like reading about Meg and her family. Sometimes, when real life seems determined to interfere with your writing, it really does help knowing that someone out there is waiting impatiently to see what happens next.




Chapter 1

When the doorbell rang, I stumbled to the still-dark window and poured a bucket of water where the front porch roof would have been if it hadn’t blown away in a thunderstorm two weeks ago.

“Aarrgghh!” screamed our visitor. A male voice, for a change.

Ignoring the curses from below, I poured another gallon jug of water into the bucket, added a scoop of ice cubes from the cooler, and stationed it by the window before crawling back into the sleeping bag.

“I have an idea,” Michael said, poking his head out from under his pillow. “Next time let’s just hire someone to do this.”

“There won’t be a next time,” I said. “We are never, ever having another yard sale.”

“Works for me,” Michael said, disappearing under the pillow again.

Within thirty seconds I heard the gentle not-quite-snores that told me he was fast asleep.

A point in Michael’s favor, the non-snoring. The list
was long on points in Michael’s favor and very short on flaws. Not that I normally keep ledgers on people, but I suspected that after several years together, Michael was tiring of my commitment phobia and working up to a serious talk about the “M” word. And no matter how much I liked the idea of spending the rest of my life with Michael, the “M” word still made me nervous. I’d begun making my mental list of his good points to defuse my admittedly irrational anxiety.

Not something I needed to worry about right now. Now, I needed to sleep. I settled back and tried to follow Michael’s example. But I didn’t hear a car driving away, which probably meant our caller was still lurking nearby. Perhaps even trying to sneak into the yard sale area. I wished him luck getting past our security. But odds were he’d eventually ring the doorbell again. Or another early arrival would. If only someone had warned me that no matter what start time you announce for a yard sale, the dedicated bargain hunters show up before dawn.

My family, of course, had been showing up for days. Every room that had a floor was strewn with sleeping bags, and my more adventurous cousins had strung up hammocks in some of the floorless rooms.

From downstairs in the living room, I heard the thumping of Cousin Dolores’s morning aerobics and the resonant chants Cousin Rosemary emitted while performing her sun salutations. Perhaps this morning they would both keep to their own separate ends of the living room. If not, someone else would have to restore peace between East and West today.

Michael was definitely fast asleep again. What a wonderful gift, being able to fall asleep like that. I felt envious.

Just envious, the cynical side of my mind asked. Not even a teeny bit resentful? I mean, it’s no wonder he can
sleep so soundly. He hasn’t spent every waking moment of the last two months getting ready for this weekend.

In late August, we’d bought The House—a huge Victorian pile, three stories high plus attic and basement, with three acres of land and assorted outbuildings, including a full-sized barn equipped with a resident pair of nesting owls. The only way we’d been able to afford it was to take the place “as is,” which referred not only to the property’s run-down condition, but also to the fact that it still contained all of the late Edwina Sprocket’s possessions. And Edwina had been a hoarder. The house had been merely cluttered, the attic and basement downright scary, and the barn … apparently when the house became overcrowded, she’d started shoving things into the barn. When she’d run out of space on the first floor of the barn, she’d placed a ramp up to the hayloft and begun pouring junk in from above. She’d filled the barn and moved on to the sheds by the time she’d finally died, leaving her various grandnieces and grandnephews with a hideous clearing-out job that they’d avoided by selling the place to us. “As is.” With a clause in the contract entitling them to ten percent of whatever we made by selling the contents.

Eventually, I assumed, I would come to share Michael’s conviction that this was a marvelous deal. Perhaps tomorrow evening, when the yard sale was history. Right now, I just felt tired.

I heard a car engine outside. Probably another caller heading for our doorbell.

I crawled out of the sleeping bag and stumbled over to the window. I rubbed my eyes, opened them, and found myself staring into the pale, heart-shaped face of one of our resident barn owls, sitting on its favorite perch, a dead branch in the oak tree just outside our window. Apparently I’d interrupted its bedtime snack—the tail of an unfortunate field mouse dangled from its mouth.


“Ick,” I said. “Are you trying to put me off spaghetti for good?”

The owl stared at me for a few seconds, and then twitched its head. The tail disappeared.

“That branch has got to go,” I said, to no one in particular. Certainly not to the owl, who wasn’t likely to give up his customary feeding station simply because I objected to having our front porch whitewashed with owl droppings and sprinkled with leftover rodent parts every night. Perhaps I could delegate the branch removal to one of the many uncles and cousins who kept asking what they could do to help, assuming I found one who could be trusted with sharp implements.

Just then our latest caller rang the bell, and I emptied the bucket out the window, still staring at the owl.

No screams or curses this time. Only a very familiar voice.

“Meg? It’s me, Dad.”

I closed my eyes and sighed.

“I brought doughnuts.”

I stuck my head out of the window, startling the owl into flight. A very wet Dad stood on our doorstep. Water beaded on his shiny bald head, and he was trying, with his chin, to brush several ice cubes off the stack of boxes in his arms.

“I’ll be right down.” I said.

I pulled on jeans and a sweatshirt and headed down the hall for a quick visit to the bathroom. But when I was still ten feet away, a bathrobe-clad man carrying a bulging shaving bag emerged from the last bedroom on the right, waggled his fingers at me cheerfully, and disappeared into the bathroom.

The only bathroom on this floor. Chalk it up to lack of caffeine, but I was so irritated it took me a few seconds to realize that I had no idea who the heck the man in the bathrobe was.


Yet another visiting relative, obviously. But no one I recognized. I thought I knew all the relatives who’d invited themselves to stay at the house. I racked my brain to figure out which aunt or cousin might have brought a new husband or boyfriend along.

Meanwhile, I headed for the third floor bathroom. I reminded myself that this was a temporary inconvenience. First on our long list of remodeling projects was creating a real master bedroom suite with a private connecting bath. And we weren’t inviting any more houseguests until we’d solved the bathroom shortage.

Just then I heard the strains of Puccini’s “Un Bel Di Verdremo” wafting down from the third floor, which meant that Mrs. Fenniman, another visiting relative, had taken possession of the bathroom for her usual long and tuneful ablutions. I went downstairs instead.

I followed voices to the kitchen. Apparently someone else had let Dad in. He’d put on water for coffee and was sitting cross-legged on the kitchen floor, sharing his doughnuts with my brother, Rob, and a petite middle-aged woman who looked vaguely familiar—although it was hard to tell, because she was wearing a set of Groucho Marx glasses, complete with the fake nose and mustache.

“Morning,” I said.

The bathroom off the kitchen was, of course, occupied. But since it was only a half bath, turnover should be faster than upstairs. I stationed myself by the door.

“Morning, Meg,” Dad said, raising a cloud of powdered sugar as he waved at me. “You remember your mother’s cousin, Emma. From Wichita.”

“Kansas?” I asked.

Emma nodded, and raised her Groucho mask briefly so I could see her face. She wasn’t wet, so I deduced she’d come in with one of the family instead of ringing the bell.


“Mother said her relatives were coming from all over for the yard sale,” I said. “But Kansas?”

Whatever Emma started to say was drowned out by the loud thud and subsequent howl of agony from the bathroom.




Chapter 2

“Claude!” Cousin Emma shrieked, and leaped toward the closed door.

“I brought my medical bag,” Dad said. Though semiretired, Dad kept his state medical license current so he could treat family, friends, and victims of interesting accidents—like the one happening behind the bathroom door. Though once angry curses and loud thuds replaced the howls, I deduced it wasn’t a serious one.

“See if you can open the door,” I called to the bathroom’s unlucky occupant.

The downstairs half bath was tucked under the stairs, in a space that should have remained a closet. We called it the quarter bath. Most people avoided bumping their heads on the four-foot ceiling over the toilet, but unless they were very short, they usually hit the five and a half foot ceiling over the sink when they straightened up after washing their hands. The fact that you couldn’t sit down without bumping your knees against the sink was another strike against it. No wonder Michael, at six-four, refused to use this bathroom. I had trouble enough myself at five-ten.


Rob ambled over and gave the bathroom doorknob a sharp tug, which not only opened the door but tore it completely off its hinges, revealing a small, plump, middle-aged man crouched inside.

“Oops,” Rob said.

“This is my husband, Claude,” Emma said.

“Are you all right?” I asked. Claude nodded. He was also wearing a Groucho mask. Was this some peculiar Kansas custom?

I noticed that Claude was clutching his trousers closed with one hand. He probably didn’t have elbow room to zip them up, since the bathroom was slightly under three feet wide. I turned away to make polite conversation with Emma while Dad and Rob pried Claude out and exclaimed over his bruises.

“All the way from Kansas,” I said.

“Well, we didn’t come just for the yard sale,” Emma said. “But since we were here …”

“Emma does love a good yard sale,” Claude said, limping over to collapse beside the doughnut box.

“Wonderful,” I said.

“What should I do with this,” Rob said, holding the door toward me.

“For now, shut it behind me,” I said, as I ran in.

“It’s going to be splendid!” I heard Dad say outside.

I looked at the bags under my eyes and my Bride of Frankenstein mane and thought maybe I should borrow Emma’s Groucho disguise.

“But why in October?” I heard her saying outside. “I mean, luckily you have the weather for it this weekend, after all those weeks of rain, but isn’t it rather late in the season?”

The loud flush of the ancient toilet drowned out much of Dad’s reply, but I gathered that he was telling Emma and Claude about Edwina Sprocket’s clutter. I washed my
hands without bonking my head for a change and then, after dragging my fingers uselessly through my hair, I gave up.

“But, of course, everyone knows that a multifamily yard sale’s a much bigger draw,” Dad was saying as I heaved the detached door out of my way and set it carefully beside the doorway. “So a few of the family decided to join in and make it a bigger event.”

“I think seventeen is more than a few, Dad,” I said, plunking myself on the floor beside the doughnut boxes.

“You have seventeen other people participating?” Emma exclaimed.

“Seventeen other households,” I corrected. “Heaven knows how many people that means. And that’s just the family. We also have thirteen of Michael’s friends and colleagues from Caerphilly College selling their stuff.”

“Goodness,” Emma exclaimed. “It must be enormous !”

“Two acres’ worth,” I said, gesturing toward the back yard.

“My,” Emma said. “How exciting!”

She went over to the kitchen window and peered out.

“Now, Emma,” Claude said, with a nervous laugh. “You know we can only take so much on the plane.”

“There’s always UPS,” Emma said.

“Go out and take a closer look if you like,” Dad said. “But don’t go inside the fence. The security’s still active.”

“If it’s all right,” Emma said.

She hurried outside, followed by an anxious Claude.

I sighed, and rubbed my aching forehead.

“What’s wrong, Meg?” Dad asked.

“I know I should be happy that she’s so excited,” I said. “The more people who show up with a cheerful, acquisitive attitude, the more stuff we’ll unload.”

“And the more money you’ll make,” Rob said.

“I don’t care about the money,” I said. “I just want all
the stuff gone. And I can’t believe anyone would want to buy any of that junk.”

“Junk!” Dad exclaimed. “You have a wonderful collection out there. I can’t understand why you’re selling most of it.”

“No one can,” Rob said. “Just ignore her; she’s been like this for weeks.”

“Like what?” I asked.

“Grouchy,” Rob said.

“I prefer to think that I’ve achieved a more enlightened and detached attitude toward material possessions,” I said.

“Grouchy,” Rob repeated, nodding. “You don’t want her coming over to your house right now. First she starts cleaning the place up—”

“And you’re complaining?” I exclaimed.

“But then she starts trying to throw your stuff away or take it for the yard sale. It’s seriously annoying.”

“Look, I’m sorry,” I said. “I admit I’ve been grouchy. It’s probably just that I’ve been spending too much time dealing with stuff. I’m down on stuff. I’ll get over it after the yard sale.”

“Probably,” Rob said. “I remember one time I had the flu after I’d been eating too much pizza and—”

“Rob,” I said. “No one wants to hear this.”

“Okay,” he said. “It’s just that for a couple of weeks, I didn’t even want to look at a pizza, much less eat one. And you know how I love pizza. You’ll get over it.”

Just then we heard a loud crashing noise from above.

“Someone forgot he was in a hammock?” Rob suggested.

“Sounds more like someone taking the back stairs,” I said.

Sure enough, Cousin Bernie stumbled into the kitchen a few seconds later, looking indignant and slightly worse for wear.


“Did you know there are three steps missing right in the middle of those stairs?” he asked.

“Yes,” I said. “That’s why there’s that board nailed across the doorway with the KEEP OUT sign on it.”

“Someone could kill themselves on that thing,” he muttered. He walked over to the quarter bath and absently reached out to yank on the nearby doorknob, bringing the loose door down on top of himself.

“I’ve got my bag,” Dad exclaimed, as he and Rob leaped to Bernie’s assistance. Dad liked nothing quite as much as the chance to patch up an accident victim, so he was looking quite cheerful.

He also looked different. Obviously I needed caffeine if it took me this long to notice that he was wearing a peculiar brown garment made of damp feathers. Though I was probably responsible for the damp part.

“What is that you’re wearing?” I asked, as he and Rob struggled with the door.

“My costume,” Dad said. He picked up a wad of feathers lying on the floor beside him and jammed it over his head. “I’m a great horned owl,” he said, his voice slightly muffled by the plumage that hid his mouth.

Apparently Rob and Dad had been working at cross purposes. Without Dad’s involvement, Rob finally heaved the door off Cousin Bernie. Bernie popped up, saw Dad, closed his eyes, and lay down again.

“Concussion,” he muttered. “I must have a concussion.”

“Oh, dear,” Dad said. “I hope not. Open your eyes and let me see your pupils.”

“Are you going straight from the sale to an early Halloween party?” I asked, as Dad fished a small light out of his bag.

“Meg!” Dad exclaimed. “The yard sale. Remember how we decided, with Halloween coming up so soon, to make it more fun by offering a discount to anyone in costume?”


“She forgot,” Rob said, as Dad shone the light in Bernie’s eyes.

“It’s on all the posters,” Dad said. “The pupils look fine. How many feathers am I holding up?”

Bernie shut his eyes again and moaned.

“Here,” Rob said. He reached into a grocery bag at his side and handed me a Groucho mask.

I remembered Dad suggesting the costume discount, but I didn’t recall agreeing to it. But what would be the point of complaining? It was on all the posters. Dad would know—he’d made and distributed the posters; one of the few yard sale chores I’d successfully delegated. I put on the mask. The day was bound to bring moments when I failed to keep a polite, friendly expression on my face. Maybe the mask wasn’t such a bad idea after all.

“Where’s the nearest working bathroom?” Cousin Bernie said, popping his eyes open and scrambling to his feet.

“Second floor,” I said. “That way!” I said, throwing myself in front of the door to the unsafe back stairs. Cousin Bernie whirled and ran out toward the front hall.

“Good luck,” I muttered. I glanced over to see that Rob had plopped a slouch hat and a blond fright wig on his head and was beaming happily.

“You do realize that Harpo never speaks,” I said.

He beeped his bicycle horn at me and batted his eyes. Okay, not a bad resemblance, which was pretty odd, since my tall, blond Adonis brother was always considered the best looking in the family and Harpo was—well, Harpo.

“All the SPOOR members will be in costume, each as a different kind of owl,” Dad said. SPOOR—Stop Poisoning Our Owls and Raptors, a local conservation group—was Dad’s new ruling passion.

“So we’ll have a whole gaggle of owls,” Rob said.


“A parliament of owls,” Dad corrected. “You only use gaggle for geese.”

“It’s too dark to see much yet,” Groucho Emma exclaimed, returning to the kitchen. “But it’s going to be simply marvelous.”

Groucho Claude, who followed her in, looked less enchanted. Groucho Meg knew just how he felt.

“A parliament of owls … a murmuration of starlings,” Dad went on. Collective nouns were one of his many hobbies. “A muster of storks …”

“Morning,” said a voice behind me. I turned to see the man who had beaten me to the upstairs bathroom earlier, now clad in jeans and a dark sweater. He strolled over to the coffeepot and poured himself a cup. Then he looked at Rob and Dad, sitting on the floor beside the doughnuts. Rob beeped his horn.

“An exaltation of larks,” Dad recited. “An unkindness of ravens …”

The man frowned slightly, and strolled back out.

“And, of course, a murder of crows,” Dad said. “I’ve always liked that one.”

“You would,” I said. “Who was that man, anyway?”

“I have no idea,” Dad said. The feathers rustled slightly as he shook his head. “Not one of your friends from up here?”

“I’ve never seen him before,” I said. “I thought he was a relative I’d never met.”

“He’s not family,” Emma put in. “His eyes are too close together.”

“He’s a Sprocket,” Rob said, through a mouthful of doughnut.

“Oh, God; not another one,” I said.




Chapter 3

“Another what?” Emma asked.

“Another Sprocket,” I said, sitting down and helping myself to a doughnut. “The family who used to own the house.”

“But they sold it, right?” Emma said.

“They get a piece of the action,” Dad said.

“Ten percent of whatever we make from selling the contents,” I elaborated. “I’ve spent the past two months hauling stuff out of the house and barn, calling in appraisers, and negotiating to sell things at the best price possible, and all the time, I’ve had Sprockets underfoot.”

“A plague of Sprockets,” Rob said.

“Lacks alliteration,” I said. “How about a surfeit of Sprockets?”

“Actually, that’s used for skunks,” Dad said. “A surfeit of skunks.”

“It fits, then,” I said, nodding.

“I’ m sure they just wanted to help,” Dad said, glancing at the door through which the latest Sprocket had disappeared.


“Yeah, right,” I said. “It’s no wonder the sales contract took so long. The only thing they ever agree on is their paranoid suspicion that Michael and I are stealing some priceless Sprocket family treasure. The best thing about this yard sale won’t be getting rid of so much junk but seeing the last of the whole annoying family.”

“Hear, hear,” Rob said, beeping his horn vigorously.

“There now,” Dad said, patting me on the arm. “It helps to get it out of your system, doesn’t it?”

“Have another doughnut,” Emma suggested.

“Why is he staying here, anyway?” I said. “Plenty of motels in town; I usually make the Sprockets stay in one.”

“He got in late last night, and all the motels were full,” Rob said. “He was pretty stressed out, so I told him he could stay here.”

“Where he can cause even more trouble,” I said, with a sigh. “That’s the reason there’s no furniture here,” I added, to Emma and Claude. “If we bring anything into the house they assume it belonged to their Great-Aunt Edwina and start accusing us of trying to cheat them by leaving it out of the inventory. So we don’t move anything in until all her stuff is gone.”

“You’re not keeping anything from the house,” Emma said, rather plaintively.

“What we’re keeping is locked up in an off-site storage bin,” I said. “After we inventoried it, photographed it, and paid the Sprockets ten percent of whatever inflated price they thought it was worth.”

“Goodness,” Emma said. “They sound very trying.”

“You have no idea how glad I’ll be to see the last of the Sprockets,” I said.

Just then, frenzied barking and snarling erupted from the backyard.

“What’s that?” Emma exclaimed.


“Not again,” I muttered.

“Our security system,” Dad said, rubbing the tips of his wings together. “Works just as I planned.”

“Looks as if the last of the Sprockets was trying to get inside the fence,” Rob said, peering out the kitchen window.

“Oh, I see,” Claude said, joining Rob at the window. “The pit bull and the Doberman are the security system.”

“No, they’re just for show,” I said. “Spike, the little fur ball, is the security system.”

“That would be the black-and-white dust mop thing dangling from Mr. Sprocket’s ankle?” Claude asked.

“Don’t worry,” Rob said, ambling toward the door. “I’ll rescue him.”

“Poor little puppy,” Emma said, shaking her head.

“I think he meant Sprocket,” I said.

I peered out. Dad had shown up several days ago with enough eight-foot black plastic deer-proof fencing to enclose the entire two-acre yard sale area, as well as a collection of tents and multicolored fluttering banners—all of it borrowed, or so he claimed. I suspected the tents and banners had come from two of Mother’s cousins who ran car dealerships, but the fencing worried me. Dad’s definition of “borrowing” was questionable at times, and I kept expecting some neighboring farmer to show up irate, waving a bill for his deer-razed crops.

But the crowning touch was the short chicken wire fence that ran outside the main fence, leaving a small area where we’d turned loose as many dogs as we could round up on short notice. The pit bull had turned out to be a devout coward, the geriatric Doberman slept most of the time, but Spike, Michael’s mother’s dog, more than made up for their shortcomings.

I nodded with approval as Rob used a piece of doughnut
to bribe Spike into detaching himself from Mr. Sprocket’s left ankle.

“Meg, I have the signs for the barn,” Dad said.

“Signs?” I echoed. “Why, what are you doing with the barn?”

“Making it off-limits,” Dad said. “So no one will disturb the owls.”

“Fine, Dad,” I said. I’d have plenty of time later to explain that the barn would be my blacksmithing workshop, not a sanctuary for his beloved endangered barn owls. If the owls couldn’t tolerate a reasonable amount of hammering, they could relocate to any of the other run-down outbuildings on the property.

“Oops; there’s the doorbell again,” I said.

I strolled toward the front door, followed by Dad, still chattering about the owls. By now, it was light enough that I could see our caller. He was peering through the glass sidelight to the left of the front door. I deduced from a half-dozen greasy triangular nose marks that he’d already exhausted the possibilities for snooping through the right side.

“Oh, great,” I said. “It’s Gordon-you-thief.”

“Who’s that?” Dad asked.

“Gordon McCoy. He runs the Antique and Junque Emporium on Main Street.”

“Why do you call him Gordon-you-thief?”

“Everyone does,” I said, opening the door. “No, Gordon, you can’t go in early; you’ll have to wait until nine like everyone else.”

Gordon straightened up and smirked at me. You couldn’t call it a smile when his beady eyes weren’t involved at all, and he had an awkward way of trying to open his mouth as little as possible to hide his front teeth, which were oversized and underbrushed. His appearance
would improve enormously if you could swap his nearly nonexistent chin with his exaggerated Adam’s apple, and he’d be much more pleasant to have around if he’d stop using aftershave by the quart. I deduced from the red bandanna knotted over his head, the red sash around his waist, the painted-on handlebar mustache, and the single gold clip-on hoop earring that he’d typecast himself as a pirate.

“Shiver me timbers and call off the dogs,” he said, throwing up his hands. “I’ll come clean.”

“Very funny, Gordon,” I said, and started to close the door.

Gordon’s foot got in the way.

“I’m here for the yard sale,” he said, in an injured tone. “And you’ve got all these dogs running around loose.”

“They’re not loose,” I said. “They’re inside a fence, with a BEWARE OF THE DOGS sign.”

“Well, how am I supposed to get in with all those dogs running around?”

“We’ll be removing the dogs when the yard sale starts,” I said. “At nine.”

“But that’s two hours from now,” Gordon complained. “What am I supposed to do for two hours?”

“Go have breakfast somewhere,” I suggested.

“Aw, come on,” he said. “After all I did for you when you were getting ready for this? What’s the harm?”

“See you at nine, Gordon,” I said. I raised my foot and took deliberate aim, as if about to stomp on the foot he still had stuck in the door. He jerked his leg back and I shut the door.

Good riddance.




Chapter 4

“After all he did for you?” Dad repeated. I turned around to find that he had his back to me and was attempting to peer over his left shoulder at me.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“Owls can rotate their heads a full 270 degrees,” he said.

“I expect their necks are built rather differently from yours,” I said. “You’ll pull something if you keep trying that.”

“Yes, they have several extra vertebrae,” Dad said, rotating his head and trying to peer over the right shoulder. “Exactly what did Gordon do for you?”

“Beats me,” I said. “He gave us estimates on some of the books and antiques, but since everyone else’s estimates were at least twice what he offered, we didn’t sell him anything.”

“That doesn’t sound helpful,” Dad said.

“What’s more, he missed every appointment he made with us,” I added over my shoulder as I headed back to the kitchen. “And then he’d show up at some maximally inconvenient time and get huffy when we refused to leave
him alone in the house. I’m surprised he waited until seven to show up.”

“If you mean the weasel in the pirate costume, he was skulking around the yard earlier,” Rob said.

“How can you say something like that about a perfectly nice animal like the weasel?” I asked.

“The sewer rat in the pirate costume, then,” Rob said. “He was the one who set off the dogs in the first place, but somehow he managed not to get bitten.”

“That’s Gordon,” I said. “How is Mr. Sprocket?”

“Please; Barrymore,” the man in question said, offering me his hand to shake.

“Sorry,” I said. “Mr. Barrymore, of course.”

“No,” he said. “Just Barrymore. Barrymore Sprocket.”

“Nice to meet you,” I said, with more enthusiasm than I felt. “Have some doughnuts; I hear the doorbell again.”

As soon as I was out of sight, I dried my now-damp hand on my jeans leg and made a mental note to introduce Barrymore to my cousin Leo, the mad inventor, who might still be looking for guinea pigs to test his revolutionary new antiperspirant hand cream.

“Has this been going on all morning?” Dad said, as I appeared in the hall again. He had perched on the newel post at the bottom of the banister, the better to practice his head-swiveling.

“Only since five-thirty,” Rob called from the kitchen.

“Five-thirty isn’t this morning, it’s last night,” I muttered, on my way to the door. “If it’s Gordon-you-thief again, I’ll kill him.”

A pleasant-looking woman in her fifties, wearing a flowered dress and a flower-decked hat, stood on the doorstep. Overdressed for a yard sale—she even held a pair of white kid gloves in her left hand. If this was a costume, it was too subtle for me. But there was no mistaking
her purpose. She had that now-familiar acquisitive gleam in her eye and she clutched a copy of the Caerphilly Clarion, open at the classifieds.

“Excuse me,” she said, with an ingratiating smile. “Is this where the yard sale is being held today?”

I pointedly looked past her to the road. Yes, the half-dozen yard sale signs Dad had tacked up several days earlier were still there, and even though it wasn’t quite fully daylight, they were clearly readable even from here. For that matter, while driving up to the house, she could probably have spotted the fenced-in sale area. The multicolored tents and awnings were hard to miss.

I focused on her face.

“Yes, we’re having a yard sale, but it doesn’t open till nine a.m.,” I said.

“I’m so sorry,” she said. “I did so want to come, but you see, we’re having a luncheon at church today, and I have to be there at nine.”

“For a luncheon?”

“I’m in charge of preparations,” she said. “Anyway, I just wanted to see if you had any little bits of china.”

“Little bits of china,” I repeated.

“Yes,” she said. “I just love little china figurines. But I can’t afford to buy many of them in stores—fixed income, you know. And between church events, and Scout meetings, I just never seem to have a Saturday free for yard sales. So I was wondering—if you had anything like that, maybe I could just slip in and take a peek. I won’t take much of your time, really. And I’d be so grateful.”

By this time, I realized I’d encountered another well-known fixture of local yard sales—the Hummel lady, who’d built her enormous collection for peanuts by using her sharp eye and sharper bargaining skills at flea markets
and yard sales. And, of course, by conning her way into yard sales before anyone else.

“Oh, no, I don’t really think we have anything like that,” I said. “Not anymore, anyway. Well, we did find a box of figurines my great-aunt picked up when her husband was stationed in Germany in the fifties, but they weren’t anything fancy. Just these cutesy little kids with lambs and puppies and things.”

Her expression had grown strangely fierce and the fingers holding the newspaper twitched slightly.

“But I sold the whole box for a dollar to a guy who showed up a few minutes ago,” I said. “Sorry.”

“But- but-,” she sputtered.

I had a hard time not laughing at the look of astonishment on her face. Okay, I suppose it was mean of me, but I was running on too little sleep, thanks to the likes of her.

Suddenly I saw her expression change to one of cold rage. She pursed her lips and her eyes narrowed. I stepped back involuntarily, but then I realized she wasn’t looking at me.

She’d spotted Gordon-you-thief, lurking about the yard, craning his neck to see something inside the fence that surrounded the yard sale.

“I see,” she said, in clipped tones, already turning away. “Thanks anyway.”

I stayed to watch for a few moments. Seeing how quick she’d been to jump to conclusions about him, I suspected that she’d encountered Gordon before and that it might be fun to watch her accost him. But, instead, she marched over to the outer edge of the yard and stood there, close to the bushes that separated the yard from the road, staring at him.

I shrugged. Perhaps there would be interesting fireworks later.


“How does this sound?” Dad asked, and then demonstrated an owl’s hoot.

“Fabulous,” I said. “If I were a vole, I’d be terrified.”

“I don’t think it’s resonant enough,” Dad fretted.

When I returned to the kitchen, I found that several more relatives had joined the crowd—out-of-town ones who’d never met Michael before, and were inspecting him as frankly as if he were going on sale along with the eight-track tapes and Ronco gadgets outside. I considered asking Dad for the best group noun for an excessively large collection of family members—a chattering of cousins, or an unkindness of relations? But I stifled the impulse. After all, Mother would probably hear about it if I said anything insulting about her family.

Michael was pretending not to notice. Instead, he was looking with a puzzled expression at the impromptu kitchen table some of the family had constructed by propping the detached bathroom door up on some of the bricks left over from the chimney that had collapsed in September.

“Someone was trapped in the bathroom,” I said.

“Ah,” he said, nodding. “Well, we were planning to demolish the quarter bath anyway.”

He sounded calm about the damage, though I couldn’t tell what his face looked like. He’d donned a mask—Groucho never looked half as good—and began giving Claude and Emma the grand tour of the house. The tour was a lot safer than it used to be, now that I’d cleared all the stuff out. Also a whole lot less interesting, at least with me as tour guide. All the decluttering had temporarily dulled my enthusiasm for the house, so my tour consisted of a series of apologies for the house’s present decrepitude; warnings about what not to touch, walk on, or stand under; and a dispiriting inventory of the repairs needed to make the house habitable.


Perhaps I should tag along more often on Michael’s tour, I thought, as I sipped my coffee. If I listened with my eyes closed, I could almost see our future kitchen, with its deft blend of period charm and modern functionality, instead of the battered, dated 1940s room I was actually sitting in. The formal dining room next door certainly looked a lot better in the candlelight of Michael’s imagination, with all its plasterwork and parquet painstakingly restored. He was particularly effective at evoking a vision of our library-to-be. You could almost overlook the fact that the actual room was boarded off until we could replace the floor that had collapsed into the basement a couple of decades ago.

Dad chimed in with his vision of what we planned to do with the yard, though I seriously doubted if we had room on three acres for free-range cows, sheep, and poultry along with the organic vegetable garden and the orchard of endangered heritage fruit trees.

At least Mother wasn’t around to share her decorating suggestions. Presumably she was still working on her beauty sleep back at the Cave, as Michael and I called the tiny, dank basement apartment we were about to leave behind for the new house.

I tried to tune all this out. Not that I wasn’t, at least in theory, equally excited about all these projects—the ones that didn’t involve livestock, anyway—but the sheer number of them overwhelmed me, and the only thing that kept me from panicking was that they were all neatly jotted down in the notebook-that-tells-me-when-to-breathe, as I called my giant to-do list. Once they were in the notebook, I could manage not to think of them all the time. And this morning, just thinking about them made me tired.

And maybe just a little worried.

People had warned me that buying a house together
was one of the most stressful things you could do to a relationship, and renovating it was another, so doing both together probably constituted a death knell for couples less firmly grounded than Michael and me.

At least I hoped we were firmly grounded. We’d only had a few minor arguments so far. Minor because, after one of us had stormed off—me to my rented forge or Michael to his office at the college—the other had quickly gone running after to apologize, and we’d always mended the quarrel quite satisfactorily by bedtime. Then again, so far we hadn’t gotten very far with the renovations. We’d only gotten as far as working through the clutter.

And what’s this “we” stuff? the cynical part of my brain put in. You’re the one doing all the work.

While Michael works two jobs so we can afford it, the kinder, gentler part of my brain replied. Instead of whining, I should be proud of how well he juggled the conflicting roles of drama professor vying for tenure and regular cast member on a syndicated TV show.

The cynic tried to suggest that money wouldn’t be such a problem if Michael hadn’t committed us to buying such a money pit of a house. Kinder-gentler would then protest that if Michael hadn’t taken the house, we’d still be trying to make do with his tiny basement apartment.

I was tired of the whole argument. I smacked both voices back into their cages and told them to shut up, at least for today and tomorrow. I had a yard sale to run.

And the doorbell was ringing again.




Chapter 5

Over the next hour, the sixty or seventy people who’d be staffing booths at the yard sale arrived. Michael’s faculty colleagues fit in so perfectly with my family that I kept mistaking them for distant cousins, which boded well for the harmony of the yard sale, but made me want to rethink living in Caerphilly.

At least the faculty members already knew Michael, or thought they did, and had no interest in asking him probing questions that relatives thought suitable for evaluating potential in-laws. So far he’d dodged questioning from several of my uncles about his political and religious affiliations, but a particularly nosy aunt had surprised him into giving her an inventory of which optional body parts he still possessed: tonsils and wisdom teeth absent, appendix and gall bladder still present and accounted for, and so forth. She didn’t believe that he only wore glasses to read, though, and had taken to following him about and peering at him from various angles, trying to spot the contact lenses she suspected he was wearing. Although
Michael usually enjoyed my family rather more than I did, today he was starting to look slightly frayed.

And every time I opened the door to let in a yard sale participant, I could see that the crowd of waiting customers had grown larger. Spike’s bark was beginning to sound hoarse.

“Amazing,” I muttered, peering out of the window.

“What’s amazing?” Rob asked.

“Look at all the customers,” I said, shaking my head.

“Is there an official term for a whole lot of customers, like there is for owls and such?” Rob asked. “I know I’ll get in trouble with Dad if I call them the wrong thing.”

“I’d suggest a gaggle, like for geese, but I don’t want to insult them,” I said. “Though I can’t imagine why this many people would want to spend a perfectly good Saturday at a yard sale.”

“Maybe Dad took my suggestion,” he said.

“What suggestion?”

“To spread a rumor that Captain Ezra Sprocket hid his pirate loot somewhere in the house,” Rob said.

“Oh, good grief,” I said. “Even if he had and we’d found it, do they really think we’d absent-mindedly put it out for the yard sale along with the empty plastic flowerpots and worn-out linens?”

Rob shrugged.

“And didn’t you and Dad make up Pirate Ezra anyway?”

“Yeah,” he said. “But I can see the Sprockets having a pirate or two in their family tree, can’t you?”

“They’re all pirates,” I grumbled. “I still don’t get it.”

“Well, you wouldn’t,” Rob said.

“No,” I said. “I’ve lost the ability to look at Edwina’s clutter in a detached fashion, as a mere collection of inanimate objects—annoying, perhaps a little sad, but essentially benign. I’ve started to see it as a hostile force
occupying the house—a force against which I’ve been doing battle for weeks.”

“Battle?” Rob echoed.

“And while I’ve evicted the Army of Clutter from the house, and even banished some of it entirely to the dump or the local antique stores, most of its forces are now encamped on our lawn,” I went on, waving my hand at the yard sale area. “In fact, they’ve gotten reinforcements from other households and are even now plotting revenge. Planning sieges and ambushes, and beaming hostility at us so strongly that I’m surprised you can’t see a visible, tangible haze floating up and drifting malignantly toward the house.”

“Wow,” Rob said. “I want some of what you’re on.”

So much for explaining how I felt to my family.

At eight-thirty my mother showed up, dressed as a flapper, with a candy cigarette in a foot-long antique holder. She looked impossibly elegant, and I fought off one of my occasional moments of resentment that I’d inherited her height, but not her blonde hair or slender model’s build.

She also looked calm and rested, and I wondered if it had been a good idea, camping out here in the house so she and Dad could stay at the Cave. Then I reminded myself that it had been my suggestion. The cramped, cluttered Cave had been giving me claustrophobia for weeks.

“Hello, dear,” she said, pecking me on the cheek. “Sorry I’m so late. Is there anything I can do to help?”

“Actually, there is,” I said.

Mother looked startled. No doubt she’d been making one of those obligatory social offers that one is supposed to decline with polite assurances that everything is under control. After more than thirty-five years, she should know I have no social graces.


“We’re not opening the sale until nine,” I said. “People have been ringing the doorbell since before six, badgering us to let them in early. Can you do something about them?”

“Of course, dear,” Mother purred. She drew herself up, adding a full inch to her height, and headed toward the front door with her sternest face on. I wasn’t sure if it was the chance to play Miss Manners and boss people around or the fact that the would-be early birds were trying to get into the sale ahead of her, but she threw herself into her assigned task with enthusiasm. Ten minutes later, when I had a moment to glance out one of the side windows, I saw that she’d chivvied the arriving crowds into a neat line leading up to the gate of the yard sale area, and was lecturing Gordon-you-thief on the rudeness of cutting in line.

Hundreds of people, and at least half of them in costume. Although many of the costumes consisted solely of masks bought from Rob, who’d set up a table by the driveway, right beneath one of the posters announcing the costume discount. He didn’t have a lot of variety—in fact, apart from Groucho, he only had Richard Nixon and Dracula. I suspected he’d bought the masks in bulk and was selling them at a steep markup. At least he wasn’t charging immediate family, but still, I wasn’t sure I liked the new entrepreneur Rob who’d emerged since his computer-game company had become successful. I’d actually begun to miss the old feckless Rob who couldn’t be bothered with boring practical details like money.

Someone should talk to Rob, I thought, with a sigh. Preferably someone other than me. I’d recently overheard two aunts praising my willingness to tackle the unpleasant, thankless jobs that no one else would, and realized that no matter how happy it made my aunts, this wasn’t
entirely a positive character trait. Neither was being considered the most efficient and organized person in the family. And when you combined the two, you got things like this giant yard sale. Maybe when the yard sale was over, I would work on expanding my vocabulary to include the word “no.”

I’d worry about that later. After the yard sale. For the moment, I made a mental note to keep an especially sharp eye on the several women in hoop skirts that seemed like a shoplifter’s dream.

At nine sharp, Rob, Dad, and Michael ceremonially led the dogs away and we opened the gates.

Gordon-you-thief was among the first half dozen to enter—even Mother couldn’t work miracles.

I stood inside the gate, trying to make sure no one got knocked down and trampled, and nodding greetings to anyone I recognized—which included most of the local antique and junk dealers. But unfamiliar faces outnumbered the familiar ones. I wondered how many were ordinary customers, lured from all over the adjacent dozen counties by our 30-FAMILY YARD SALE ads, and how many were antiques dealers and pickers.

No matter. Amateurs or professionals, they could come from Timbuktu if they liked, as long as they all left with their arms full of stuff. And they all seemed intent on doing so. By the end of the first hour I could see major traffic congestion up and down the aisles, as the people in bulky costumes encountered the even larger numbers of people dragging boxes or baskets of stuff along with them.

At the far end of the fenced-in area we’d placed a dozen ramshackle card tables and several of Mother’s relatives had set up a concession stand. Cousin Bernie and Cousin Horace—the latter in the well-worn gorilla suit that his new girlfriend didn’t often let him wear to parties these
days—were already lighting fires in half a dozen grills and checking their supplies of hamburger patties and hot dogs, while Aunt Millicent and Cousin Emily set out plates of sandwiches and cookies and bowls of fruit and salad. We didn’t want anything as mundane as hunger to make people check out early. Cadres of Grouchos and Draculas were already lining up for chow. We’d even arranged to rent two portable toilets, which were tucked discreetly behind the shrubbery in another corner of the yard sale area.

So far, not a lot of people were checking out at all. That’s where things would get sticky. Most of the sellers had organized an elaborate, color-coded system of price stickers so customers could go through a single checkout at the exit. We’d be weeks coming up with an accurate tally of everyone’s sales, and even then half the sellers would still think they’d been shorted. The sellers who collected money themselves were supposed to issue receipts that their customers could show at checkout, but I already knew they’d forget, and I’d spend way too much time straightening out the resulting problems. And the ballerina and the white rabbit who were currently serving as cashiers were proving unfortunate choices. Harvey seemed terrified of the cash register, and Pavlova of the customers. It was going to be a long day.

“What’s wrong?” Michael asked, when he returned from his dog delivery mission.

“Oh, dear,” I said. “Do I look as if something is wrong? I thought I had on my welcoming hostess face.”

“I’m harder to fool than most of these people,” he said. “I know you too well.”

“I’m just wondering who in the world will buy all this stuff?”

“Are you worrying about the quality of the stuff, or just the sheer quantity?”

“Both,” I said. “Take that, for example.”


I pointed at a lamp shade on a nearby table.

“Ick,” he said.

“Ick” summed it up pretty well. The lamp shade was huge—three feet tall, and equally wide at the base, though the sides curved in as they went upward and then flared out again, making it look like an inverted Art Nouveau birdbath. Its dominant colors were orange and purple, though at least a dozen other hues appeared here and there in the trimmings. And as for the trimmings, I had nothing against lace, fringe, braid, bows, beads, tassels, appliqués, rosettes, silk flowers, rhinestones, prisms, or embroidery, but I thought inflicting all of them on one defenseless shade was unforgivable.

“I can see why someone would want to get rid of it,” I said.

“I’d have dumped it ages ago,” Michael said, after glancing behind him to make sure the seller was truly out of earshot.

“Who in the world was so devoid of taste that they’d make such a thing?” I exclaimed. “And more to the point, who will ever buy it?”

Michael shrugged.

“Beats me,” he said. “But odds are someone will buy it, and if not, we’ve got the truck from the charity coming Monday morning, and then the Dumpster from the trash company in the afternoon. One way or another, it’ll all be gone by Monday night.”

“And good riddance,” I said. “Meanwhile, why is Mrs. Fenniman shaking her fist at Cousin Dolores?”

“Damn,” he said. “I thought I’d calmed them down. Apparently Dolores is selling a spectacularly ugly vase Mrs. Fenniman gave her as a wedding present. Mrs. Fenniman is peeved.”

“Dolores dumped the groom a good five years ago,” I said. “If you ask me, she’s allowed to unload the baggage
that came with him. Should I go and explain that to Mrs. Fenniman?”

“Strangely enough, that’s almost exactly what your mother said just now when I asked her to mediate,” Michael said. “Ah, there she is.”

As usual in our family, Mother’s arrival shut down hostilities instantly, as both combatants scrambled to avoid her wrath.

“Thank God for Mother sometimes,” I said. “Though whenever I find myself saying that, I always wonder if I should take my own temperature. And what is Everett doing with his boom lift, anyway?”

I pointed up, where one of the portable toilets had been lifted forty feet in the air on the platform of the boom lift. Everett, one of Mother’s more enterprising cousins, had brought the boom lift over two weeks ago to help with our roof repairs. It was a multiperson model, with a six-foot wide metal platform on the end of a forty-foot extension arm. The arm so dwarfed the tractor base below that I kept expecting the whole contraption to topple over. So far even Mother’s family hadn’t achieved that in any of the boom lift’s previous outings, though several had broken limbs by slipping through the railings and falling off the platform. At least whoever had put the portable toilet on the platform seemed to have loaded it securely.

“I heard him threatening to play a joke on your Uncle Floyd,” Michael said.

Just then, the portable toilet’s door slammed open and a portly man, still fumbling with his fly, stepped out, looked down, and abandoned his pants to clutch the rail of the boom lift.

“I think Everett picked up the wrong toilet,” I said. “That’s not Uncle Floyd.”

“No, it’s Dr. Gruber,” Michael said. “Chairman of the Music Department. I’d better go rescue him.”


Michael took off running. Uncle Floyd emerged from the other toilet and joined the crowd gawking up at the airborne professor.

“Good heavens,” exclaimed a voice behind me, in an English accent.

“Morning, Giles,” I said, turning to greet him. Giles Rathbone was one of Michael’s closest friends on the Caerphilly College faculty, not to mention a member of his tenure committee.

And he wasn’t wearing a costume. I liked Giles.

“I had no idea yard sales were so … lively,” he said, staring up at the boom lift with visible alarm.

“This isn’t your typical yard sale,” I said.

“Or that so many people would be out this early,” he added, looking around as if the crowd unnerved him as much as Dr. Gruber’s plight.

I had to smile. Giles’s tall form, loosely draped, as always, in tweed and corduroy, was hunched protectively and his eyes behind the thick glasses blinked and watered as if unused to this much brightness. Seeing Giles out-of-doors always reminded me of the scene at the beginning of The Wind in the Willows where Mole emerges into the sunlight.

“A bit overwhelming,” I said, and Giles nodded in agreement. He looked half ready to bolt back to his car. I suppressed a sigh of exasperation. How had Michael ever befriended such a recluse? I’d spent the first six months I’d known Giles convincing him that it was okay to call me Meg rather than Miss Langslow. Though come to think of it, perhaps I’d only gotten him to drop the Miss. I couldn’t remember if he’d ever actually called me Meg.

Friends had warned me that it could be hard work, getting your significant other’s male friends to accept you, but I hadn’t expected the process to be quite so much like coaxing a small nocturnal animal out of its hole.


Though that reminded me: I had bait today. I fished around in my pocket until I found a small slip of paper I’d stuck there.

“Here,” I said, handing it to Giles. “I jotted down a map of which tables are selling books.”

“Ah, thanks,” he said. “I’m sure I’ll find that helpful.” I hoped so. Sooner or later, I was sure, I could break through Giles’s reserve and turn polite acceptance into real friendship.

“It’s only fair,” I said. “You were an enormous help dealing with Edwina’s library. Without you, we’d have put a lot of valuable books out for the yard sale.”

Giles nodded absently and turned his attention to the map. Well, so much for bonding with Giles today.

I heard a small commotion to my right, and turned to see Gordon-you-thief, attempting to drag two oversized boxes through the crowd.

“Hey, Guiles,” Gordon called. It took me a second to realize that he was talking to Giles, and mispronouncing his name, with a hard “G” rather than a soft one.

“I think he’s calling you,” I said to Giles, in an undertone.

“Maybe if I ignore him he’ll go away,” Giles said, through clenched teeth.

“No such luck,” I said. “He’s headed this way.”

“Hey, Guiles,” Gordon repeated, coming up to stand in front of Giles with his back toward me. “Glad I ran into you.”

“Hello, Gordon,” Giles said, edging back slightly.

“You’re still collecting R. Austin Freeman, right?” Gordon said, taking a half step to close up the distance between them.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“R. Austin Freeman’s an early-twentieth-century mystery author,” Giles said turning to me and, not accidentally,
edging farther away from Gordon. “His protagonist was both a lawyer and a doctor—sort of a late-Victorian Quincy. I’ve been collecting his books for years. My collection’s nearly complete, though,” he said, turning back to Gordon and stepping away slightly when he realized that Gordon had again closed the gap to what was, for Giles, uncomfortably close quarters.

I couldn’t decide whether to laugh or feel sorry for Giles. I’d done this dance with Gordon myself, backing away half a step at a time as he kept inching closer than I found comfortable. At first, I’d assumed that we just had very different senses of personal space, but eventually I’d realized that Gordon did it deliberately, to keep people off balance in a negotiation.

Or perhaps just to annoy them. At any rate, once I knew what he was doing, I’d figured out how to stop him. Whenever he tried to crowd me, I’d step even closer and peer down my nose at him. At 5’ 10”, I was a good five or six inches taller than Gordon, and he didn’t like having to crane his neck to see me.

I was tempted to try it on him now, and rescue Giles, but Gordon was already turning away.

“Still, you might want to take a look at what I found on the dollar table over there,” he said, jerking his thumb over his shoulder. “I bet you’ll want it when you see it in the shop.”

He sauntered off, still smirking.

Giles sighed.

“The maddening thing is, I probably will want whatever he’s found,” he said. “The bastard has a damned good idea what’s in my collection.”

“He sold you most of it?” I guessed.

“No, only a few, and those some years ago. As soon as he finds out you’re collecting something, the prices start creeping up. More than creeping, really. Skyrocketing. I
usually do better elsewhere. But he stops by my office from time to time. That’s where I keep my detective fiction collection, you see. And the science fiction and fantasy stuff. To annoy the old fuddy-duddies who look down their noses at genre fiction.”

I fought to hide my smile. To look at him, you’d take Giles for a fuddy-duddy himself. I had a hard time imagining that beneath his stodgy tweed beat the heart of a rebel. A pedantic rebel, perhaps, and one who preferred to keep his rebellion subtle enough to avoid offending the administration.

“So while Gordon’s in your office, he sneaks a peek at your shelves.”

Giles snorted.

“Sneaks a peek! I came back from a class one day and found him taking a detailed inventory. Not only which books, but in what condition. So he could be on the lookout for better copies that might tempt me to trade up.”

“At sky-high prices,” I said. This was a longer and more natural conversation than I could ever remember having with Giles. Perhaps I should bone up on this Freeman person. Or was our shared dislike for Gordon the stronger bond?

Giles nodded.

“The only Freemans I’m missing are a few relatively rare ones. I suspect he’s found one of those or perhaps what he thinks is a better copy of one I already have.”

“So he’ll probably be extracting more money from you soon,” I said.

“Not necessarily,” Giles said. “Last fall, I made a resolution not to deal with Gordon anymore. I decided it spoils my enjoyment of the books, just knowing they’ve passed through his hands. Haven’t been in his shop for over a year now.”

“Maybe he hasn’t found anything after all, then,” I
said. “Maybe he’s just trying to lure you back into his den of literary temptation.”

“Let’s hope I have the strength of will to resist, then,” Giles said.

“Get thee behind me, Gordon!” I said.

Giles chuckled at my joke, though as usual I couldn’t tell if he found it funny or just wanted to be polite. I wondered, suddenly, if I wasn’t the only one making an effort to become friends. Perhaps, in spite of thinking me entirely too boisterous and independent, Giles was, in his own stuffy way, making heroic efforts to get to know me. Or perhaps I was just overreacting to his normal British reticence. No way to tell.

“Well, I suppose there’s a chance Gordon has overlooked a few books worth owning,” he said. “Be seeing you.”

I was surprised to see him stop briefly at the table where Dad, still in his great horned owl disguise, was selling off Edwina Sprocket’s collection of owl tchotchkes to benefit SPOOR. I hadn’t pegged Giles for a birdwatcher or a collector of ceramic owls. But I had to smile when I saw him pick up a pair of owl-shaped bronze bookends and tuck them in the crook of one arm before heading off toward the books.

Just then, a squabble broke out between Scarlett O’Hara and a middle-aged Gypsy, who’d each grabbed one of a pair of brass andirons, and my day really began going downhill.
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