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Cast of Characters

Minda (Arminda) Hobbs: young and recently widowed, she returns to the family home seeking peace of mind.

Otto Alexander: the ne’er-do-well cousin she finds dead instead

Augusta Good night: Minda’s guardian angel “temp”

Gatlin Norwood: Minda’s friend and cousin

Dave Norwod: Gatlin’s husband and football coach at Angel Heights High

Lizzy and Faye: their children

Vesta Alexander: grandmother to Minda and Gatlin

Mildred Parsons: family housekeeper who raised Otto

Fitzhugh Holley: noted professor at Minerva Academy who died heroically in a long ago fire, and author of a long ago fire, and author of a popular series of children’s books

Hugh Talbot: his grandson who heads the museum at Minerva Academy Gertrude Whitmire: Hugh’s sister and retired history teacher

Hank Smith: local doctor and friend of the family

Edna Smith: his wife

Sylvie Smith: their daughter, rumored to have been seeing Otto

Irene Bradshaw: Vesta’s longtime neighbor

Pauline Satts: Irene’s mother and Lucy Westbrook’s friend

Annie Rose Westbrook: Lucy’s younger sister, who drowned in the Saluda River in 1916

Chief McBride: Angel Height’s chief of police

Rusty Echols: his nephew and second in command

Lydia Bowen: Mildred’s friend

Mrs. Grimes: school principal who hasn’t a clue

Maureen Foster: quilter who does

R.T. Foster: Muareen’s husband

Gordon Carstairs: local historian

Peggy O’Connor: who is guarding an old secret




CHAPTER ONE

Things got off to a rotten start when I found Cousin Otto dead in the ladies’ room.

Of course, at first I didn’t know it was Cousin Otto, and I certainly didn’t know he was dead! All I could see were those big brown shoes in the stall next to mine when I bent to retrieve a roll of bathroom paper making a pathway across the floor. (Apparently the people responsible for the upkeep of historic Holley Hall had never thought to replace the broken tissue spindle.)

My neighbor’s shoes were at least size twelve, scuffed at the toes, and obviously not on intimate terms with a buffing brush. I peeked again. Blue nylon socks stretched beneath creased khaki trousers. Had I wandered into the men’s room by mistake? Gasping, I drew up my feet before I remembered seeing the tampon dispenser on the wall when I came in. Unless nature had taken a drastic turn, I was in the right place.

The man next door was terribly still. Did he know I knew?
He was mortified, naturally. Maybe if I stayed where I was for a few minutes, it would give him a chance to escape.

It was then I noticed the small gold earring—or it looked like an earring—wedged in the corner of my stall. Whoever had dropped it would probably be glad to have it back, and I snatched up the trinket and put it in my shirt pocket, intending to turn it in to the academy’s hostess later.

Surely by now the man to my left would realize he’d made a really big “oops!” and vamoose. I sat, afraid to breathe. Go on, I urged under my breath. Get out!

Nothing. Well, I couldn’t wait forever. To heck with him!

It wasn’t until I was washing my hands that I noticed the reflection in the mirror. Beneath the side of the stall toward the sink, the knuckles of a large hand—a man’s hand—hung, barely brushing the floor. I’ve heard of being embarrassed to death, but this was going to the extreme.

Forgetting decorum, I pounded on the stall. “Are you all right? Do you need help?

“Listen, we all make mistakes,” I persisted. “I’ll leave if you like, but please answer me. Is anything wrong? Are you sick?”

Still no answer. Beneath the stall’s door I saw the feet in the same slightly turned in position, the arm dangled in a most unnatural way. Not a good sign.

“There’s a man in the ladies’ room,” I announced to Gertrude Whitmire, who was at the reception desk that day. “I’m afraid something’s wrong with him; he’s not moving.”

She skewered me with her sharp blue eyes. This woman had taught history to generations—including mine. Wordy Gerty, we called her. She was history, and I knew she suffered no shilly-shallying.

“What do you mean, he’s not moving?” She was on her feet and halfway down the hallway before I caught up with her.


“In that last stall,” I directed. “I can’t get him to answer.”

The metal door trembled under the pressure of her pounding. “Who’s in there?” the woman demanded in a voice loud enough to bring even the comatose to attention, but there was no reply.

“Stall’s locked,” she informed me. “You’ll have to crawl under.”

“Me? I can’t do that!”

I had come to Angel Heights, the home of my forebearers, to seek spiritual renewal in a peaceful retreat after my husband’s sudden death and, I hoped, to smooth an uneasy relationship with my grandmother. This was not what I had in mind.

“Yes, you can. You’ll have to.” Gertrude Whitmire patted her ample hips as if to explain why I would be the better choice.

Still I shook my head. I didn’t care how many years she’d been “yes, ma’amed” at Angel Heights High. I was not crawling under that awful booth.

“If we can find something for me to stand on, maybe I can reach over,” I said, wilting under her look of utter disgust.

Soon afterward a chair appeared, and I came face-to-face with Cousin Otto. My relative is never one to turn down a drink, no matter how early in the day, and I thought he’d probably tied one on at lunchtime and wandered into the ladies’ room by mistake. He smelled of liquor and urine, and I almost gagged until I finally got the door unlatched. My first instinct was to block Gertrude Whitmire’s view so she couldn’t see who it was. How dare this disgusting man embarrass the family this way!

Too late. “Is that Otto? It is, isn’t it?” The woman wedged her head over my shoulder, almost nudging me into Cousin
Otto’s lap. His head sagged to one side, and he clutched what looked like a balled up handkerchief.

“Ye gods!” Gertrude Whitmire’s breath was hot on my neck and smelled of the chocolates she kept hidden in her desk. “Well, Arminda, you were asking for your cousin. Seems as if we’ve found him.”

This was my grandmother’s fault. If Vesta had stayed at home just this once to pass along the key to the home place, I wouldn’t be squashed in this toilet practically sitting on Cousin Otto.

“I’ll probably be on the golf course when you get here,” my grandmother had told me, “but you can get a key to the Nut House from Otto. He volunteers over at Holley Hall every other Saturday—if he’s sober, that is.”

Vesta liked to refer to our family home as the Nut House because it stands in a pecan grove, she said, but I suspected this was only part of the reason.

Failing to find my grandmother at home in her newly acquired condominium, I had dutifully inquired after my cousin at the town’s one historic site.

Gertrude Whitmire hadn’t seen him, she’d told me earlier, but directed me to the upstairs library, where she said he usually spent his time. Finding that room empty, I had taken advantage of the facilities, planning to stroll about the grounds until my cousin returned from what was obviously a late lunch.

“So, what do we do now?” I quickly shut the door and backed away from the pathetic tableau, stepping on my own feet and Gertrude’s, as well.

“Get him out of here, of course, and as soon as possible. We can’t have people in here gawking. It’s a wonder some tourist hasn’t stumbled in here already.”


The only museum-goers I had seen that day were an elderly couple chuckling over a class picture in the hallway and a handful of young boys tussling over a football on the lawn. On a sunny Saturday in early November, it seemed, people had better things to do than poke about the musty remains of what once had been a school for young women.

Gertrude lowered her head, bull-like, and stepped forward, determined to do her duty, no matter how distasteful. “I suppose it’s up to us, Arminda, to see that your cousin gets home to sleep it off.” She emphasized, I noticed, the fact that Otto was my relative and left me no choice but to follow suit.

But as soon as I touched Otto Alexander’s cold, stiff hand, I knew my cousin would be a long time sleeping this one off. I think I screamed, but my cry was cut short by a look from Gertrude that had the same effect as a splash of icy well water.

Later, in the building’s austere parlor, we waited for the coroner by a gas fire that wasn’t much warmer. Above the marble mantel, a dark portrait of Fitzhugh Holley, long-ago head of Minerva Academy and Angel Heights’s contribution to kiddie lit, smiled down at me as if amused by the situation.

His grandson wasn’t. Hugh Talbot, florid and fiftyish, bore little resemblance to his ancestor in the portrait. In the likeness over the fireplace, blue eyes gleamed behind rimless spectacles, and lips turned up in a slight smile, as if the subject of the painting might be dreaming up additional antics for his lovable storybook characters, Callie Cat and Doggie Dan. He wore his sandy mustache neatly trimmed above a firm, beardless chin. The portrait had been painted from a photograph, Cousin Otto once pointed out. The professor died in his thirties while saving one of his students from a fire. A pity, I thought. So young and so handsome—like my own Jarvis.


Don’t go there, Minda! The thought of Jarvis, whose zany sense of humor and boyish sweetness made me love him from the start, could send me back into that dark pit of self-pity, and I didn’t want to go through that again.

“I just can’t believe this!” Hugh Talbot repeated for the umpteenth time. “What in the world made Otto go into the ladies’ room? What could he have been thinking?” He paced the room, watching for the arrival of the coroner. “Do you suppose he had a heart attack? It was probably his liver. All that alcohol, you know.”

He patted his toupee, which was at least two shades darker than his graying reddish hair. A lonely tuft of his own hair stuck out over his forehead like a misplaced goatee. “I’m sorry, Minda,” he added, as if in an afterthought. “I know this must be difficult for you after what you’ve been through and all, but this isn’t going to be good for the academy—not good at all. And on the toilet, for heaven’s sake! I don’t suppose we could move him, could we?”

“Certainly not! You know better than that.” Gertrude, Hugh’s older sister, stood as if to block the doorway and prevent any foolish action on his part. “I put ‘closed’ signs on both entrances and gave the couple from Kentucky a rain check. Other than that, we’ll have to leave things as they are.” Despite her pretense at calmness, Gertrude Whitmire’s breath came fast, and her face was almost as flushed as her brother’s.

“Why don’t you sit down for a minute?” I asked her. “Would you like some water?”

Gertrude shook her head at my offer, but she did sink, still protesting, into the Victorian chair nearest the door. Against the burgundy velvet, her face looked rather like an overripe plum.


Hugh hurried to her side and bent as if he meant to comfort her, but instead thumped the back of her chair. “What on earth’s taking so long?” he asked of no one in particular. Then, striding to the mantel, Hugh declared to his grandfather’s portrait that he had no idea how to explain this to Minerva’s board of directors. “My God, this couldn’t come at a worse time! And right before the holidays, too!” He frowned at me. “I suppose it would be in bad taste to host our usual Christmas gala.”

“Now wait just a minute!” I said, facing him across the hearth. “My cousin didn’t mean to die here! He was only in his forties, and I’ve never heard of any problems with his heart. I’m sure if he’d had a choice, he’d rather not have died at all.” Otto wasn’t my favorite relative, but I was tired of having his death referred to as a mere inconvenience. “And what’s more, you both seem to have forgotten how many hours he gave to this place.” Frankly, I had no idea how often my cousin volunteered at the academy, but it seemed the right thing to say.

Obviously it was.

“You’re right, my dear.” Gertrude sat upright in her thronelike chair. “My brother isn’t thinking, I’m afraid. Unfortunately he only cares about two things: Minerva Academy and the almighty dollar—although not necessarily in that order.

“That was extremely callous of you, Hugh. I think you’ve said enough.”

The chastized one came forward and touched my shoulder with a hesitant hand. “My sister’s right, of course. I wasn’t thinking, and I apologize. I’m terribly sorry, Minda. Please forgive me, won’t you?”

I said I would and meant it. Actually, I felt a little sorry for him.


“Has anyone called Vesta?” Hugh Talbot almost stumbled over the threadbare rug. “I’m afraid this will be a terrible shock to your grandmother … her only nephew going like this.”

Gertrude seemed to be inspecting the dusty sunlight seeping across the floor. She spoke in a monotone. “They’re sending someone to try to locate her on the golf course. It’s Mildred I’m concerned about. She dotes on Otto so.”

Mildred Parsons had kept house for my great-grandmother until she died, and then for Vesta. When my grandmother moved into a smaller place, Otto made room for Mildred in his quarters behind Papa’s Armchair, the secondhand bookshop he owned. Otto was only a child when Mildred came to live with his family in Angel Heights, and Vesta always said Mildred paid more attention to him than his own mother had.

I glanced about me at the narrow, high-ceilinged parlor, at the tall windows shrouded in faded green satin. The acrid smell of old books and musty furniture permeated the room; blue flames flared and vanished into one another behind the brass fender. Another world. Another time. What was I doing here? Did death trail me like a somber shadow? Less than two years ago, without any warning, my husband, Jarvis, had been killed by lightning while we picnicked in the country. A freak accident, they said. And now this.

I had come to Angel Heights, South Carolina, to escape the stirring memories of the home Jarvis and I had built together and lived in for less than a year. We had dreamed of it during our six years of marriage and planned to begin our family there. Now, after the Christmas holidays, I would step in and substitute for a teacher at Angel Heights Elementary School when she left to have her baby, and my grandmother
had surprised me by offering the family home to me, still partially furnished, after she downsized to a condominium. But she was still miffed at me, I could tell, for finally accepting my dad’s second wife.

I was still in high school when my father remarried, less than a year after Mom died, and I came to live with Vesta. I’m still not wild about Dad’s wife, Roberta, but I’ve come to terms with their relationship. When Jarvis died, Dad was there for me more than he’d ever been when we lost Mom, and I loved him for that. Although Vesta hadn’t actually said anything, her displeasure was obvious.

Now she was holding out a tentative olive branch.

“I’m not ready to let it go out of the family,” my grandmother had said. “And I’d hate to see the old place empty after all these years; besides, it is part of your heritage, Minda.”

Heritage. Right now I could do without it, I thought. But even here I couldn’t escape. My great-grandmother, Lucy Westbrook, and her sister, Annie Rose, who was only sixteen when she drowned in the Saluda River, had both attended Minerva Academy.

While still a schoolgirl, Lucy had written and stitched the school’s alma mater that hung, I noticed, to the right of the mantel. A talented artist, musician, and seamstress, Lucy seemed to excel at everything. Our family home was filled with her paintings, and the local paper had published her verses on a regular basis.

The room seemed suddenly silent, and I glanced about to find myself alone. Someone was pounding on the front door, and Gertrude and her brother had gone to let them in. I supposed it was the coroner and I should go as well, but I held back. I couldn’t bear to look at Cousin Otto again.

Instead I wandered over to examine my ancestor’s handiwork.
I had been in this building on several occasions, yet I had never taken the time to read it.

The words were bordered in tiny six-petaled flowers, and at the bottom a larger flower of the same design held a star in its center. It seemed vaguely familiar, and then I remembered where I’d seen that emblem before. It was the design on the gold earring I’d found on the floor in the ladies’ room. When I took it out to examine it, I found it wasn’t an earring at all, but a pin. The gold six-pointed star in the center sat on a tiny circle of onyx; this was surrounded by six mother-of-pearl flower petals on an onyx circle rimmed in gold.

This was no ordinary bauble. I dropped it back into my pocket. Obviously it had significance or my great-grandmother wouldn’t have incorporated it into her handiwork. But what was it doing here now almost a hundred years later on the floor of a toilet stall!

My great-grandmother had stitched her name, LUCY ARMINDA WESTBROOK, neatly at the bottom, along with the date, MAY 21, 1915. She would have been about sixteen or seventeen when she wrote it. I had inherited her middle name, but shared few of her talents, it seemed.

The verse was written in the style of the period and was sung, I’m told, during assemblies and other school functions, but the tune had been forgotten over the years.

The simple words portrayed a time of innocence, virtue, and unquestioning trust, and I felt a pang of jealousy for something my generation had seldom experienced.


WE SING THY PRAISE, MINERVA 
WITH EVERLASTING PRIDE. 
OF THY STATELY HALLS AND CHAMBERS 
WHERE KNOWLEDGE DOTH ABIDE.

AGAINST THE GENTLE HILLSIDE, 
BENEATH THE WILLOW’S SHADE, 
YOUR WINDING PATHWAYS LEAD US 
IN A NOBLE CAVALCADE. 
BESIDE THE SWIFT SALUDA, 
THAT DAILY SINGS YOUR NAME, 
IN FRIENDSHIP AND IN WISDOM, 
MINERVA, WE ACCLAIM !



The “swift Saluda” was where my great-grandmother’s sister drowned, probably about a year after this verse was written. Annie Rose—and so like a rose according to family stories—sweet and pretty, just beginning to bloom.

And soon after that, a classroom building burned at the academy taking the brave young professor with it.

Minerva’s alma mater didn’t seem so guileless anymore.

Local legend claimed the town of Angel Heights took its name from the stone outcropping that was supposed to resemble an angel on the hill behind the village. It seemed to me if there really was an angel in Angel Heights it was time for her to flap down from her heavenly hill and “wing it” with the rest of us.




CHAPTER TWO

I didn’t expect to meet her so soon—the angel, I mean. Naturally, I didn’t realize she was an angel right away, although she had the presence of one, with that church-window radiance and hair like old gold.

After leaving the academy later that afternoon, I collected the key to the home place from my grandmother and stopped there to drop off some of my things. The family would be gathering at my cousin Gatlin’s to make plans for Otto’s funeral, and I didn’t want to haul around my entire winter wardrobe, plus other essentials I’d brought from home—or what used to be home. The house Jarvis and I had built sold less than a month after I put it on the market, and our furniture was now in storage. Now I carried the memory of it like a hot coal somewhere below my heart.

“So, you’ve come. Good! It’s cool out here.” The woman called out to me from a porch rocker as I approached my grandmother’s old home, and it startled me so I almost dropped the box of books I was carrying. The huge old magnolia
in the front yard shaded the porch, and I could barely make out the vague silhouette of someone waiting there. The house had been empty for several months, and I didn’t expect anyone to greet me. She stood briefly at the top of the steps in the fading rays of the afternoon sun, and for just a few seconds her hair looked … Well, it shimmered! She might have posed for paintings in the art history textbook I’d had in college, and though her face seemed motherly, it was hard to judge her age. But if this woman was older than forty, I’d like to know what kind of face cream she used.

She hurried to meet me, wading through curled brown leaves that plastered the flagstone walk, and in one graceful movement, she scooped up a heavy dictionary, a looseleaf cookbook compiled by my mother, and my well-worn copy of To Kill a Mockingbird that had skidded to the ground. “Please, let me help,” the woman offered, and I accepted. Her voluminous skirt of sunset colors rustled when she walked, and a shawl that seemed to be knitted of iridescent silk floated after her. A flash of pink-painted toenails peeked from gold sandals with just the tiniest hint of a heel.

“Augusta Goodnight,” the stranger said, introducing herself once the car was unloaded. She seemed to have made at least five trips to my two and wasn’t the least bit winded. When she smiled, the calmness in her eyes washed over me, and for the first time since I’d found Cousin Otto I felt the tension ease.

“I thought you might like some of my apple spice muffins for your breakfast,” she said, presenting me with a basket covered with a yellow flowered cloth.

She must be a neighbor, of course, and the muffins were a welcoming gesture. Or maybe she’d heard about Cousin Otto and gotten a head start on the funeral baking. But how could
that be? It had been scarcely two hours since my grim discovery in the ladies’ room.

I hesitated on the front steps with the basket in my hands and wondered if I should invite my neighbor inside. My grandmother—or someone—had remembered to turn on the heat, but the old house still had that stuffy, closed-up smell.

The woman smelled of summer and of the strawberry jam Mom used to make. When I looked into her eyes I thought of the lake at Camp Occoneechee, where I’d learned to swim as a child, whose waters made me feel part fish and all new.

“I’d ask you in,” I began, “but Gatlin’s expecting us soon for supper. I suppose you’ve heard about Otto?”

Augusta nodded, and for a moment the shadow of a frown clouded her eyes. “I’m so very sorry about that, Minda,” she said, almost as if she blamed herself.

“I’ll be staying at Gatlin’s until after the funeral,” I told her, “and I’m sure these muffins will be welcome there—especially with two hungry children. Gatlin says she can’t seem to fill them up.” I smiled. “I guess you know how that is.”

Or not, I thought when she didn’t answer. In spite of the age-old wisdom in her face, there was a look of almost childlike innocence about Augusta Goodnight.

“Gatlin has her hands full,” I babbled on, “with all the relatives crowding in—including me. And, of course, Otto’s death is especially upsetting for Mildred and Vesta.”

Now my visitor fingered the lustrous stones of amber and jade that circled her elegant neck and swung almost to her waist. “This is a difficult time for you, too, Minda, and I’m here to help where I can. I hope you’ll remember that.”

“Why … thank you,” I said. Who was this person? Was she from one of those denominations that barge into your home and try to convert you to their religion? She hadn’t
mentioned a church—not yet, anyway—and thank goodness for that! I hadn’t been too chummy with God since my mother died of cancer while I was still in high school.

Don’t be so suspicious, Minda Hobbs, I told myself. She’s probably just a helpful neighbor, although I thought I knew everyone on Vesta’s street. “I’ll be here until summer, at least,” I told her, “so I expect I’ll be seeing you again.”

Augusta Goodnight spoke softly. “You can count on that,” she said, and then added something about unfinished business in Angel Heights.

I turned to put the basket of muffins in the car, and when I looked back, she was gone.






Everyone says my cousin Gatlin looks more like my mother, Beth, than I do, and sometimes when I see her after having been away for a while, it ties my heart in a knot. It did today. Gatlin is petite, with auburn hair that curls about her face like Mom’s did, huge, pansy-soft brown eyes, and freckles enough to share.

At five nine, I’m taller than most women, and I have hair like Dad’s: straw-straight and yellow as butter. In snapshots of me as a toddler, my hair looked almost white. A towhead, Vesta called me. When my mother took me shopping, people sometimes made a fuss over my light hair, but I would have traded with Gatlin any day.

My cousin was five when I was born, and I followed her around like an inept gumshoe. She didn’t seem to mind. And when I came to live with Vesta after Mom died, she became my best friend. She still is.

Now she met me at the door with her usual warm greeting,
a hug and a kiss on both cheeks, although she had to stand on tiptoe to reach me; then she swept me into her wonderful, harum-scarum lifestyle. My young cousin clutched my sleeve, and the family’s black lab, Napoleon, clamored to be petted.

Elizabeth (Lizzie), named for my mother, is ten and almost as tall as Gatlin already. “Minda! Come in the kitchen, I’m making spaghetti sauce,” she said, grasping me by the arm. “I’m so glad you’re here! Isn’t it awful about Cud’in Otto? Mama says he probably drank himself to death.” This last was supposed to be a whisper, but it was loud enough to elicit a loud “Shh!” and a warning look from my grandmother across the room.

I went over and kissed Vesta’s cheek, which she offered, I thought, somewhat reluctantly. She seemed to be doing okay when I left her in Gatlin’s capable hands at Minerva Academy, but she looked pale under her golfing tan, and I thought her hand trembled a bit. My grandmother had recently turned eighty, but she liked to joke that she looked only seventy-nine. Usually she seemed at least ten years younger, but not today. “Tell me what I can do to help,” I said, trying to resist Lizzie’s urgent tugs. “What about Faye?” At least I could keep an eye on Gatlin’s youngest while Lizzie helped her mother in the kitchen.

My grandmother fluttered her fingers. “Farmed out with neighbors. You might look in on Mildred, though. Hank’s given her a sedative, and she’s resting in Lizzie’s room.”

Hank Smith and his wife were old friends of Vesta’s, and although he’d retired from his medical practice, Vesta and her friends still called on him in emergencies.

“Speaking of neighbors,” I said, “I met one at the old house today. Augusta Goodnight—sort of strange, but nice. Sent muffins that smell wonderful.” I’d almost forgotten the basket
I left by the door when I came inside. “Must be new in town; did she buy the Bradshaw place?”

“Augusta Goodnight? Never heard of her.” Vesta closed her eyes and leaned back in the worn lounge chair that was usually occupied by Gatlin’s husband, David. “The Historical Society bought that house back in the summer. Plan to have teas there, wedding receptions, things like that.” She made a face. “Told ’em they’d better get ready to spend some money. Irene Bradshaw hasn’t done a blessed thing to that house since she moved in fifty years ago!”

“Maybe she’s visiting or something,” I said.

But Vesta nixed that, too. No one she knew was expecting company, she told me. Even though my grandmother had moved from Phinizy Street, she still kept tabs on her old neighborhood.

I tiptoed back to Lizzie’s room to find Mildred Parsons lying straight as a pencil and not much bigger among an array of teddy bears on Lizzie’s pink Barbie spread. I couldn’t remember when her hair had been anything but gray, but Gatlin said she used to be sort of a strawberry blond. Now, pink scalp showed through strands the color of dirty string. Her eyelids twitched slightly, but she seemed to be asleep. I listened to be sure she was breathing normally. Finding one corpse a day is more than enough for me!

Mildred is only a few years older than Vesta, but the years haven’t treated her well. According to my grandmother, Mildred was in her early fifties when she came to keep house for Vesta’s mother, Lucy, and moved in with the family. That was when she took Otto under her wing. A good thing, I guess, since his mother more or less abandoned him, and everybody says his father didn’t have much time for him, either.

Otto’s daddy was Vesta’s brother, my great-uncle Edward,
who still lived at home at the time. Mom said Otto’s father traveled a lot in his work, and his mother had become so unhappy living with her husband’s relatives in Angel Heights, she went back to her people somewhere out West. That left Mildred to raise Otto, who was about eight or nine years old.

When my great-grandmother, Lucy, died a few years later, my grandparents, Vesta and Charles Maxwell, “inherited” Mildred along with the family home. By then, my mother and Gatlin’s were married with families of their own, and Mildred stayed on to do light housework and cook whatever Otto took a notion to eat.

“If Mildred hadn’t babied him so much, Cousin Otto wouldn’t be such a loser,” Gatlin once confided, and maybe she had a point, but I didn’t think anybody was prepared for our relative dying like he did.

“Just like Elvis,” Gatlin said later. “They say he died on the toilet, too.”

The two of us were relaxing at last with a glass of merlot and the last of the ham biscuits a neighbor had brought earlier. Vesta had persuaded Mildred to go home with her, and everyone else was tucked away for the night—including Otto, who had been carted away by the coroner before being turned over to Houn’ Dawg Wilson (so named because of his mournful expression), who ran the Easyrest Funeral Parlor. “Customary procedure,” we were assured, “in event of an unexpected death.” And Cousin Otto, we learned, had probably been dead for almost twenty-four hours when I found him.

“Reckon what in the world made Otto pick the ladies’ room—of all places—to die in,” Gatlin said, reaching for the last ham biscuit.

“Too sick or too drunk to care, I guess,” I said. “Maybe he
never knew where he was, but what was he doing there last night? The only thing they found, other than his wallet and the usual stuff, was a dirty, wadded up handkerchief. Probably took it out to wipe his face before he took sick and died. The coroner says this must’ve happened before midnight. Looks like Mildred would’ve missed him if he didn’t come home.”

“Movies ‘n’ Munchies,” my cousin said.

“What?”

“Movies ‘n’ Munchies. The Methodists sponsor a movie night for seniors the first Friday in the month. As far as I know, Mildred’s never missed one. They have sandwiches and potato chips, and somebody brings dessert. This week I think they featured Van Johnson in one of those old war movies. Afterwards, Mildred went home and went to bed. When she woke up this morning, I guess she thought Otto had already left for the academy.”

“What in the world will she do now?” I wondered. “Papa’s Armchair will have to be sold, and I can’t imagine her staying on there.”

“She could live with Vesta, I suppose, but her place is small, and you know they don’t get along so well. Besides, Vesta likes her space.”

I didn’t think Mildred had ever forgiven my grandmother for moving into that condo and leaving Otto and her behind. It was like breaking up a family.

“There’s plenty of room at the Nut House,” I said. “Mildred lived there for a good part of her life; she should feel right at home, and it won’t cost a cent.”

The small living room was cluttered with cups and saucers, empty glasses, and crumpled paper napkins left by earlier callers, including Gertrude Whitmire and her brother Hugh, who still seemed to be in shock. I started to collect the dishes,
stacking them on a bent Coca-Cola tray I recognized as Vesta’s. “Hey, that’ll wait,” my cousin protested. “They’ll still be there in the morning—I promise.”

And so would I, I thought, and I’d rather not be faced with them, but I didn’t say so. Gatlin looked tired and seemed to have something on her mind. I knew she was upset over Otto’s death, as we all were, but I suspected something more. “Just don’t ask me to do windows,” I said, in my best proper-Mildred voice. “You know how my sciatica acts up when I overdo.”

If I expected a smile from my cousin, I was disappointed. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have said that. Especially now.” I set down the tray and sat on the arm of Gatlin’s chair. “You’re worried about Mildred, I know. Do you think Otto’s provided for her? Maybe the sale of the bookshop …”

“That’s just it.” Gatlin kicked off her shoes and curled up in the chair. “Papa’s Armchair belongs to Vesta—always has. Otto had part interest, but Vesta’s the one who got him started; she’s the one who put up money for the building.”

“But surely Vesta will see that Mildred’s taken care of,” I said. “And I expect Otto’s share of the shop will go to her.”

Gatlin shrugged. “If there’s anything left to share. Otto wasn’t much of a businessman, I’m afraid.” My cousin glanced at the closed door of the bedroom she shared with David and lowered her voice to a whisper. “Minda, I’m thinking …”

“What?” I leaned forward. “What are you thinking?”

“I’m thinking I’d like to buy Otto’s share. I still have the few thousand Dad left me, and I don’t earn squat filling in as an office temp. It might be rough going at first, but I’m sure I can make something of it.”

“Have you spoken to Vesta about it?” I asked.

“Not yet, but she knows I’ve been thinking about making
a change. I like to be here for the children as much as I can, but it’s getting next to impossible to live off a high school coach’s salary.” Gatlin frowned. “We’ve always had food on the table, but Minda, we have two kids to educate, and David’s already working part time at the recreation center. There just aren’t enough hours in the day!”

I smiled as a loud snore came the master bedroom. David had crashed earlier after serving as greeter for the evening to friends who dropped by. The night before, his team had lost their last game of the year to their arch rivals in the next town, and his somber mood suited the occasion. The Angels, Gatlin confided, hadn’t had many occasions to celebrate this season.

But I wasn’t completely carried away with the idea of the bookshop, and I guess it showed on my face.

“What’s wrong? Hey, don’t let the noise scare you, Minda. That’s really not a bull elephant in there, it’s just my husband sleeping on his back!”

I laughed, glad to see a spark of her usual good humor. “It’s just that—well—I’m not sure how much money a used bookshop will bring in.”

“Right. But there’s an empty store next door, and if I can get it, it would be a great place for a coffee shop—soup and sandwiches—things like that. You must’ve noticed there aren’t many places to eat here in Angel Heights, and I could combine the two.” My cousin stretched her dainty feet and yawned. “In fact, I had already mentioned it to Otto, and he seemed to think it was a good idea. Said he’d look into it, but you know how Otto is—was. I don’t know if he ever did.”

I added our empty wineglasses to the tray. “Not a bad idea. You can count on me for your first customer.”

My cousin had that same sly look on her face I remembered
from the time she gave me a push and sent me solo on my first bike. “Actually I had something else in mind.”

I knew it! “I don’t want to hear it,” I told her.

“Assuming this all works out, I’ll need help in the bookshop while I’m getting things brewing next door. I was hoping you’d remember all those times I let you sit between Harold Sturgis and me when he took me to the movies, and be grateful enough to help out.” Gatlin hung her head and rolled her eyes heavenward.

“You begged me to sit between you! You didn’t even like Harold Sturgis!” I reminded her.

She shrugged. “But I liked going to the movies, and he always bought us popcorn, remember?”

“Poor Harold. It took him forever to catch on. But I can’t help you, Gatlin. I’m supposed to start teaching after Christmas.”

“Bah! That’s almost two months away. And you might like this better. Besides, what else are you going to do with your time?”

She was right, of course. Gatlin’s almost always right, and in her case, I don’t even mind. Later, I stretched out on the pull-out sofa in their small upstairs guest room and hardly noticed the huge boulder I’ve accused them of hiding under the mattress. I dreamed I was standing on a stool at my mother’s kitchen table while she measured strawberries and sugar into a big pot on the stove. And now and then she would smile at me and pop a sweet berry into my mouth. When her hand brushed my face, I felt the warmth of her touch like lifeblood flowing into me. And then I noticed the woman standing behind her. It was the same woman who had been at the old home place earlier. Augusta Goodnight, and for some reason I didn’t question her presence there.


When I woke the next morning, it occurred to me I hadn’t thought about Jarvis for at least eight hours. It had rained briefly during the night, but now the sky was clearing and I could see a patch of blue big enough to make a pair of Dutchman’s britches—which my grandmother claims means fair weather ahead. A sweet gum leaf the color of cranberries sashayed past my window, and something with a sweet spicy smell drifted up from the kitchen. I was with the people who loved me most, people I loved, and I felt the cold hurt inside me begin to dissolve just a little.

And then I remembered Otto. Poor Otto. Even with all his problems, he had a life worth living. What a shame he’d put an early end to it by pickling his liver!

But when the phone rang a few minutes later, we learned that although my cousin’s drinking was self-destructive, it had nothing to do with the way he died.

Otto Alexander had been murdered.




CHAPTER THREE

“Suffocated,” my grandmother Vesta said. “The coroner said Otto was suffocated, probably with the plastic bag they found in the bathroom trash.”

Since it was Sunday, Gatlin and I had left her two daughters with their dad and hurried to our grandmother’s after hearing the coroner’s appalling announcement. Now we huddled in Vesta’s high-rise living room and tried to make sense out of this turn of events.

“It would have prints on it, wouldn’t it?” I asked.

“Ordinarily, but if this is what they used, apparently whoever did it wore gloves.” Vesta lowered her voice as she spoke, and glanced at Mildred Parsons, who sat at one end of the sofa, feet primly together, a vinyl-bound scrapbook on her lap.

“You don’t have to whisper around me, Vesta,” Mildred said in a louder-than-usual voice. “I suspected Otto’s death was no accident. He had stopped drinking, you know. He promised. Drank mostly orange juice—always kept some around.” She drew herself up as well as anyone can who is
only a little over five feet tall. “I can assure you that Otto hasn’t had any alcohol in almost three months.”

I didn’t look at Gatlin, but I knew if she wasn’t rolling her eyes, she was thinking about it.

“I know some people didn’t like Otto,” Mildred went on, “didn’t understand him. But that was no reason to—” Her lip trembled, and impatiently, she shook off my grandmother’s hand. “Otto had a brilliant mind, and I don’t think any of you appreciated that. He could’ve done anything—might have. He didn’t deserve to die!”

“Of course not.” Gatlin moved closer to sit beside Mildred. “I can’t imagine why anyone would do such a horrible thing. Somebody must have broken into the academy intending to burglarize it and found Otto there alone.”

“I don’t know what they planned to steal,” Vesta said. “There’s nothing of any value.”

Mildred shook her head. “No, I think somebody meant to kill him, and they did it when they knew I’d be away from home. Everyone knows that’s Movies ‘n’ Munchies night.”

“But who?” I asked. “And why?”

Mildred shoved her bifocals aside and blotted her eyes with a yellowed lace handkerchief. “I don’t know,” she said, slamming her small fist onto the album she held in her lap. “But I mean to find out if it’s the last thing I do.”

“Mildred!” My grandmother set her coffee cup on her new glass-topped cocktail table, and dark liquid sloshed into the saucer. “We’re all shocked and saddened about what happened to Otto, but I think we’d best let the police handle things like that.”

“Oh, butt out, Vesta,” Mildred Parsons said. And tucking her scrapbook under her arm, she marched into the adjoining bedroom and shut the door.


Vesta looked like she’d swallowed something cold that hurt going down, and I thought she’d keel over right then and there, but my grandmother surprised me. “Mildred’s not herself,” she explained, shaking her head. “After all, Otto is all she had.”

In a way, I guess she was right. And the four of us were all that remained to mourn Otto Alexander. My cousin’s mother had died while he was still a young man, and his father, Edward, a few years later.

Gatlin’s own mom, who had taken a job in California after her husband’s death, was saving her vacation days to come for Christmas.






“I’m afraid Mildred’s gone round the bend,” Gatlin whispered to me after the funeral the next day. In spite of Otto’s lack of close friends, the Methodist Church had been packed, and the Lucy Alexander Circle (named for my great-grandmother, and the one to which Vesta belonged) had outdone themselves preparing our dinner. Again we gathered at Gatlin’s, and a trio of the ladies lingered to wash up the dishes and put away the remainder of the meal while friends consoled the two older women in the living room.

My cousin and I were clearing the dining room table when Gertrude Whitmire bustled in. “You girls let me take care of that,” she said, snatching a cake-smeared plate from my hand.

“You seem to be holding up well, Arminda. A shame you had to see that. I had no idea Otto was—”

“I’m all right,” I said. “I hope you’ve been able to get some rest.”

Gertrude looked tired around the eyes, and the tension
showed in her face. She and her brother had arrived earlier with a sliced ham and paper plates, but Hugh didn’t have much to say, and he left soon after.

“I’ll rest when they find out who did this,” she said. “Do you have any idea what Otto was doing there that night? Saturday was his usual day in the library.”

“I can’t imagine. Maybe he wanted to catch up on something.

“Here, let me get a tray for this,” I said, noticing Gertrude’s hand trembling. Gatlin, I saw, was quickly removing everything breakable from the table.






“Wordy Gerty’s kinda shook up,” my cousin said later.

Although a cold November wind stripped brown leaves from the water oak in Gatlin’s yard, the two of us escaped the crowded house and sat for a few minutes on the back steps watching the children’s rope swing sway eerily in the dusk.

“Wouldn’t you be? I’d be terrified to go back in that place again!” I pulled up the collar of my coat and wished for warmer shoes. “You don’t really think Mildred means it about finding the murderer, do you?”

“Don’t ask me. I’ve never seen her this way. Okay, it’s a given Otto was murdered, but I can’t believe it was planned.” Gatlin warmed her hands around a mug of hot spiced punch and let the steam waft into her face.

“Then what do you think happened?” I paused to pet Napoleon, who had been chasing a squirrel through the leaves.

“He either stumbled upon a would-be burglary or irritated somebody to the point they couldn’t take it any longer. Otto
could be unbearable at times, always looking down his nose at people, and he had that annoying laugh.”

“Gatlin, people don’t get murdered because of an annoying laugh,” I said. “And if it wasn’t planned, why did the plastic bag have no prints?”

She shrugged and offered me a sip of her drink. “We don’t know if that was what he actually used.”

“You say he. Do you think it was a man?” I slipped the dog a bite of cheese I’d sneaked out for him.

Gatlin pretended not to notice. “No idea, but I’d place my bet on a woman. Cousin Otto was an awful chauvinist. I don’t see how Mildred put up with him!”

“Mildred made him that way,” I said. “Her world revolved around Otto. I can’t imagine what she’ll do now.”

I was about to find out.

“So there you are!” Vesta opened the back door and streaked the dark steps with yellow light. “I wish you’d come in here and talk some sense into Mildred. She insists on going back to those rooms behind the bookstore tonight!”

After a period of weepy withdrawal, Mildred Parsons seemed to have undergone some kind of metamorphosis from a shy and shadowy background figure to an outspoken woman of purpose. It remained for the rest of us to try to figure out what that purpose was.

Gatlin went first. “Mildred, if you don’t want to go back to Vesta’s, you can stay with us until you decide what to do.”

“I’ve already decided what to do. I’m going home and get to the bottom of this.” Mildred tucked her worn black purse under her arm and looked around for her coat and her funny old hat with the pink feather.

“Did you take the tranquilizer Hank gave you?” Vesta asked. “You still have them, don’t you?”


“I think the rest of you need a tranquilizer a lot more than I do.” Mildred snapped open her purse, fished out an almost full bottle, and rattled the pills in my grandmother’s face. “Here, you take them.”

Vesta flopped, puppetlike, into a chair and let her long arms dangle. Tall, angular, and ever active, she had always been the strong one in our family. Now the spunk seemed to be seeping from her, and I didn’t like it. “The doctor didn’t prescribe the tranquilizers for me, Mildred, but right now I think I could use a few!”

“What you could use is some sleep,” I said, putting my arms around her. “You go on home now and get some rest. Gatlin and I will take care of Mildred.”

I whispered the latter, but Mildred overheard me. “I’ll take care of myself if you’ll just get me back to my own place,” she said.

And I did.

One of the ladies from the Lucy Alexander Circle promised to see my grandmother safely home, and I left Gatlin to look after Faye, her youngest, who was coming down with a cold.

I was sorry for Mildred; I knew how she felt, but I wanted to shake her for heaping misery on top of anguish. Didn’t she know Vesta was grieving, too? Didn’t she care? And then I remembered how I had reacted when Jarvis died. I had turned from friends, rejected family, and steeped myself in bitterness until I reached the point where even I couldn’t stand to be around me.

“Mildred, I know what it’s like to lose someone you love,” I said as we drove through the dimly lit streets of downtown Angel Heights. “Believe me, I know how lost and helpless you feel. I hope you’ll let us help you.” My words sounded oddly familiar, as if I were quoting someone else. The woman,
of course! The one with painted toenails and shimmering hair. She had said almost the same thing to me.

Mildred spoke with a tinge of her former shyness, and I could barely see her face in the darkness. “I’m sorry about your husband, Minda. That was an awful thing! And your sweet mother—I loved her, you know. Next to Otto, she was my favorite.” She paused. “And I’m glad to see you and your grandmother are trying to work things out.”

She turned away from me as we drove past Phinizy Street, where she had lived a good part of her life, and I had to make an effort to hear her. “I know I’m making things difficult, and I regret that, really. But if I have to become a hateful old woman to see things through, then so be it!”

“I’m sure the police are just as eager as you are to find out who killed Otto,” I said, slowing as we neared the center of town. “The chief told Gatlin they were checking on everyone with a criminal record who might be in the area, and I know they dusted for prints.”

“Well, I could tell them they’re wasting their time! Gertrude Whitmire told me herself she found the front door unlocked when she arrived at the academy Saturday morning, and there was no sign of a forced entry.”

“Hugh was there that morning. He probably unlocked it,” I said.

“No, no! Hugh didn’t get there until later. Gertrude assumed Otto was working in the library upstairs, so she didn’t think much about it. Whoever killed Otto was already in the building that night, or else he let them in.”

Mildred seemed convinced she was right and I was too tired and it was too late to argue. Instead of parking in the narrow alley behind Papa’s Armchair, I found a space in front of the shop and waited while Mildred groped for her key. The
windows of the small store were dark, and the place gave me the creeps—especially after what had happened to Otto. “I wish you’d stay with me at the home place, at least for tonight,” I said as I helped her out of the car. “Don’t you think it would be better to come back in the daylight? I really don’t like leaving you here.”

But Mildred didn’t answer. I might as well have been talking to the wooden sign creaking over our heads. She fumbled for a minute with the lock, and I pushed open the heavy door with peeling green paint, then quickly stepped inside and switched on the light.

Mildred stood blinking in the fluorescent glare. “Someone’s been here,” she said.

“What do you mean?” I looked around. Everything seemed in order to me.

She frowned and looked about her. “I’m not sure, but something’s not right.” Mildred disappeared between rows of shelves that towered above her, and I trailed after, afraid to let her out of my sight. What if someone waited there? I watched while she nudged a book into place, shifted another to a different shelf. Insignificant things. What did they matter?

“I knew it! Here, look.” Mildred stood in the doorway of the tiny back office. “Somebody’s been in this desk.”

Papers were scattered on the desktop, and a drawer had been opened a couple of inches, but other than that, it appeared undisturbed. “Otto might’ve left it that way,” I said, smothering a yawn.

“But this isn’t Otto’s desk. He keeps his files and computer in our living quarters in the back. This is the desk I use for household accounts and to write up the minutes of the UMW, things like that.


“United Methodist Women. I’m secretary,” she explained, seeing my blank expression. “And just look at that mess! I would never leave a desk like this.”

I thought it looked neat compared to mine. “Maybe you’d better check to see if anything’s missing,” I said.

Mildred ruffled through her papers and peered into the desk drawers. “Everything appears to be here. There’s nothing here of interest anyway—at least to anyone but me. And they’ve moved my jar of pencils, too.”

Under ordinary circumstances, I might’ve laughed, but I knew she’d never forgive me. “Your pencils?”

“Yes.” She kicked at something beneath the desk. “See, they even dropped a couple on the floor. I always keep that jar on the left side of the desk because I’m left-handed. Somebody must have been looking for something in there and put it back on the wrong side.”

“Looking for what?” I asked.

“When we know that, maybe we’ll know who killed Otto,” she said.

“I think we should call the police,” I said after we had searched her small apartment behind the store. It consisted of only two bedrooms and bath, a small kitchen and eating area, and a narrow sitting room with just enough space for a sofa, two side chairs, and a television. I could tell that Mildred had tried to make it homelike with crocheted doilies on the chair backs and a potted yellow chrysanthemum on the end table.

“What for?” she said. “So they can tell me I’m imagining things? Obviously whoever was here has already found what they were looking for. I doubt if they’ll be back. At any rate, I’ll worry about it in the morning. Right now I’m going to bed.”


“What do you mean they’ve found what they were looking for? Is anything missing? Tell me what it is, and we’ll report it to the police.”

“I’m not sure; I’ll have to look again tomorrow when I’m not so tired.” She gave my arm a dismissing pat. “You run on home now, Minda, and get some sleep. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

No amount of cajoling could convince this stubborn woman to come home with me, so I made her promise to call at the first sign of an intruder, waited until I was sure she’d double-bolted her doors, and then headed for the familiar house on Phinizy Street.

Jarvis would be surprised to see me turning in before midnight. Oh God! I forgot he was dead! Again! The familiar hot, stinging sadness oozed through me like lemon juice in a cut. My husband used to tease me about being a night owl because I could read until the small hours and forget what time it was. Not tonight. Parking behind the family home, it was all I could do to drag myself from the car and up the steps to the back porch. A dim light came from somewhere inside. I didn’t remember leaving it on, but was glad I had. If Gatlin’s small house hadn’t been so crowded and she didn’t have a sick child to contend with, I would have stayed there one more night. I wasn’t looking forward to coming here alone.

After Mom died and my dad remarried and moved to Atlanta with his new wife, I had spent the remainder of my high school years with Vesta in this house. During that time, Otto had clerked for a while at City Hall, tried his hand at selling insurance, and enrolled in a division of the university to study for his master’s degree in world history. He never received it. The Nut House was home to me until I married Jarvis, and we had hosted our wedding reception on the front lawn.


But I wasn’t going to think of that. Tonight I would crawl gratefully into the cherry sleigh bed that had been my mother’s in my old room with the yellow striped wallpaper. And tomorrow I would get started with the rest of my life.

If only Cousin Otto didn’t have to go and get himself murdered! And what if the person who searched the bookshop came here? What if he was here now?

Arminda Hobbs, you’re getting as nutty as Mildred! Nobody was in that bookshop, and nobody is going to be here. Now get upstairs, turn off your mind, and go to bed!

Yeah, right. But Otto’s still dead, isn’t he?

Other than the tiny light, the house was dark. It was big. And I was alone in it—I thought.

I switched on every light in the house and looked neither to the right nor the left as I took the stairs two at a time. If somebody was waiting there, I didn’t want to see them.

But it was hard to miss the bright-haired lady in the upstairs hall.





End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/thumb.jpg





OEBPS/e9781429970563_cover.jpg
SHADOW OF
AN ANGEL

MIGNON F. BALLARD






OEBPS/e9781429970563_i0001.jpg
Shadoer
of
Aygel

MIGNON F. BALLARD

ST. MARTIN'S MINOTAUR
NEWYORK





OEBPS/e9781429970563_i0002.jpg
‘I.ucy Arminda Westbrook Alexander
|

Vesta Alexander Maxwell Edward Alexander
| | |
Elual}ed\ Jo Lynn Otto Alexander
|
Arminda Gatlin

(m. Jarvis Hobbs)  (m. David Norwood)
!

Lizzie and Faye





OEBPS/thumbPPC.jpg





