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Chapter One

A Fateful Thump

Miranda Abbott confronted the killer.

“I thought I knew you,” she said. Every word, every syllable, was wrung from the tortured depths of her soul. “I thought I might even love you . . .”

She was looking directly into a soft, diffused light that picked up several conflicting emotions shining in those eyes. Those green eyes. That auburn hair, those celebrated cheekbones.

“You’re a smart man,” she said, her voice betraying the faintest touch of trepidation overcome by a quiet resolve. “A clever man. But maybe a bit too clever, a bit too smart. Killing Pascal de Montaigne with an icicle bayonet was brilliant; you removed any possibility of fingerprints and then disposed of the murder weapon by turning up the heat in the vault after you left. Faking a suicide note? That was too clever by half. First, I asked myself, why would a career criminal like Pascal, a fence for high-end objets d’art, known for his joie de vivre, kill himself? And why would he do it using a weapon that vanished? And why would he stab himself in his right ear? He wasn’t called ‘Sinister Pascal’ because he was evil. Sinister, you see, also means left-handed! That was the clue that unraveled your malevolent plans. Mon amour, I’ve already contacted les gendarmes. It’s all over for you . . . But before they get here, you have one last chance to tell me where you stashed the missing money.”

She pursed her lips as her expression shifted from one of pensive courage to mild irritation.

“Line!” she shouted.

“That’s a cut,” sighed Andrew.

Bea couldn’t help herself; she sprang to her feet and burst into applause. “I think that was your best one yet!” she said.

Andrew Nguyen, Miranda’s long-suffering assistant, lowered his smartphone with a world-weariness that belied his youth. He switched off the ring light, a Westcott 18” LED with adjustable stand—and how much had that cost her? better not to ask—as Bea scampered across to pull back the curtains, flooding the sitting room once again with sunlight.

They were ensconced in a cozy nook in Bea’s B&B amid the mist-festooned Pacific Northwest, far from the catacombs of Paris or the dastardly machinations of Pascal de Montaigne. Potted begonias and tea sets, mainly, with nary an icicle bayonet in sight.

“It’s Monet,” said Andrew, “not ‘money.’ They’re searching for a ‘missing Monet,’ not missing money.”

“That’s the part that keeps tripping me up.”

Miranda Abbott was auditioning for the lead in a major motion picture, From Paris with Pathos, a love story art-heist action drama that would see her hopping from Monaco to Barcelona and then to France (or Montreal, if the tax credits were better there) as soon as she landed the role. When, not if. This was a role designed for an actress—a star!—of Miranda’s caliber and experience. Her agent back in LA had tipped her off about it, pretending to have slipped it into an otherwise pointless conversation over the phone—“I see Clooney’s shooting in Monaco next fall. Go figure.”—which Miranda had immediately leapt upon. She was good at picking up on clues. She had played a sleuth on network TV for six years, as well as in that strange realm known as “real life.”

Indeed, framed in a place of honor in Bea’s kitchen was the front page from Variety magazine, HOLLYWOOD HAS-BEEN SOLVES MURDER, which Miranda passed with a tingle of pride every day. Hollywood! she noted. Solves! she thrilled. Front page, no less!

Unfortunately, “unpaid amateur sleuth” did not cover the rent on her room, or the sort of wardrobe someone of her stature required. And, despite a brief flurry of interest in her as an accidental detective, neither did the offers, or lack thereof, that followed.

Andrew deleted the last take, cued up the video app on his smartphone again.

“Should I throw in a karate kick as well?” Miranda asked. “At the end, for a bit of pizzazz?”

“Um, maybe not,” said Andrew, as tactfully as possible. “But only because it’s not, you know, in the script.”

“Andrew, darling, I’ve never been shy about sharing my ideas with the producers of any project I’ve worked on, suggesting ways to improve the screenplay, or how to best light me, or which angles to shoot me from.”

Shy? No. Miranda was many things—she contained multitudes—but shy wasn’t one of them.

“I think you want to focus on the quality of the performance rather than the physicality of the role,” Andrew said. It had been some time since the curvaceous Miranda Abbott had been able to execute such a move and he didn’t want to see her try now.

Trim and impeccably dressed, Andrew was a wizened veteran of such moments.

“From the top?” he asked.

“From the top!” Miranda cried.

Bea went to close the curtains and Miranda said, sotto voce, “Bea, perhaps we could keep the applause to a minimum this time? As used to adulation as I am, it does throw me off my timing, which is so, so crucial for an actress.”

“I’m sorry,” said Bea. “I just get caught up in the moment.”

Gray hair, neatly bobbed, with smile-creased eyes, Bea Maracle was Miranda Abbott’s biggest fan—or, more accurately, Pastor Fran’s biggest fan, Miranda’s alter ego from that classic TV show Pastor Fran Investigates, off the air for more than a decade and a half yet still fondly remembered and regularly viewed here at Bea’s B&B.

If anyone could karate-kick an icicle-wielding bad guy, it was Pastor Fran.

“So,” said Miranda. “No karate kick?”

Andrew sighed. He did that a lot lately. “No karate kick.”

She shook the tension out of her shoulders. Took a deep, calming breath.

“This could mean a lot for us,” she reminded him. “Cannes, the red carpet, a comeback worthy of my fans. Remember, I don’t make fans, fans make me!”

A Miranda Abbott aphorism. Andrew had started jotting them down in a small notebook he carried.

“If I land this role, I shall be Number Two on the call sheet at the very least.” During the glory days of Pastor Fran Investigates, Miranda had been Number One on the call sheet for six years running. She had since dropped off it entirely, and was determined to claw her way up that sheet again. No sane person would care about their number on a sheet of paper, but no one could ever accuse actors of being sane. Never mind that the role she was auditioning for was described as “a lithe twenty-something ballerina.” Miranda hadn’t been twenty-something in, oh, twenty-something years, or more. But was she unduly worried by this? She was not. “It’s all in the lighting,” she’d told Andrew. Hence the newly purchased ring light that Andrew had procured for her.

Andrew’s parents had fled Vietnam in a leaky boat. For this? he thought. They escaped persecution and braved shark-infested waters so their oldest son could become a glorified babysitter to a former—heavy emphasis on former—TV star?

His parents had learned their English from Pastor Fran Investigates, and he and his overachieving younger brother had been forced to sit through the weekly mystery every Friday, the biggest mystery being, why did a wandering pastor always turn up in a small town at exactly the moment someone was murdered? Suspicious, no? “Better not to think about it,” his brother had grinned. “Y’know, Mom and Pops learning American culture from someone who is probably a secret transient murderess. Between her and Jessica Fletcher, you have half the murders in small towns accounted for.”

Andrew lived in the pantry at Bea’s B&B. He’d relocated from LA for this? he often thought. A temporary arrangement, he had been assured, just until Miranda could afford a proper suite at the Duchess Hotel, the town’s fine establishment on Tillamook Bay. (Miranda, like every actor, was forever one role away from extravagant affluence.) “Don’t think of it as a pantry with a cot in it,” she’d said. “Think of it as a boutique office-slash-living-quarters. Do you have any idea how much that would run back in LA?”

“But we’re not in LA,” he’d protested, in vain—and his protests were mostly in vain when it came to the mercurial Miranda Abbott.

Miranda, meanwhile, had commandeered the “upstairs suite” of the B&B, what Bea strangely referred to as “my bedroom.” (Bea had since moved to one of the smaller guest rooms, one that did NOT have an ensuite or a full dresser or a closet full of Bea’s clothes.) Today, Miranda had commandeered the sitting room as well, transforming it into a film studio.

“Paris, here we come!” said Miranda. “Or Montreal, depending on the tax credits available! From the top!”

The movie she was preparing her audition tape for was a co-production of some sort, hence all the French terms and French names that littered the script, none of which she’d had any difficulty pronouncing. Les gendarmes? No problem. Objets d’art? Easy-peasy. Pascal de Montaigne? A piece of proverbial cake. Monet? Yikes. Kept coming out money.

“Monet, Monet, Monet,” she said, warming up for another round—and even then, it became money, money, money. “I’m ready to go again.”

Bea made sure the curtains were fully drawn, and Andrew turned the ring light on again, making sure to adjust diffusion to the most flattering setting.

“Take 27,” he said (with a sigh).

Miranda held up a small white board. Written in erasable ink was the name of the project (“From Paris with Pathos”), the role that Miranda was auditioning for (“Yvette-Eloise Toussaint”), and, in large block letters, TAKE ONE.

This was Miranda’s idea. However many tries it took before she was satisfied, the slate would always read TAKE ONE, as if she’d simply read the script, memorized her lines, and delivered on her first attempt.

How had she gotten the script in the first place? Not through her agent, of course. Marty hadn’t been able to turn her sudden notoriety as a crime solver into the sort of A-list offers she deserved, but through her assistant Andrew’s cunning connections. “Someone leaked it online,” he had said with a shrug. “I downloaded it.” False modesty, she was sure. Andrew was a very astute player in the biz.

It was sometime between Take 32 and Take 47 that a thump sounded in the front of the B&B.

“Oh, that’ll be the mail,” said Bea, scurrying off to get it, while Miranda and Andrew took five.

It would prove to be a very fateful thump.

Miranda had flopped down in one of Bea’s elegant but faded Queen Anne chairs. “Why am I doing this?” she asked Andrew.

“The role?” he said. “You’re asking me why you’re auditioning for this role?”

“I know why,” she said. “I don’t know why why.” She had a habit of speaking in riddles that almost made sense. “It should be offers only. I shouldn’t have to go out hat in hand like some B-list celebrity.”

B-list? thought Andrew. We should be so lucky.

Still, his affection for her, in spite of everything, perhaps because of everything, wouldn’t allow him to be cruel. Or honest. And in the case of Miranda’s post-fame career, the two were closely aligned.

“You’re absolutely right,” he said. “Hollywood should be calling you. And they will, I’m sure. They just need a little . . . nudge. That’s all.”

She smiled sadly. “Thank you, Andrew. I do appreciate that you care enough to lie. That’s very kind. When Bea comes back, we’ll do the final take. I promise.”

Speaking of which . . .

In a burst of breathless energy, Bea came rushing in waving the latest copy of Variety. “Your movie!” she said. “It’s on the front cover!”

“What do you mean?” said Andrew, who knew exactly what it meant.

Sure enough, the cover did indeed feature From Paris with Pathos with George Clooney and Meryl Streep splashed across it, airbrushed to a Platonic Ideal under the heading BOFFO B.O. PREDICTED AS WHAMMO CLOONEY-STREEP ROM-COM-HEIST-MYSTERY-ACTION-THRILLER WRAPS! 

“Good thing you’re auditioning!” said Bea. “You better get that in soon!”

Andrew looked to Miranda, but Miranda said nothing. Instead, she stood, head high, and straightened her shoulders in a simulacrum of courage. An actress preparing to exit Stage Left. She was wearing her favorite satin blouse, deep green to set off her red hair, with a shoulder scarf perfectly designed for flinging . . . but none came. No dramatic moves, no defiant retorts.

“I think I’m done,” she said. Only that. I think I’m done. “Thank you, Andrew. Thank you, Bea.”

“But don’t you want to do one more of the takes?” said Bea. “We’re all set up and ready. Right, Andrew?”

Bea didn’t care how many times Miranda did the same scene over and over again, she was thrilled to watch every single time. And every single time she would chime, “I think that was your best try yet!” She’d been picking up a bit of show business argot of late, and was trying to remember to call them “the takes.”

Miranda was in no mood for more takes. “Please inform the staff that I shall be dining alfresco, on the veranda.” She gathered her clutch purse, pulled her scarf to where it belonged, and left.

Bea and Andrew exchanged looks. Staff?

“Are you the staff or am I the staff?” Bea asked.

“I think we’re both staff.”

“And the veranda . . . ?”

“Front porch,” he explained. Andrew spoke Miranda.

He turned off the ring light as Bea opened the curtains. The morning light once again flooded the sitting room, now steeped more in sadness than sun, it seemed.

“I thought she’d be happy,” said Bea, referring to the magazine. “I hurried in with the news.”

“If they’ve ‘wrapped,’ it means it’s a little too late to audition.” Did he really have to explain this to her?

“Oh. I see.”

“Don’t feel bad. It’s not you, Bea.”

It’s the universe. It was arrayed against Miranda, it seemed. Memories of Andrew’s parents, elated when he was first hired as a personal assistant to the former Pastor Fran. “What is she like?” they would ask. Pastor Fran? She was strong, decisive, invulnerable. Miranda Abbott? Not so much.

“I’ll put on a pot of oatmeal,” said Bea. “An’ crack open some SunnyD.” Breakfast was overdue.

Miranda, meanwhile, feeling forlorn and vaguely betrayed, had retired to the veranda (aka Bea’s front porch) with its overhanging baskets of asters and fall pansies, and was looking out at the waters of Tillamook Bay. Amid the reel and cry of seagulls, sailboats moved across the silvery surface, gliding in on westward winds, the air crisp and clean. The town of Happy Rock lay snug in the curve of the bay, nestled between the lighthouse at one end and Bea’s B&B at the other.

There would be no Monaco, no Lisbon, no Paris—no Montreal, even. Miranda Abbott, star of stage and screen, was marooned in Happy Rock.

Above the harbor, ivy-clad and regal, stood the grand Duchess Hotel, haunted it was said—as most buildings were out here. (A building that hadn’t managed to pick up a ghost or two along the way was considered unworthy of the area. It was almost listed as a real estate feature: 3 bedrooms, cedar shake roof, plenty of parking, resident ghost.) Next to the hotel, equally haunted, was the alabaster elegance of the Opera House, home to the local Little Theater Society. But these grand architectural gestures aside, the town was as drowsy as a waking dream. It was always three in the afternoon in Happy Rock. It was a town of modest Victorian storefronts and latticework trellises, with mossy cabins half-hidden in the back lanes.

Fishermen cast their lines from the barnacled pier, reeling them in, casting them out, reeling them in, the motion almost hypnotic—not unlike the town itself. Happy Rock had a way of lulling one into a state of sleepy surrender. A sign above the pier read CATCH & RELEASE ONLY, and Miranda often wondered, having been caught, would she ever be released? Did she want to be released?

Damn that Meryl Streep! She’s always stealing roles from me.

Miranda took out a small bell from her clutch purse, the type receptionists use, and placed it firmly on the wide arm of the chair. With a single decisive tap, she rang it. This wasn’t over! Not by a long shot!

Bea appeared, confused.

“You bought a bell?”

“I had Andrew order it for me from The Cloud. Same place he found the lighting kit.” Miranda assumed The Cloud was some sort of specialty shop back in Beverly Hills, and she lowered her voice, lest she give away any of Andrew’s secrets. “He has an app, you see.” She wasn’t exactly clear on what an app was, but she knew Andrew had one, and that it allowed him to perform any number of feats.

“And, ah, what did you want?” Bea asked with a nod to the bell. The porridge was on low boil, the SunnyD had been decanted. Breakfast was almost ready.

“The telephone!” cried Miranda in the manner of a Shakespearean king calling for a horse.

Oh no, thought Bea. Here we go.





Chapter Two

Rendezvous at the Murder Store

“I will call that disreputable agent of mine and set things straight once and for all!” Miranda vowed. “Don’t worry!”

“I wasn’t,” said Bea. “It’s just . . . I’m not sure the phone will reach out here. Are you sure you don’t want to use Andrew’s cell phone instead? He doesn’t have to pay long-distance fees and . . .” Miranda hadn’t been paying any of her room charges during The Lull, as she called it.

“One cannot slam down a cell phone in anger,” Miranda explained. “I will be calling that simpering invertebrate of an agent. And when I do, I shall hang up on him!”

True. It was much more satisfying to slam down a handset than end a call by angrily swiping at a screen. But would the landline reach the veranda?

“It must! It shall!” Miranda cried.

And so it did. Bea managed to stretch the cord all the way from the sitting room, taut as a lute string, to where Miranda was sitting, regal on her Adirondack throne. The telephone was an old-fashioned black rotary unit. Bea had added a ridiculously lengthy cord because of Miranda’s habit of taking calls wherever she happened to be, upstairs or down.

Andrew appeared, and she had him dial—and dial and dial. It was a very lengthy number. “LA!” she said.

“Long-distance,” Bea replied.

The pas de deux began as soon as Marty’s alleged receptionist answered the phone. (It was quite obviously just Marty speaking in a high-pitched voice.) “Marty Sharpe Talent Agency, Home of Tomorrow’s Stars Today. Please hold—”

Thirty seconds of Muzak (the Pastor Fran theme song, ironically enough; Andrew remembered it well).

“Hello. This is Marty Sharpe’s office, how may I direct your call?”

It was Marty. There was no one other than him to “direct” the call to. Andrew knew that, Miranda knew that, Marty knew that Andrew and Miranda knew that, but this was LA; perception was everything, reality just an annoying detail to get past.

As soon as Marty came on, Andrew said, “Hold for Miranda Abbott, please.” “Hold for Miranda Abbott, please.”

The rule was, whoever waited last was of lower status. Andrew could actually hear Marty Sharpe’s eyes rolling on the other end.

“That you, Andy?”

Miranda snatched the receiver from Andrew and commenced yelling.

When she paused to draw breath, Marty said, in awe really, “You honestly thought you were going to audition for the Clooney pic? Even by your standards, Miranda, that is really some pie-in-the-sky fantasizing. Bravo. Quite remarkable. Truly. Whenever I think you can’t get any more delusionary, you prove me wrong.”

“Marty, I swear, I will come down to LA and personally kick your tiny little balls into orbit.”

“Okay, okay. Listen. I may have something for you. The Kalamazoo Redd-E-Alert. It’s only one line, but it’s a beaut! I have fallen . . . but I CAN get up, thanks to the Kalamazoo Redd-E-Alert 2000. Of course, you’d have to fly out to Kalamazoo for the audition.”

“Offers only, Marty!”

“You have to audition, like regular folk.”

“I am NOT regular folk. I am a star.”

“Were a star.”

When Andrew overheard that, he began his countdown to detonation. 3 . . . 2 . . . 1

“How dare you! I played Pastor Fran on Pastor Fran Investigates! I had a number one show on network TV. You can’t talk to me like that. You’re fired, Marty! I’m firing you. Do you understand? You have been thoroughly and utterly fired!”

“Yup. Got that.”

BAM! She slammed down the receiver. Those old phones. Sturdy.

Miranda’s face was flush with ire. Andrew’s less so. He’d seen this play before.

“Oh, dear,” said Bea, always worried that Miranda would someday fire Marty and he’d stay fired. Then where would Bea’s secret dream of a Pastor Fran reboot be? Time for some oatmeal, she reckoned. “Now, Fran—er, Miranda—maybe we should just . . .” But her voice trailed off, as it always did whenever she saw the police chief’s patrol car pull up.

The law had come calling, the vehicle rolling to a slow stop in front of Bea’s veranda. Officer Ned Buckley got out carrying a newspaper-wrapped package.

“Halloo!” he said, coming to the porch rather than through the back door, holding the package up. “Chinook salmon, fresh from the fall run on Nestucca Bay.”

Some people bring flowers, some bring wine. Officer Ned Buckley, Chief of Police, HRPD, brought a great big dead fish.

Ned was a soft fellow, in every sense. Soft-spoken and soft of eyes, soft of girth and soft of chin. But Miranda had learned not to underestimate him, even if the uniform was a little snug around the waist and the belly a little round.

With Bea being a widow and Ned single and clearly smitten, Miranda never could tell what was holding them back—except for the fact that Ned had known Bea’s husband. They’d been friends, had grown up together. “Bob was a good man,” Ned always said. It was the highest compliment he could give.

Bob’s presence—or rather, his absence—hung over Bea’s life like a winding sheet, like a scent of aftershave that never quite faded. When Bea had converted her cottage-like home into a bed-and-breakfast after Bob’s passing, as much for the company as the income, she had considered naming it after both her and her late husband—B&B’s B&B—but decided against it. “It might prove confusing,” she’d said.

So Bea’s B&B it was.

Ned handed the fish across the veranda. “For tonight,” he said. “Pastor Fran Friday!”

It was Wednesday, not Friday, but no one minded. The day of the week for a Pastor Fran Friday was flexible. Bea and her late husband Bob had purchased the entire Pastor Fran Collection on VHS—including both Christmas specials and the hard-to-find compilation tape A Pastor Fran Potpourri—and with the star of the show in residence, Bea would regularly select a blast from the past to watch over TV trays of baked salmon and caramel popcorn. (Bea baked the salmon; Ned brought the popcorn. Not the most nuanced of gastronomical couplings.)

As long as she stayed at Bea’s, Miranda was resigned to such rituals, sitting snug with Ned and Bea in the dark, watching her younger self defuse bombs and karate-kick villains with a vigor she could hardly recall. It was like watching someone else entirely. An alternate version of herself.

For Miranda Abbott, Pastor Fran Fridays would always be more poignant than nostalgic.

Miranda’s hopelessly urban—and urbane—assistant Andrew Nguyen found Ned Buckley endlessly fascinating, like a rare bit of fauna long thought to be extinct: the friendly small-town cop, imbued in the local vernacular, who said things like “Gol’darnit” and “Well, ain’t that a to-do?,” who called lunch “dinner” and soft drinks “soda pop.”

“Workin’ on a case?” Andrew asked, dropping his g’s, just like a local.

“Power went out in the Duchess. If you can call that a case.”

The hotel’s entire east wing had lost electricity briefly during the night.

“Wouldn’t that be more of a utilities issue,” asked Andrew, “rather than police?”

“Well, you know how it is, anything goes wrong up there and right away they’re on the blower askin’ for me.”

Blower, thought Andrew. He also calls a telephone “the blower.” Soda pop, dinner, and the ol’ blower.

“I’ll run the salmon in,” Andrew offered, taking the drooping package from Ned as he handed it across the porch railing. Ned was clearly there on other business.

“Come around,” Bea said to the police chief. “Tea? I have chamomile.”

“Can’t stay, I’m afraid. Was at the Murder Store,” he said, with a nod to Miranda, before turning his attention back to Bea. “And I found something you might like.”

It was a paperback, well-thumbed, with a lurid orange cover, cheesy 3D font—and a painting of Miranda on the front, leaning into a darkened room, leaning into danger. A Pastor Fran TV novelization, as written by the indomitable and completely fictitious Stone Rockwell.

“Oh my!” said Bea, taking the book from Ned and turning it over in her hands. “The Case of the Cold-Hearted Casanova. I don’t have this one!”

“Signed by the author,” Ned noted proudly. What he didn’t mention was “begrudgingly.” Signed very begrudgingly by the author.

“I didn’t think he carried those,” Miranda said dryly. “I thought they were beneath him.”

The Murder Store, as Ned and most of the town referred to it, was Happy Rock’s preeminent bookstore, one that specialized in mysteries and thrillers. Enclosed in an old house on Beacon Hill, with creaky floors and narrow corridors, the bookstore—named I Only Read Murder—seemed very much like it was drawn straight from the pages of one of the mysteries it sold.

It was manned by a cranky owner, unforgivably handsome, who lived above the store like a literary hermit, pecking away on an electric typewriter that should have been in a museum. His name was Edgar, aka Stone Rockwell, aka Doug Dirks (when he was writing plays), aka the head writer on Pastor Fran Investigates all those years ago, aka Miranda Abbott’s husband.

Or, one should say, her soon-to-be ex-husband.

“Edgar was askin’ after you,” Ned said.

“Oh. Was he now?” This threw Miranda a bit. So, HE was asking after ME? Interesting . . .

“Yup, wanted to know where the heck you were. Though of course, it being Edgar, he didn’t say ‘heck.’ He has a more saltier vocabulary than that.”

Andrew returned, having stowed the salmon in Bea’s fridge, only to have Miranda say to him, “Darling, as my personal assistant, are you aware of any appointments I might have today? Do check your day-timer.”

He pulled out the notebook he kept in his pocket, blank except for the occasional scribbled Miranda Abbott aphorism, and pretended to flip through her non-existent schedule. “Let me see, other than filming the audition tape for a movie that’s already wrapped . . . Nothing. You have a free day.” She had a lot of those lately.

She turned back to Ned, who was standing on the steps to the veranda. “Ha!” she said. “See? Edgar is woefully mistaken! I have no arrangement to meet with him, least of all today!”

“Be that as it may,” said Ned. “He is waitin’ on you at the Murder Store. He’s there with Atticus, waitin’, the both of them.”

“Atticus Lawson? The lawyer who has a paralyzing fear of public speaking? The worst lawyer in Happy Rock? That Atticus Lawson?”

The only lawyer in Happy Rock, thought Andrew. Pretty much.

“Do you know any other Atticus Lawsons?” Ned asked, genuinely puzzled. “Seems like an unusual name.”

“Leave me!” Miranda cried, finally able to pivot with a proper fling of her scarf. “Leave me now, Ned. I have nothing further to say to my husband or his mercenary cabal of legal hyenas.”

She had a sense of what it might be about. They all did. Dimly, at the back of her mind, Miranda recalled a terse phone call from Edgar a few days earlier, reminding her that the two of them still needed to . . .

“Fine!” she said. “I shall meet with Edgar and Atticus, if only to explain how utterly mistaken they are in terms of any prearranged meetings on our part. Ned! To the bookstore!” She rose dramatically.

Ned sighed. “Now, Miranda, what have I said about using my patrol car to run errands? I’m not a taxi. I’m a police officer. I’m the chief of police officers.”

“Of course you are, that’s why I asked you. I wouldn’t ask you if you weren’t, but you are, so I did.” Riddles that almost made sense. “We must make haste, Ned. We are already late.”

“How can you be late for an appointment you didn’t make?” he asked.

“I don’t make appointments,” she said.

“I know, I know,” said Ned. He was getting a Miranda-induced headache. “Appointments make you. Right?”

“That’s the first thing you’ve said that’s made any sense,” she said. “Well done, Ned. Now Andrew, darling, you can wait here till I return.” She lowered her voice. “Perhaps check your app while I’m out, see if there are any further Clooney-related auditions coming up. Oh, and remind me to fire Marty later.”

“But . . . you already did.”

“Yes, yes, yes,” she said, getting impatient. “That’s why I asked you to remind me.”

Andrew was now getting a Miranda-induced migraine of his own.

“What about the oatmeal?” Bea fretted.

“I shall have it on my return. This shan’t take long.”

And she was right . . . It didn’t take long. It took ages.

THE TROUBLE BEGAN almost immediately, when Miranda entered the bookstore on the trill of a bell. Edgar had cleared one of the discount tables—remaindered hardcovers and discontinued series—and was waiting with Atticus at his side.

Edgar’s eyes were blazing with annoyance. She knew that look well. Edgar was an easily annoyed man, one of his many flaws. Lean, with a strong jawline, which, if not chiseled, was at the very least well-filed. Hair, short and graying at the temples. Jeans and a plaid shirt—had he ever worn anything else, other than the occasional corduroy jacket?—and eyes impossibly blue. Her husband still, even if he didn’t want to admit it.

Atticus Lawson, with his turkey neck and polyester jacket, was not nearly as impressive. “Hiya!” he said, a sheaf of documents on the table in front of him.

Ned Buckley, having driven her up, followed Miranda into the bookstore with a friendly, “I’ll be in the next room if you need me, poking about in True Crime.”

The bookstore sprawled between rooms, took up the entire first floor. The hallways and corridors were lined with shelves stacked floor-to-ceiling with books, both new and used. It was expansive—and crowded. Much like her marriage, she thought.

Miranda had returned to Edgar after fifteen years in Hollywood, thinking they could pick up where they’d left off, but no, he spoke instead about “water” under some “bridge,” about “ships” that had somehow “sailed.” He was utterly unreasonable.

Edgar gestured to a chair, but she remained standing. “I accept your apology,” she said. Only then did she sit down, and regally so.

“Apology? For what! We’ve been waiting an hour.”

“An hour and a half, actually,” said Atticus, who charged by the half hour.

Edgar slid a pen across to Miranda. “Just sign the damned divorce papers.”

“I want custody. Joint custody.”

Edgar, tense. “We’ve already talked about this. You have visitation rights. That’s all. It would be upsetting for her, going back and forth.”

“Last time I walked by, Emmy was rooting around in the garbage like a dog!”

“She is a dog. That’s what dogs do!”

Emmy being Edgar’s golden Lab.

“Fine,” said Miranda. “I’ll sign . . .”

“Good!”

“If you apologize.”

“You’re hopeless!” Edgar roared. “Apologize? For what?”

“You cheated on me.”

“We’ve been separated for more than fifteen years!”

“Exactly. I turn my back for one moment . . .”

“It wasn’t some sleazy fling,” said Edgar. “Cindy and I were together for three and a half of those years. We almost got married, but—” Edgar seemed to catch himself.

Miranda flipped through the documents. “A no-contest divorce? Ha. I should get half of everything.”

“Half of my debts too? Be my guest. The bookstore has been mortgaged. Twice. It’s a labor of love at this point.”

“Well then . . .” She thought for a moment. “I should get half your books, then.”

“Half?”

“Every second book should be mine, hardcover or paperback, new or used.” She turned around in her chair to the wall of books next to the table. “So, if there’s a mystery series, like this one, for example—Mrs. Petunia’s Perfect Capers—I would get books 1, 3, 5, 7, 9, 11, 13, and so on.”

“There are 178 of them!”

“Exactly. I could sell them.”

Edgar was working up another head of steam. “Sell them? How? To who?!”

“Whom, darling. Sell them to whom. Well, I suppose I could sell them to . . . you, I guess.”

“You want all the odd-numbered books in a series? Do you hear yourself? Do you hear what you’re saying? That’s idiotic! Even by your standards!”

In truth, she didn’t want anything from him. Not books, not money. Just regret, that’s all. Just the smallest sign that he was sad about it, that she had meant something to him once upon a time. Miranda didn’t realize that she hadn’t meant something to Edgar. She’d meant everything.





Chapter Three

Carpe Diem, Baby!

The bookstore was on Beacon Hill. It had a perfect view of the harbor, like peering down on a postcard, thought Miranda. A haunted postcard, much like the hotel, like the town. Even Edgar’s bookstore was haunted—though not only with the ghosts of those who had faced an untimely demise inside, but with the ghost of their marriage as well.

She had stormed out of her meeting with Edgar and Atticus—Miranda Abbott never “left” a room, she either stormed out or floated away like silk unfurling on a breeze. Everyone talked about making an entrance. For Miranda, it was equally important to make an exit.

“It will snow in Happy Rock before I sign those papers!” she’d declared.

“It does snow in Happy Rock,” Atticus had said, clearly confused. “Every winter. Quite pretty, actually.”

But by that point, Miranda Abbott had already flung her scarf over her shoulder and herself from the bookstore.

“Ned! We are leaving!” she said, but Ned was two rooms away in True Crime.

“In a sec,” he called out.

For Ned, True Crime was like homework. He preferred romances, truth be told, but Edgar didn’t stock those.

Miranda waited outside, next to Ned’s patrol car. From the harbor below, a seaplane lifted off against a thick backdrop of Douglas fir, evergreen and forever dark, even in sunlight. In the town itself, the first tinge of autumn color had arrived, highlights of orange among the larch and ash. It was beautiful. A beautiful prison. Whenever she caught herself falling for it, Miranda reminded herself that she was only here temporarily. Her heart still belonged to Hollywood. (And Hollywood belonged to her!)

And yet . . .

Ned came down the steps, holster flopping, his latest stash of books tucked under one arm, car keys in hand, police cap pushed back.

“He got a new batch in this morning,” Ned explained. “Said I might like ’em. Tricky true-life mysteries, the sort I enjoy, is what he said.” (“He” meaning her husband—or ex-husband, or whatever it was Edgar was.)

“I have to get out of Happy Rock,” she said.

“Portland? Bus left already. Next one’s not till dinner.” And in case she thought he was going to drive her all the way to Portland, he quickly added, “And I got a lot of police work to catch up on, what with the power outage at the hotel and some rosebushes that were trampled.”

Ah, yes. Trampled bushes and faulty hotel breakers. The excitement never stopped here in Happy Rock.

“Not Portland, Ned. LA. Where I belong.”

Ned’s expression softened as he unlocked the back of the patrol car (Miranda preferred to sit in the rear, as one might with a chauffeur). “But you do belong here,” he said.

That’s what I’m worried about, she thought.

She didn’t speak on the drive back, down the winding, leafy lane from Beacon Hill, around behind the Duchess Hotel and then along the harbor road toward Bea’s.

The oatmeal had gone cold.

Andrew was rinsing out his bowl and Bea was fretting, as she always did—fretting was her default, Ned had noted, especially since Bob died. “Shall I cook a fresh batch?” she asked.

Miranda smiled. Bea is so kind. I scarcely deserve it, she thought.

“I’ll have it later,” Miranda said. “It is not a problem. I once ate cold oatmeal for a month when I was preparing to play Oliver in an all-female stage production of Oliver Twist.” (She hadn’t landed the role because she was not “believable” as a ten-year old “orphan.”) “I may even make some of my famous lemonade,” she threatened.

Ned shuddered. He looked around the kitchen, desperate for a way out. Miranda’s lemonade was not so much famous as infamous. A slurry of processed sugar mixed with a gallon of lemon juice, a handful of salt (inexplicably), and sometimes a dollop of cream, which instantly curdled.

“Please god no,” said Bea. “I mean, Gosh, please don’t. I’ve got plenty of SunnyD. No reason for you to be put out.”

“Nonsense! It’s the least I could do.”

“But—well, it turns out I’ve developed an allergy to lemons. Drat it, anyway.”

“Yes!” Andrew chimed in. “Myself as well. I saw Doc Meadows. He said, ‘Son, you best avoid lemons.’ You know how he talks, all folksy and whatnot.”

“He said that? Ancient sacred knowledge?” Miranda asked, voice in a hush. Doc Meadows was Salish.

“Yes!” Andrew said. “Very ancient, very sacred. No lemons. That’s what he said.”

“A Salish aversion to lemons? I’d never heard of that before. How utterly odd.” She turned to Happy Rock’s finest. “Ned?”

“Can’t. Canker sores.”

“For the last four months? You should really see Doc Meadows as well, get that checked.”

“Will do,” he said. “Gotta get back to the station. Salmon tonight?” he asked Bea.

“You bet!” said Bea. She would bake it, and together they would watch Pastor Fran crack another case.

With that, Ned slipped away before Miranda could book any more rides with him.

She turned to Andrew. “To the sitting room!” she cried.

“Landline?” he asked, resigned.

“Exactly!”

They went down the hall and Bea fretted some more and Andrew dialed that same number, which seemed to grow longer every time.

“Long-distance again, I see,” said Bea with a pained smile.

“Please hold for Miranda Abbott.” Andrew handed the receiver over to her.

“It is I!” she said. “We have much to discuss.”

“I’m not your agent anymore,” said Marty. “You fired me, remember? Again.”

“Oh. Well then, I am un-firing you.”

“You’re un-firing me? Again?”

“Yes.”

Andrew was sitting next to her. He leaned in, whispered to Miranda, “You ‘un-fired’ him? I think that’s called re-hiring.”

She replied with a perfect Miranda Abbott aphorism. “Firing and hiring are the same sides of a different coin!”

Riddles that almost made sense . . .

Andrew flipped open his notebook, wrote that bon mot down too.

A rustle of paper from Marty on the other end. “Okay, seeing as how I have been un-re-fired, I may have something for you.”

“It had better be good,” she warned.

“Commensurate with your stature as an actor.”

“That’s much better,” she replied, placated for the time being and missing the hidden ambiguity of that statement. “Continue.”

“A detective show . . .”

“Go on. I’m listening.”

“Filmed in Burbank.”

“Series?”

“A one-off, but it could become a backdoor pilot.”

“And whom will I be playing?”

“Not playing,” he said. “Auditioning for.”

She let that go with a grit of her teeth. “The role, Marty. What is the role?”

“A wry, gum-snapping waitress at the local diner. Would be a recurring character if it goes to series. No lines, but she’s in almost every scene that involves the diner.”

“No lines?!”

“Think of her as Our Goddess of the Coffee Pot. A potentially iconic role. Some of the greatest roles in cinematic history had no lines, I remind you.”

“Name one!” And before he could cite Chaplin or Mary Pickford, “After the silent era.”

“Well, if you’re gonna put it like that,” he griped. “Words or no words, it’s a terrific part. The character is very reactive. Very wry, as I said.”

“The name,” said Miranda, voice flat.

“The name?”

“Of the character.” She already knew what he was going to say.

“She doesn’t have a name right now, not exactly, not per se.” When in doubt, use Latin. “It’s more of an acta non verba situation. For now, she’s listed as Waitress #1. Think about that! Number one, Miranda. No second fiddle for you at the diner. Carpe diem, kiddo!”

“Et tu, Marty? She has no lines!”

“But think what you can bring to the role, Miranda. Think of how you can use your eyebrows to convey the subtleties of what she is feeling.”

“I don’t care if it is a backdoor pilot, Marty. I’m not auditioning with my eyebrows!”

Bea Maracle wasn’t sure what a backdoor pilot was, but it sounded a bit risqué. She hoped not. Though she did love a man in uniform. Pilots, firemen. Police.

“I shouldn’t have to audition at all!” Miranda shouted. Bea could feel the slam-down coming. “It should be offers only at this point. Offers only! You’re fired, Marty.”

“Oh, dear,” said Bea, worried as always that this time it would be permanent.

“Don’t you worry,” Miranda said after she hung up. “They’ll come crawling back. They always do.”

The landline rang. Miranda and Andrew were so startled, they jumped.

“That was fast.” Andrew was concerned. Marty never made call-backs, said they were for suckers.

Again the phone rang, and again Andrew flinched.

“How very strange,” said Miranda. “He never calls this number.” Never calls at all, in fact. She wasn’t concerned so much as confused.

Bea Maracle, however, was neither concerned nor confused. She answered for them.

“Hello? . . . Yes, that’s right. Bea’s B&B . . . No, just the three Bs . . . Oh, I see . . . She’s here now. Just a sec and I’ll fetch her.” Bea held the handset to Miranda.

Miranda reached for the phone, but before she could take it, Bea remembered her show business etiquette.

“Hold for Miranda Abbott, please,” she said primly, and then passed the phone to Miranda. “Something about a movie,” Bea whispered.

Ha!

“I knew you’d come crawling back!” Miranda yelled, triumphant. “You had better have something good for me or so help me, I will tear you a new one!”

“Um, yeah,” said an unfamiliar voice. “I may have something. Is this Ms. Abbott?”

An awkward pause. “It is I.”

“I just talked to your agent, one Martin J. Sharpe, but he said he’s been un-fired and then re-unhired, or something, and he wasn’t sure if he still worked for you.”

“My relationship with Martin is . . . complicated.”

A warm chuckle. “I understand completely. Agents, right?” The voice on the other end of the line was friendly—not Hollywood friendly, not air-kiss-you-on-the-cheek-while-I-trash-you-behind-your-back friendly, but actual friendly, like in the real world. “It’s a pleasure to speak with you, Ms. Abbott. And an honor. I’ve been a fan of yours for many years. My name is Alan Zabic. I’m with A to Z Film Services. I work with Pindaric, and I’ve been brought on as Unit Production Manager to oversee one of their upcoming projects. Pindaric Productions? You’ve heard of them?”

“I’m familiar with Pindaric.” Miranda was not familiar with Pindaric.

“Wonderful. Well, as you know, Pindaric creates made-for-television movies of the week, often based on novels, mid-budget productions, but always of the highest quality. They do Christmas MOWs and Valentine’s Day MOWs, any number of holiday-themed shows. I’ve been involved with several of those, they’re always a lot of fun, but this project is part of their mystery series. Cozies, for want of a better word. You know, an amateur sleuth, female, usually plucky, with a small-town murder solved in the penultimate chapter and equilibrium restored. That sort of thing. They’re surprisingly popular.”

An MOW? Please tell me this isn’t the same one Marty was pitching, she thought. “Does the, ah, character have any lines?”

Alan laughed. “You’re very funny. I knew you’d be funny. You always brought such humor and humanity to your parts. Of course she has lines!”

“And a name?”

Another laugh. “I would hope so. It’s Clover McBride, the lead character. You’d be starring alongside—”

And there it was.

The Name.

Not a person, not an actor, a name.

“Harry Tomlin?” Miranda gasped, not sure she’d heard correctly. “Five-time-Oscar-nominated Harry Tomlin, star of Shipwreck Bugaloo, Mermaid 2, Normandy Ho!, and Tears for the Innocent Prisoner Who Didn’t Deserve to Die? The same Harry Tomlin who’s been voted The Nicest Man in America™ by People magazine four years running? That Harry Tomlin?”

“Do you know any other Harry Tomlins? You’re hilarious, Ms. Abbott! And here I was, nervous to call you.”

“Why would you be nervous?” she asked.

“Are you kidding? You’re Miranda Abbott. You must have dozens of bigwigs lining up every day, pitching you projects. I’m amazed you even took my call.”

Miranda was as susceptible to empty flattery as the next actress, possibly more so, but the strangest thing was, he sounded . . . almost . . . sincere. This was such an alien emotion among film people that Miranda had trouble placing it at first. But yes, he was being—of all things!—sincere.

“I see,” she said, waving to Andrew for a pen and paper. He quickly handed over his blank notebook. “And when will the auditions be held?” she asked.

She was already thinking wardrobe and stylist and which monologue to recite, and she scribbled a note to Andrew while she was still on the phone, meaning Book us a flight to Los Angeles right away, okay? What she actually scribbled was LAXASAPOK?? To which Andrew could only scribble back: wtf??

“Auditions?” said the voice on the line. “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t make myself clear. This isn’t for an audition.”

“No?” she said, growing wary.

“This is an offer.”

“I see.”

“I was happy to get Harry Tomlin, but if I could land you as well, that would be a major, major coup.”

“May I confer a moment with my colleagues?” Miranda said, cool as all get-out. She then muffled the phone with one of Bea’s throw cushions, the one with HOME IS A HAPPINESS OF THE HEART in needlepoint.

Andrew looked at her. “And?”

“A starring role,” she said. “Alongside Harry Tomlin! Not an audition. An offer.”

“Harry Tomlin?” Bea exclaimed. “But he has his own line of salad dressings!” This was the highest level of fame one could attain in her eyes.

“Huh,” said Andrew, trying to process the information that was coming out of Miranda. His head tilted slightly to one side, like a dog hearing a fire engine siren in the distance. What could these sounds I’m hearing possibly mean? “You sure he said Tomlin? You sure he said co-starring? And are you sure he said ‘offer’ not ‘possibly consider’?”

“Yes, yes, and most assuredly yes,” she replied. “Now, contact Marty on your mobile phone and tell him he’s un-fired.”

Andrew was already on it, thumb-texting in a blur, as Miranda placed the cushion delicately to one side. The back of the cushion read LOVE IS THE LOVELIEST WAY TO LIVE with a cherub and a heart. When Miranda spoke, she tried not to grin or smile too much; you could hear that in a voice, and she didn’t want to seem desperate.

“Mr. Zabic, is it?” Miranda wasn’t sure she remembered the name on the other end of the line.

“It is, indeed.”

“I could look through the script, see if it meets my high standards, and then let you know if it is possibly a project I might perhaps be interested in.”

“Wonderful!”

Andrew was making “I’m writing with a quill pen” gestures.

Oh, right.

“I don’t care for emails, however. Too impersonal. And the personal is all too often impersonal these days, don’t you think?”

Bizarrely, he seemed to understand. “Of course. I won’t send it as an attachment. I have a freshly printed hardcopy, bound and ready for you to read.”

“You may messenger it to me. I’ll have my personal assistant give you the address momentarily. Andrew, darling—”

But the voice on the line stopped her.

“Yes, well, here’s the thing . . .”

“Yes?”

“I’m actually parked outside.”





Chapter Four

“Call me Zab”

The door to 313 was unlocked—again.

Chester Cornelius, newly appointed acting general manager of the Duchess Hotel, hesitated. He felt a chill at odds with the stuffy corridors he was walking down. The faded paisley carpets, the wallpaper in an indeterminate shade of puce, the endless hallways, the lace curtains that looked like they might crumble at the slightest touch, the bulbs that flickered overhead and the floorboards that groaned below: the entire east wing, four stories stacked atop each other, stately in their day but now threadbare and frayed, was a diorama of dust.

He swallowed, locked the door to Room 313. Again. It was as though something was trying to get out. A simple turn of a key, and the room was secured. Again. No card swipes here. Not in the east wing, anyway. Actual keys in actual locks.

So why had the film crew booked it? The movie director, the one who’d been scouting locations on the sly—Leni something-or-other—had asked specifically for the east wing, “for atmosphere,” as she put it. They would be filming and staying in the east wing, having reserved every room, grand or small, on every floor. Even the Suicide Suite, though of course that wasn’t its real name. To unwitting guests, it was simply Room 313.

Chester was a gangly man, all knees and elbows and Adam’s apple, constrained in a burgundy jacket with sleeves too short and a collar too tight. He heard the rattle of something moving
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