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Preparations for the annual Buckeye Festival were in full swing in the small, midwestern town of Buckwood. Volunteers cheerfully set up canopies and judging tables for homemade hats and baskets, jam, jewelry, and locally grown produce. Children ran through the crowd, sneaking candy and shrieking with joy; dogs barked gleefully as they splashed in the pond. The central park, known to locals as ‘the green,’ took up three square blocks in the middle of downtown and was bordered by narrow streets, separating it from the surrounding shops and historic civic buildings. Within the park, a construction crew busily completed the large, temporary stage and travelling carnies hastily set up their rides. Food trucks parked in their designated area and rows of arcade games popped up as if by magic.

Standing off to one side of the frenetic activity, sixty-something best friends, Marge Bumfuzzle and Joey Cattywampus, observed the somewhat controlled chaos and enjoyed the crisp autumn day. Marge’s yellow and orange polyester pantsuit and enormous carrot-red bun caught the sun and glowed like the autumn foliage.  Wearing a western hat and bolo tie, Joey leaned on his crooked walker and surveyed the results of their effort. Even Marge’s cat, Fluster, had made an appearance and was currently attempting to climb Sergeant Peter Locke’s pantleg. Claws extended, he made his vertical ascent to Peter’s head, knocking off his cap, swatting his face with his fluffy tail, and yowling like the world was ending. 

“Aunt Marge! Help!”

Marge quickly approached her nephew to assist but was distracted as a young girl skipped through the judging area with a basket, strewing something on the tables she passed. There was a brief pause as Greg Smithers, the middle-aged Protestant pastor, pushed his square, black glasses higher and strode forward to check the tabletops. Mayhem ensued before he could reach the tables, however, as every dog in the park smelled bacon and came running, jostling the pastor out of the way in the process. 

Big dogs, little dogs, fat dogs, skinny dogs; they jumped on tables or pulled on cloths, smashing hats, breaking jars, and squashing tomatoes. Entrants who had spent the year preparing their wares were distraught. Seventy-year-old Millicent Beaumonde was in tears, and the little girl disappeared into the fray. When the stampede died down, everyone present stood and gaped, shocked by the wreckage. 

“Fluster, how did you know?” Marge gently disengaged him from Peter’s head. “You need some first aid, Petey.”

“Who was that child?” Peter winced at the damage Fluster had inflicted upon his person, scratching his leg through his uniform.

“I didn’t recognize her, but she looked about four, had blonde pigtails, and was wearing a summery dress.” 

“I noticed her pink Converse high tops and roll-over socks,” Joey added.

Peter placed a call on his radio and pulled out his notebook. “I’ll see you later, Aunt Marge,” he said as he walked toward the victims of what would later be called the great bacon fiasco.

As Marge and Joey left the tent, Fluster in tow, they ran into Reginald Beaumonde, Millicent’s son-in-law. The Beaumonde family lived atop the town’s single hill and was as close as Buckwood came to landed gentry. Reginald, who had married into the family and taken their name, affected a jovial bonhomie when he deemed it necessary, but was most often arrogant and condescending toward the townsfolk. Tall and well-built, he brushed by Marge and Joey dismissively. 

Marge whispered, “He reeks of bacon.”

“They might have had it for breakfast.”

“Cooking doesn’t create a strong scent that clings. Well, unless someone toils relentlessly in a fast-food kitchen. Reginald smells like he was rolling in it. We must inspect their house for clues.”

“It might be too late. Wouldn’t he have brought all of it?”

“Perhaps, but an attempt is required. We could ostensibly visit Millicent to see how she’s coping with the destruction of her crafts.”

Joey nodded. “Are we going to Bible study tonight? I’m feeling a little tired after all this activity.”

“It has been an eventful day. Why don’t you take your repose while I prepare dinner, then we can discuss how to proceed.”

Lost in thought, the ten-minute walk home passed quickly, and Marge looked up in surprise when Joey came to a stop in front of her house. “Will an hour be adequate? I’ll telephone Pastor Greg.”

“Yes. Sorry to abandon you. Perhaps an hour and a half.”

Marge nodded and smiled as she watched him cross the street. Turning, she greeted Fluster, who was sitting impatiently on the porch, then let herself into the house. She almost called to Joey that she would take a rest as well, but dinner would not cook itself. Fluster wound dangerously around her feet and meowed vociferously, so she followed him into the kitchen and gave him a scoop of kibble. I wonder what I should prepare. She didn’t feel like cooking at all. Perhaps a short lie down is in order.
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MARGE WOKE TO THE PEALING of the doorbell. Hopping out of bed and running for the stairs, her socked feet slid on the carpet, and she finished her trek to the front door on her rather ample derriere. Thump, thump, thump, she bounced from one step to the next, landing at the bottom, slightly out of breath. Rising slowly, to make sure no damage had been done, she opened the front door.

Joey stood on the front porch with a concerned look on his face. “What happened? I heard thumping.”

“It was nothing, but I haven’t made dinner. I was feeling fatigued and inadvertently dozed.”

Following her into the kitchen, Joey suggested, “We could go to the Fireside.”

“I might have told Pastor Greg you were indisposed.”

“Well, I was... Are you limping?”

Marge changed the subject. “I believe some leftovers are residing in the freezer. I’ll confirm availability.” She pulled open the freezer door, her head disappearing inside, then her arms, withdrawing with two packages and small flakes of frost on her mammoth bun. “How about ham and mashed potatoes? We can discuss our mission while they defrost.”

Marge placed their dinner in the microwave to defrost and sat at the kitchen table with a pencil and paper. Joey sat and took up the pencil. 

––––––––
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THAT EVENING, FOUR adults sat around the formal table in the Beaumondes’ dining room, tensely waiting for their dinner to be served. Elizabeth had unwisely presented her mother with a brochure from a new senior care center when she entered the room, although Millicent had been very clear about her thoughts on the subject.

“This is my home, and I won’t be moving any time soon.” She placed her napkin emphatically on her lap.

“Perhaps you should sign a Power of Attorney then,” Elizabeth’s husband, Reginald suggested. “Imagine what would happen if you became incapable of managing the household expenses or making your own medical decisions. Wouldn’t you want us to be able to help you?”

Millicent felt heat suffusing her face. “You have a lot of nerve, Reginald. I’m seventy, not ninety, and in perfect possession of my faculties.” I need to go see that lawyer tomorrow. This is ridiculous. She narrowed her eyes at her son-in-law. “The milk plant has always produced plenty of income for the family to live on. Perhaps if you managed it properly and Elizabeth curbed her shopping, you wouldn’t have to worry about getting your hands on the principle.”

Elizabeth blushed, but Reginald continued with no sense of propriety. “See? Paranoia is one of the first signs of dementia. I think a Power of Attorney is long overdue.”

“If I decide to invoke a Power of Attorney, Gavin would be the logical choice, as my first born.”

Reginald’s eyes widened in surprise and Elizabeth gasped. Although he bore a marked resemblance to Elizabeth, Millicent’s news brought a hush to the table.

Reginald glared at Gavin and clamped his mouth shut.

Elizabeth sat stiffly in her chair and played with her napkin.

“Where are the children this evening?” Millicent asked, changing the subject. The maid arrived with the first course, and everyone studied their plates in silence. The quietude persisted through the pumpkin soup and the endive salad. 

When the entrée was served, Gavin took a bite and complemented the chef. “This is possibly the best cordon bleu I have ever eaten, and the roasted vegetables are perfectly done.”

“She is good, isn’t she,” Millicent replied distractedly. “We’re lucky to have her.” After dessert, she invited Gavin into the library for a glass of sherry, where they chatted amicably above the heated argument coming from the study next door.
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Chapter 2
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The following morning, Marge and Joey found themselves hiding in the Beaumondes’ upstairs closet. What is that smell? Lemon? Marge sniffed carefully. Not a crack of light could be seen around the edges of the closet door, and the complete darkness was disorienting. She strained to hear the intruder, then suddenly stilled. “Joey, I don't know what has gotten into you but knock it off,” she whispered irritably. 

“Knock what off?”

A chill ran up Marge’s spine, and she swallowed hard. “Isn't that your hand on my...”

“Marge. Don't scream. I'll turn on my phone light.” Joey pointed his phone in her direction, and it shone on the body of a man propped up against the wall next to her. 

She took a deep breath and started letting strings of stinkers, as she was wont to do when she was nervous. Joey pointed his phone at her face when she began to hyperventilate. “We need to get out of this closet right now,” she whispered vehemently. “Whether or not we get caught.” 

Carefully twisting the door handle, Joey slowly stepped into the hall, and Marge knocked him right over in her haste to escape the closet. Falling together, they rolled until a pair of khaki slacks and black boots stopped their progress. Marge looked up at the strapping young man and squeaked, “Petey?” 

Wide-eyed and fanning his nose, Sergeant Peter Locke gulped and stepped back. “Why were you two in the closet? Or don't I want to know?” 

Marge sat up, blinking rapidly to unstick her malfunctioning fake eyelashes. “We came to visit Millicent and observed a broken window, so we decided to investigate. We heard someone come in, probably you, so we hid.” 

Peter held his breath. 

“It smelled funny in there, and then a hand that wasn't Joey's touched me somewhere it shouldn't have. There's someone in there who is no longer able to control their hands, Petey!” 

The string of stinkers began again. 

Peter backed up some more. “How can you stand it?” he mouthed to Joey as he gave him a hand up off the floor, sliding his walker, which he had left outside the closet door, within reach. 

“I can hear them, but I'm nose blind.” Joey chuckled and elbowed the young officer. 

Peter shook his head. “Lucky you. My eyes are watering.” Walking soundlessly to the closet and shining his powerful flashlight inside, he paused before glancing at his aunt. “Did you know him?” 

“I didn't get a very good look.” Marge joined Peter at the door and leaned in. The man in the closet had been slender, with high cheekbones, a firm jaw, straight dark hair, and hazel eyes. “I don't think I've ever seen him before, but he bears an uncanny resemblance to Elizabeth.”

“He does. We got a call at the station about a break in. Did anyone see you enter the house?” 

“Absolutely not! The caller wanted you to discover the body.” Marge crossed her arms, her immense bun swaying dangerously.

“You said the closet smelled funny.” 

“Yes. Like fruit... and wood.” 

“I can't smell anything but... um... I have to call this in. Is there anything else you want to share? How did you get in?”

“We have our ways.” Marge tried to lift an eyebrow, but it was more of a brow wiggle. 

Peter sighed. “Did you break any windows or doors?” 

“Nope.”

“You said there was a broken window when you got here?” 

“Just the one in the front. We didn't want to make a mess, so we went around back.” 

“Didn't it occur to you that someone else had broken in?” 

Glancing at Joey, Marge said, “We were on a mission. Plus, the glass was on the outside of the house.” 

“Did you touch anything?” 

“Yes, but we're wearing gloves, as you can see.” She paused. “Where are your gloves, Joey?” 

“I don't know.” Removing his cowboy hat, he patted his forehead with a handkerchief. “It was hot in there.” 

Peter sighed again. “I'll find them. You two go home, and I'll call this in.”

Marge’s brow furrowed, and she pursed her lips but nodded her assent. She led Joey out the way they came in, but when they got outside, she stopped. “What about the clues?”  

“Maybe Peter will find them. Let's go see what’s going on at the festival.” He reached out and plucked the stray eyelashes from Marge’s forehead, handing them to her before heading down the hill.
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BUCKWOOD WAS A VERY small town, population slightly over 3,500, but large enough that Marge and Joey didn’t know everyone. Additionally, the Buckeye Festival drew throngs from neighboring towns and vacationers from out of state, 

transforming the ordinarily sleepy town into one that was crowded and full of unfamiliar energy. Cars jammed the intersections as they waited for hordes of boisterous festivalgoers to cross, and lines snaked along the sidewalks outside familiar cafes and restaurants. 

Marge stinkered, walking closer to Joey’s side as they slowly made their way to the green. She was relieved to hear a familiar, well-modulated voice. “Good morning Ms. Bumfuzzle, Mr. Cattywampus.” Pastor Greg pushed his glasses up higher on his small nose and smiled kindly.

“Good morning, Pastor Greg. What brings you to this side of town?”

“I’ve been to visit a member of our flock. I trust you are feeling better, Mr. Cattywampus.”

“Much better, thank you.”

Marge could tell he felt guilty. Using his health to excuse their absence at Bible study the night before had been her idea since she had insisted they plan their investigation instead. 

“Will you be at church on Sunday?” 

“Yes, I believe so.” 

“Excellent! Are you on your way to see the pageant?” 

“And to take a shot at the horseshoes,” Joey said. “Marge has me doing yoga to improve my balance.” 

Greg smiled vaguely and nodded before giving them a wave, his attention diverted by another church member.

Crossing the final intersection, Marge and Joey arrived at the green, filled with patrons and activities and practically unrecognizable. They joined the jostling multitudes gathered around the temporary stage on the east side of the park.

“Do you mind if I go warm up for the horseshoe competition?” Joey asked. “I'll be back before the show.” 

“Okay, but you won't take your turn without me, will you? I intend to spectate.”

“No, I won't.”

“Go then. We have twenty minutes before the pageant begins.”

She watched Joey walk away until she lost sight of him. With one side of his body slightly shorter than the other, his walker assisted him with his balance; otherwise, he was in excellent physical condition. The retractable wheels even allowed him to run when necessary or when Marge decided they needed to take up jogging. 

Turning her attention to the crowd, Marge scanned the area for friends and neighbors. She was engulfed by a sea of humanity; bright clothing, gesticulating arms, and scampering children surged around her like the tide. The din of a hundred voices, blaring radios, and barking dogs inundated her head. Marge closed her eyes and focused her ears. 

“I think it’s fixed. He wins every year.” 

“Ellie’s going to win for sure!” 

“Did you hear what happened at the library?” 

“He’ll get his. It’s karma.” 

Her eyes flew open, and she scanned the area around her with a shiver but couldn’t figure out who had said that last phrase. Everyone around her was smiling and enjoying themselves. Maybe enjoying themselves a little too much. She wrinkled her nose when she smelled something skunky. I wish Joey would hurry back. 

The crowd lurched back as a dog raced through the crowd, followed by two others, dragging their leashes. Harbingers of ill will. Marge continued following their progress as Joey sidled up beside her, and festive music swelled through large speakers on either side of the stage. Marge grabbed his arm to steady herself, trying to see what was going on around her. 

Elizabeth Beaumonde, Millicent’s middle-aged daughter and president of the Ladies’ Auxiliary Club, climbed the steps to the stage in mile-high stiletto heels. Marge admired her chic skirt and jacket and her sparkling jewelry. She ran her hand along her polyester pantsuit. Just looking at that beautiful suit made her skin itch. 

Mrs. Beaumonde strode confidently across the stage to the microphone, suddenly breaking into a peculiar, shuffling dance. Her eyes looked like donuts as her feet flew upward, and she was propelled off the end of the stage. The crowd froze as she sailed through the air, then surged forward to see if she was okay. She was not. 

Marge called Peter.

“What happened?” Joey asked, squinting.

“There's something on the stage. Let's try to get closer.” They scooched through the crush toward the steps. “Keep lookout,” Marge stage whispered above the noise of the crowd and the music. She went up several steps in a crouch and couldn't believe her eyes. Reversing, she rejoined Joey. “There are buckeyes all over the stage. Dozens and dozens of them. Lend me your phone.” She went back up and took some pictures.

Joey took off his cowboy hat and wiped his forehead with his handkerchief. “How'd they get there?”

“Must have been when those dogs ran through the crowd.”

“What is it with the dogs this year?”

“A distraction. The saboteur is a magician, and his sleight of hand is quite accomplished.” Searching around the edges of the stage, she found a mysterious, opaque bag caught in the bushes. She looked inside and found three buckeyes and some crumbs. Taking a sniff, she smelled bacon. “Look Joey, here’s the bag he used. I’ll keep it for Peter.”
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In deference to Mrs. Beaumonde, the pageant was postponed, but other festival events continued as scheduled. After searching briefly for further evidence, Marge and Joey ambled across the green to the horseshoe pitch, situated on the north side, among a stand of willow trees. Marge sat on a bench beside a surly-looking teenage boy in baggy clothing who ignored her polite greeting. He scowled, shoulders hunched, strawberry-blonde hair hanging in his eyes, freckles glowing in the late-morning sun. 

The rules in the Buckwood tournament were slightly unorthodox due to the number of people who entered each year. During the first few rounds, the best score between two players determined who remained. The announcer drew names out of a hat. The first contestant was old Mr. Peterson. He was close to ninety and won every year. Marge suspected that Joey's primary goal in life was to beat him.

Mr. Peterson, playing against a young man in a business suit, moved slowly to the pitch, took his aim, wobbled slightly, then threw a ringer. The small crowd roared. He then bent to pick up his second horseshoe and needed someone to help him straighten. Aiming carefully, he threw the second horseshoe. It landed five inches away from the post. 

“Five points for Mr. Peterson! Next up, Oliver Drake!” 

Marge hadn’t met Oliver but recognized him as the new milk plant supervisor. He picked up his first horseshoe, smiled, and gave a thumbs up in Marge's direction. She looked at the boy beside her and saw him return a small thumbs up. Must be his dad. Oliver turned his attention back to the pitch. He threw for four points, but without a ringer, he lost to Mr. Peterson. 

Over a hundred entries were whittled down to fifty, then twenty-five. Marge was glad to hear they would resume the next day because she was getting hungry. 

Taking a seat beside her on the bench, Joey wore a big, lopsided grin, and his gray eyes sparkled. “I've been watching Peterson. I think I have a good chance this year.” 

“It's the yoga,” Marge teased. “We should procure some sustenance. You must maintain your verve.” 

Joey stood and reached out to give her a hand up. Marge was quite slender, but for some reason, the walker prevented Joey from getting the correct leverage. First, she didn't budge, then when she pushed upwards, she knocked him over. With her colossal, red bun in his face and his arms pinned by his walker, Joey mumbled, “We're going to have to stop this, or people might get the wrong idea.” 

Marge lifted her head. “Speaking of which...” 

Harriet McGillicutty, a moral majority of one, flounced over with her hands on her hips. “Just because you're old doesn't mean you can't be arrested for indecency.” 

“Could you give me a hand, Harriet? Joey's walker might have caused some permanent damage... And who are you calling old?” Marge held a hand up to Harriet, who reluctantly gave a pull. It was enough to get Marge up to her knees. “Yoga or not, I don't bounce. Are you okay, Joey?” 

Joey was laughing so hard that his eyes were watering. He rolled over onto his knees, then straightened his legs. “Look. Downward dog.” 

Harriet gaped, her wispy, brown bob practically quivering in disapproval. 

“Why didn’t I think of that? Maybe we should start a yoga in the park group.” 

“That's all we need,” Harriet exclaimed, eyes rolling and hand on her sweater-clad chest. 

“Aunt Marge!” 

Marge looked past Harriet and saw Peter waving. “We must bid you adieu, Harriet. Will we see you at the dance this evening?” 

“Of course! I always do my civic duty.” 

“See you later then.” Marge and Joey headed toward Peter. “Would you like to join us for lunch, Petey? The multitudes have doubtless dwindled by this time.” 

“No, I'm on duty. I wanted to talk to you about what happened earlier, though.” 

“At the pageant?” 

“Yes. You were there, right?” 

Marge nodded. 

“Could you come back and find me after lunch?” 

Marge looked at Joey, who shrugged. 

“Fine with me,” he said. 

“I’d like to visit Elizabeth in the hospital if she’s permitted visitors.”

“I’ll check on that for you.”

––––––––
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TAKING THEIR LEAVE and continuing across the green and crossing the street to the Fireside Café, Marge opened the door and held it so Joey could get his walker through. True to its name, the café housed a flickering fire in a sizeable brick fireplace. Antique lamps glowed softly on each table, and the wooden floor and walls lent a cozy ambiance. 

Sally looked up from the register and smiled when the little bell on the door tinkled. “Hello, Ms. Bumfuzzle, Mr. Cattywampus. Sit anywhere you like, and I’ll be right with you.” She hadn’t been in town long, but Fireside regulars enjoyed her amiable disposition and ready smile. 

Joey smiled back and followed Marge to a sturdy wooden table right in the center of the restaurant. Besides having the best food in town, the Fireside also had the best gossip. They sat quietly, soaking up the atmosphere. The ebb and flow of conversation swirled around them. Marge closed her eyes and concentrated. 

“Did you hear about Elizabeth Beaumonde?” 

“Freida broke up with him when he got fired.” 

“Cut off every rose.” 

“She's in the hospital. They can't find Reginald.” 

“Why did they fire him?” 

“I heard they found him leaving the Goodnight Inn with his shirt inside out.” 

“Not her prize roses?” 

The conversations overlapped, but Marge expected Joey to help piece them together when they got home. 

Sally startled her when she materialized at their table with her order pad. “What will you two be having today?”

“What's the special?” Joey asked. 

“The Cuban sandwich and a bowl of tomato soup.” 

“I'll have that.” 

“Me too. It sounds exotic.” 

“It's very good. Can I bring you something to drink?” 

“Just water, thanks.” 

“Coming right up.” 

Silence reigned when Mrs. Beaumonde senior entered the café. 

“Millicent,” Marge waved. “Would you like to join us?” 

Although elderly and somewhat plump, Mrs. Beaumonde had excellent posture and was impeccably groomed. She walked carefully over to Marge and Joey’s table, and her stern lips turned up slightly when Marge pulled out a chair for her. “It’s lovely to see you, Marge. Did you, by chance, witness Elizabeth’s accident this morning?”

“I did. I thought I might visit her later.”

Millicent’s thin eyebrows rose, and her lips pursed. “I didn’t realize you two were friends.”

“We aren’t exactly, but she’s still a member of the community.”

“That’s kind of you.” Her shoulders relaxed slightly. “Are you going to make something for the potluck?”

Marge paused. “Yes, I will prepare an offering.”

“I’m going to make a breakfast souffle. I bought all the ingredients yesterday.”

“Everyone loves your souffles. That’s a wonderful choice,” Joey said.

Mrs. Beaumonde was a good distraction, but Marge’s stomach was getting violent by the time Sally returned. She set down the Cubans and took Millicent’s order: a green salad with dressing on the side. Millicent's eyes widened when Marge and Joey opened their sandwiches and began their ritual swapping of ingredients. She watched in fascination as Marge gave Joey her bacon, and he gave her his pickles. She gave him her tomatoes, and he gave her his onions. They both took a bite.

“This is pretty good," Joey said. 

“It is. You should have tried it with the pickles.” 

“You know I don't like them.” 

“I know. They do add to the sandwich, though.”

Joey shrugged and took another bite.

Sally returned with Millicent’s salad. “Can I get you anything else, Mrs. Beaumonde?”

“No, dear. This looks delicious.” Eying her luncheon companions, Millicent placed her napkin on her lap and drizzled dressing on her salad. 

Halfway through lunch, Harriet rushed into the café. “Marge! Someone shaved off Fluster's tail!”

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Q
VWAAS
AL e oS TYWAMP)e o
“\WUDLL
".A‘\ \‘q\, ,q\\tﬂ-\ﬁf’ /M






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





