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			Chapter 1

			Judith McMonigle Flynn pulled her aging Subaru into the driveway, smiled at the sight of her husband’s classic MG, and glanced up at the squirrel on the garage roof. “Ha ha,” she said out loud, “you can’t get me. No scampering around inside the walls, no taunting the resident cat, no digging up my flower beds will faze me. I’m a liberated B&B innkeeper, free of outside interferences. I’m focusing on my family and my livelihood. And no more sleuthing for me! The only dead body I’m interested in will be yours if you steal any more of my tulip bulbs. Take that, my furry little fiend!”

			She got out of the car and started unloading her Falstaff Market grocery bags. The first day of November was off to a good start in every way. Not even the garden’s unfinished cleanup of fallen leaves, drooping dahlias, and faded chrysanthemums made her feel guilty. After saying good-bye to her Monday-night guests at Hillside Manor, she’d gone to St. Bruno’s noon All Saints’ Day Mass at the bottom of Heraldsgate Hill and then back up to the business district to restock the larder. Best of all, Judith had heard from her son, Mike, about his new posting with the U.S. Forest Service. Instead of being transferred to some far-flung outpost in Alaska or Florida, he and his wife and two sons would be at nearby Mount Tahoma, less than two hours away.

			“Hold it!” Joe Flynn called from the back porch steps. “You shouldn’t do that!”

			Judith smiled at her husband. “These bags aren’t heavy except for ...” She stopped, realizing that Joe wasn’t talking to her, but to Gertrude Grover, who was racing her wheelchair after Sweetums the cat.

			“Brakes!” Joe yelled at his mother-in-law. “Whoa ... !”

			Gertrude slammed into the birdbath and let out a yelp. Joe rushed across the yard. Judith set the three grocery bags on the edge of the driveway and hurried to see if her mother was seriously injured. Sweetums arched his yellow-and-white furry body before stalking off toward the Rankerses’ enormous hedge.

			The old lady had landed facedown in the birdbath. Joe grabbed the back of her heavy cardigan and tugged. Gertrude lifted her head and turned this way and that, sputtering a bit. “I can’t see!” she cried. “I’m blind!”

			Judith put a hand to her breast. “I’ll call 911,” she said to Joe in a strangled voice, and hurried to where she’d left her purse by the groceries. Her fingers seemed to have a will of their own as she watched Joe trying to get Gertrude into a comfortable position in the wheelchair.

			“Now what?” the 911 operator said in a too-familiar voice. “You got another stiff?”

			“No!” Judith shouted. “It’s my mother. She’s had an accident.”

			“Okay,” the voice said in a jaded tone. “Hang on, the EMTs are nearby.” The fire station was only a few blocks from Hillside Manor. “Is Mrs. Grover still alive?”

			“Uh ...” Judith saw her mother take a swing at Joe. “Yes. But she can’t see. Maybe she has a concussion.”

			“Any broken bones?”

			Gertrude kicked Joe in the shins. “No,” Judith said, “unless it’s her ribs. She may’ve punctured a lung.”

			Just as the first sirens sounded in the distance, Gertrude got her motorized wheelchair in gear, shook her fist at Joe, and began cussing. “Move it, noodlehead,” she shouted. “I’ll bet you tampered with my brakes, you no-good excuse for a son-in-law!”

			“I never ...” Joe yelled back, but stopped when he heard a crunching sound. “You just ran over your glasses, you crazy old bat!”

			Judith winced. “Maybe,” she said into the phone, “you should tell the EMTs not to ...” She paused, realizing they were already pulling into the cul-de-sac. “Never mind. I’ll ring off now. Thanks.”

			Gertrude was sailing up the ramp into the converted toolshed that served as her apartment.

			“Dammit,” Joe said under his breath, going past Judith to meet the emergency crew, “I’ll bet your ghastly mother did that on purpose!”

			“I still want her checked out,” Judith called over her shoulder. “Don’t be so mean!”

			Gertrude was already arranging herself at the card table. “Well?” she said to Judith. “Get my spare pair of glasses so I can see the jumble puzzle in the newspaper.”

			“Wait,” Judith cautioned. “Here come the medics.”

			“The ...” Gertrude peered at the two men who were entering into the toolshed. “Hey, I didn’t invite you! If you expect refreshments, forget it!”

			For once, Judith didn’t recognize the male and female EMTs. “Hi,” she said feebly, edging toward the door. “It’s kind of cramped in here. I’ll get out of your way. My mother crashed her wheelchair into the birdbath. She may have broken ribs or a concussion.”

			“Concussion?” Gertrude rasped, gesturing at Judith. “That one must’ve had a concussion when she married Lunkhead.”

			The medics chuckled obligingly. “Let’s check you out first, ma’am,” the fair-haired young man said. “We’ll start with your name, okay?”

			“It’s Joan Crawford,” Gertrude replied. “But don’t call me Mommy Dearest. My dim-bulb daughter’s still trying to learn to spell before she can write the book.”

			Judith escaped without enduring any more insults from Gertrude. To her dismay, Cousin Renie was rushing up to Joe. “Now what?” she yelled. “If you’ve got another corpse, I won’t give you any geoducks!”

			“Calm down,” Joe said in his mellow voice. “The old bat crashed her wheelchair. The good news is that she doesn’t seem to be hurt. The bad news is that she doesn’t seem—”

			“Skip it,” Renie snapped. “You want the geoducks or what?”

			“No, we don’t want them,” Joe declared. “They’re the only clam that’s like eating an inner tube. Where did you get geoducks?”

			“Auntie Vance and Uncle Vince brought them down from the island,” Renie replied. “You think Bill and I will eat them? They’re gruesome. How about the EMTs?”

			Judith shook her head. “If they do, we’ll have to call more EMTs.”

			Renie scowled. “Who do I hate this week?”

			“How about some of your graphic design clients?” Joe suggested.

			Renie wrinkled her pug nose. “I don’t hate them. They pay the bills. Besides, they’re too dumb to know a geoduck from Daffy Duck. Damn!” She glanced at her watch. “It’s garbage pickup day. If I hurry, maybe I can dump the vile stuff in the can. Give Aunt Gert my love. See you.” She practically ran down the driveway.

			Joe leaned to one side to peer after Renie. “No cops? No firefighters? How come your mother doesn’t rate the rest of the emergency crew? Could it be that they’re tired of coming here?”

			Judith glared at her husband. “Could it be now that you’ve finished your independent investigation of the city’s police department, somebody put a skull and crossbones by our address?”

			“Hardly,” Joe said. “Woody Price wouldn’t let that happen. My old pal’s our precinct captain now, in case you’ve forgotten.”

			“I have not. In fact, I was thinking about asking them to dinner this weekend. We haven’t seen Woody and Sondra socially for months. Maybe I should tell Renie to save those geoducks and we’ll invite the mayor separately. Has he seen your report yet? If he criticizes you for the lapses you uncovered in the ranks, I’ll make him eat geoduck fritters for his dinner. The smell alone would knock him out.”

			“Good idea,” Joe murmured. “About Woody and Sondra, that is.”

			“I’ll call Sondra this afternoon,” Judith said, casting a worried glance at the toolshed. “What’s taking the EMTs so long? Do you suppose Mother did break something?”

			“Like what? The medics’ spirits?” Joe picked up the groceries. “You work it out. I’m putting this stuff away before the ice cream melts.” He started picking up the bags while Judith trudged back to the toolshed.

			“Okay,” Gertrude was saying to the EMTs as she sorted out a hand of cards. “You’re in, Emily. Your bid, Jake. I usually start at two-fifty in three-handed pinochle. Have we got three quarters in the pot?”

			Shaking her head, Judith retreated into the backyard.

			Just before two-thirty, the EMTs apparently had another call. They had already reported to Joe that Mrs. Grover was in excellent shape for her age and that she was now four dollars and fifty cents richer after waxing them at pinochle. Judith listened to her husband’s news with gritted teeth. “Did they also find her charming company?” she inquired.

			“Yes,” Joe replied with a stony face. “Do you think she actually has a split personality?”

			“No,” Judith said sadly. “But she’s canny. She knows how to behave when she has to and she knows how to drive us nuts. The Rankerses like spending time with her.” She gave a start. “Where are the Rankerses? They didn’t show up when the EMTs arrived.”

			Joe glanced out through the window above the kitchen sink. “They’re home now. Oh, Carl told me this morning they were going to a parish school event for one of their grandkids.”

			“Just as well they missed Mother’s crash,” Judith said, taking frozen puff pastry sheets from the fridge. “Hey—I didn’t call Sondra yet. Would you call Woody instead? He’ll know more about his work schedule than she will. I’m a veteran cop wife. We’re always the last to know.”

			“Sure. I’ll go up to my office to do that,” Joe said, heading down the hallway to the back stairs.

			Judith checked her guest register. Four of the six rooms were full—not too bad for the first week in November. The Sutcliffes from Houston, the Epsteins from Los Angeles, the Porcinis from Basking Ridge, New Jersey—Judith hoped she didn’t call them the Porcines—and a Mary Smith from New York City. Renie had teased her about taking a reservation from anyone named Mary Smith, especially one living in a heavily populated area. Judith had laughed. Surely there really were dozens of Mary Smiths in the New York area.

			Arlene Rankers showed up via the back door shortly after four. “New neighbors,” she announced. “Our Cathy finally sold the house on the corner. The family moving in is originally from India. Or Indiana. Or maybe Indianapolis. Or maybe all three.”

			“That’s ... good,” Judith said, opening a container of shrimp for the pastry puffs she was making for her guests’ social hour. “Children?”

			“Only the younger ones,” Arlene replied, admiring the plump pink shrimp. “The parents are adults.”

			Judith never knew when her neighbor was joking. “How soon are they moving in?”

			“Immediately,” Arlene replied, still ogling the shrimp. “They wanted to be settled by today, but the closing was held up over the weekend. Their last name is Bhatt. With an h. Carl and I are going to take them a welcome basket. I wonder if the other neighbors would like to join us.”

			“Count me in,” Judith said. “I bet the Steins, the Porters, the Ericsons, and the Dooleys will contribute, too. I don’t know about Herself’s current occupants. They’re standoffish,” she added, referring to the house owned by Joe’s first wife. Vivian rented the property while spending most of her time basking and boozing in the Florida sun.

			“Very standoffish,” Arlene agreed. “I’ve hardly talked to them. Frosch is their last name. He’s Herbert and she’s Elma. One son—Brick—who lives in Idaho. Herbert works for the Boring Aerospace Company. Elma is a cook at one of the public schools over by Teal Lake. They’re car-racing fans and she shops at Target and GutBusters. I don’t think they always pay their bills on time. Elma had gallbladder surgery last month. They’re a complete mystery to me.”

			As ever, Judith was astonished by how much her neighbor knew about people she didn’t know. ABS—better known as Arlene’s Broadcasting System—was ever efficient. “Have you been looking at their mail?” she asked with a sly glance.

			Arlene gasped. “What a naughty idea! But you know how Newton gets things confused in the cul-de-sac since he took over our route.”

			That much was true, as Judith had learned from frustrating experience. “Come to think of it, I did get the Steins’ Smithsonian magazine last week. Joe read three articles before he took it over to their house. Oh—and the Porters’ light bill.”

			“Newton has poor eyesight,” Arlene remarked. “I must go home and fix those geoducks Serena left. Very generous of your cousin. I wish Carl didn’t loathe them so much.” She started for the back door, but stopped. “How much was it?”

			“What?” Judith asked.

			Arlene frowned. “The Porters’ light bill, of course.”

			“I don’t know. I didn’t open it.”

			“Didn’t you want to compare? I always do.”

			Judith shrugged. “I know ours is high. The guests, of course.”

			“Of course.” Arlene left.

			Twenty minutes later the first guests arrived. Alan and Deirdre Sutcliffe might be from Houston, but they weren’t wearing cowboy hats and boots. In fact, they were bundled up like Eskimos.

			“When will the snow start?” Alan asked, struggling with the hood on his fur-lined parka.

			“I’ve no idea,” Judith replied. “Some years we don’t get snow.”

			Deirdre’s green eyes widened in shock. “But how do you have the dogsled races?”

			“We don’t have dogsleds,” Judith said. “Maybe you’re thinking of Alaska. Are you heading that way from here?”

			The Sutcliffes exchanged glances. “We could,” Alan said. “Would we get back in time for dinner tomorrow if we left early in the morning? We’ve got a reservation someplace downtown.”

			“Ah ... no.” Judith kept a straight face. The newcomers weren’t her first geography-challenged guests. Recently at least two couples had insisted they could visit the White House between breakfast and lunch. A pair of retired schoolteachers had wondered why they hadn’t gone through customs since they were now in Canada. “Even Ketchikan in southeastern Alaska is almost seven hundred air miles from here,” Judith said.

			“Oh my!” Deirdre exclaimed. “Are you sure? It looks so close on our globe in the study.”

			Judith refrained from suggesting they buy a bigger globe. Calling upon her well-honed tact, she further enlightened the visitors with the usual brochures, maps, and other local information including the five-day weather forecast. By the time the Sutcliffes headed for Room Three, they had gotten over being upset because they’d forgotten their earmuffs.

			The Epsteins had no illusions, being from the West Coast and having once lived in the city during their college days. The Porcinis didn’t arrive until almost six, due to an unexpected layover in Minneapolis. Judith was setting out the hors d’oeuvres on the living room buffet when she realized that Mary Smith hadn’t yet arrived. Apparently she hadn’t flown out of Newark as the Porcinis had done, but had left New York via JFK. Late arrivals were not unusual, especially via plane—or train for that matter.

			Judith dished up beef stew and dumplings to take out to Gertrude, who preferred her “supper” at five, but waited until the guests had dispersed. It was usually after six-thirty before the Flynns sat down to eat, but it gave them time for a cocktail. As Judith entered the toolshed, she was prepared for her mother’s habitual complaints about the tardy arrival of her meal. Surprisingly, the old lady was all smiles.

			“Arlene stopped in,” Gertrude said. “She knows how to treat an old lady. We sure had fun while you were gone to Little Bulgaria.”

			“Little Bavaria,” Judith murmured, setting Gertrude’s tray on the card table.

			“Bavaria, Bulgaria, Bulimia—those foreign countries are all the same to me.” Gertrude stared at her plate. “What are those white things? Golf balls? Where’s the meat? Is that a carrot or did you whack off one of your fingers?”

			“It’s beef stew and dumplings,” Judith said wearily. “One of your favorites. I suppose Arlene makes it better than I do.”

			Gertrude stabbed at a dumpling. “Hunh. Not as tough as it looks. But then neither are you.”

			“You, however, are,” Judith declared, sitting on the arm of the sofa. “Are you sure you don’t have any aches and pains from your crash?”

			Her mother shrugged. “No more than I usually have, which is plenty. But unlike you, I still have my own hips.”

			“You’re lucky,” Judith said, smiling. “Renie and I didn’t get such sturdy original parts like you and Aunt Deb. She has to be careful with her virtual shoulder replacement, just like I do with my hip.”

			“You and Serena got shortchanged in the smarts department, too,” Gertrude said before taking a big bite of beef. “Mmm. Not bad.”

			Judith stood up and leaned down to kiss her mother’s wrinkled cheek. “I’m smart enough to make good stew.”

			Gertrude patted her daughter’s hand. “You are at that. Dumplings are fluffy, too. Gravy’s not bad. And those are carrots after all. Hey—I found a spud!”

			“Go for it,” Judith said. “Oh—I forgot the banana cream pie. And no, I didn’t make it. I bought it at Falstaff’s. On special.”

			Gertrude shot her daughter a flinty look. “Even so, I’ll bet you paid more than two ninety-nine for it.”

			Judith was at the door. “A bit. It is the twenty-first century.”

			The old lady looked surprised. “It is? When did that happen?”

			“When you weren’t looking,” Judith said. She blew her mother a kiss and went back to the house.

			No Mary Smith yet?” Judith asked Joe, who was making their drinks on the kitchen counter.

			“Mary Smith?” Joe frowned. “Oh—the missing guest? Not unless she sneaked in while I was still upstairs. Everybody else is yukking it up in the living room. What’s with the snowshoes in the entry hall?”

			Judith sighed. “Probably the Texans who thought this was Alaska. They must have brought them in from the front porch. I missed those.”

			Joe chuckled. “Why don’t you send your guests a map before they come here? While you were out of town, a couple of honeymooners from Wichita wondered why Japan looked so close. They thought we were on the ocean, not the Sound.”

			“A lot of people confuse the Sound and the ocean,” Judith said, accepting her Scotch from Joe. “Why don’t we take our drinks into the front parlor. That way I’ll be closer to the door when Ms. Smith arrives.”

			The Flynns went through the dining room, into the entry hall, and passed the living room, where they could hear the guests visiting amicably. Before going into the parlor, Judith glanced through the front door’s peephole, but there was no sign of a car or taxi in front of Hillside Manor. Joe asked if she wanted him to build a fire, but she said no. They wouldn’t have time to enjoy it before dinner. Later, they’d adjourn to the vacated living room.

			The domestic exchange between husband and wife centered on Mike’s new posting. “They’ll be able to come for Thanksgiving,” Judith said with a big smile. “And Christmas, too.”

			Joe frowned. “I thought Kristin and Renie were having some kind of disagreement. As in wanting to knock out each other’s lights.”

			“Oh, they’ll get over it,” Judith said with her usual optimism. “Renie doesn’t think Kristin shows me enough respect. You know our daughter-in-law likes to deliver a lecture now and then.”

			“She shouldn’t deliver it to you,” Joe declared. “How did I miss it?”

			“It was a year ago,” Judith said, her smile fading. “It didn’t bother me, but somehow it annoyed Renie, who told her if she ever did it again, she’d ... react more strongly.”

			“Not physically, I hope. Kristin’s built like an Amazon. Renie’s a squirt. She wouldn’t stand a chance.”

			“But she’s cunning,” Judith pointed out. “Anyway, Kristin stated that she’d never attend any event under the same roof with Renie.”

			Joe took a deep drink and gazed at the ceiling. “Great. How are you going to sort out that one?”

			“I’m sure it’s already blown over,” Judith said. “No doubt they’ve both forgotten about it.”

			“Are you nuts? Neither of those women would forget something like that. Dammit, Jude-girl, you’ve got your head in the sand—again. Do you want me to intervene?”

			“No! I’ll handle it,” Judith asserted. “Yes, Kristin can be overbearing and Renie is feisty, but they’re adults.”

			“Adult warriors—the worst kind. Oh,” he said suddenly, “I talked to Woody. He and Sondra can come for dinner Friday.”

			“Great,” Judith said. “Maybe I’ll ask Renie and Bill, too. They like the Prices.” She cocked an ear in the direction of the entry hall. “Some of the guests are leaving. I think the first two are the Porcinis.”

			A comfortable silence fell between Judith and Joe as they shared the parlor’s cushioned window seat. Raindrops tapped at the glass behind them, a gentle reminder that autumn was well entrenched.

			“You know,” Judith said at last, putting her hand on Joe’s shoulder, “there was a time when I never dreamed we’d spend our lives together. All those wasted years with Dan and Vivian. But Fate was kind. Maybe that long dry spell made what we have now even better.”

			Joe stared at her face, the gold flecks dancing in his green eyes. “ ‘Dry’ isn’t the right word, given that both our exes drank so much.”

			“Sad, but true,” Judith agreed. “If Herself hadn’t gotten you drunk and hijacked you to Vegas to get married, I wouldn’t have been left at the altar with your baby on the way. I do owe Dan a debt of gratitude for taking on Mike and me.”

			“Dumbest thing I ever did,” Joe murmured. “At least I got Caitlin out of that mess,” he added, referring to his daughter by his first wife.

			Judith smiled. “I’ve been thinking about how happy I am. It’s such a relief to have Ingrid Heffelman off my back since I helped her in Little Bavaria. She doesn’t have to worry anymore about me besmirching her precious state B&B association’s reputation with my penchant for finding dead bodies. I’m getting too old to risk my neck tracking down killers. I just wish I could figure out a way to make my so-called admirers take down their site about my alleged adventures. I hate it when people get mixed up and think the acronym for Female Amateur Sleuth Tracking Offenders isn’t FASTO, but FATSO.”

			Joe grinned at Judith. “You’re too sensitive about gaining weight. With your height, you could put on ten, even fifteen pounds and I probably wouldn’t notice. As for the dangers involved in your years of sleuthing, you can’t say I never warned you along the way.”

			“I know.” Judith lowered her gaze. “It isn’t as if I went around looking for trouble.” She paused, hearing the other two couples leave. “I suppose we should head for the kitchen. I’ll have to reheat the stew.”

			“What’s the rush?” Joe asked, his hand caressing Judith’s thigh. “We’re alone at last. Why not do something else?”

			Judith put her arms around Joe. “Why not? We haven’t been impulsive for at least two weeks.”

			“That’s too long,” he said softly, his face almost touching hers.

			“Hmm,” Judith murmured—just as the doorbell chimed.

			“Damn!” Joe cried. “Did one of the guests forget their key?”

			Judith edged away from her husband. “I’ll get it. It might be the tardy Mary Smith.”

			Joe pulled Judith back on the window seat. “Stay put. I know how to check in a guest. I’ll interrogate her and send her to her room. Then we can take up where we left off.”

			Glimpsing the gold flecks in what Judith called his magic eyes, she shrugged. “Why not? I’ll stay out of sight.”

			Settling back against the cushions, she heard Joe greet the newcomer. It was a woman, undoubtedly Mary Smith. Idly, Judith wondered if the stew had dried up. If necessary, she’d make fresh dumplings. Maybe she should have let Joe start a fire after all. That would make the parlor even more cozy and romantic. This would be a perfect ending to a very good day. Except, of course, for Gertrude’s collision with the birdbath. But even that, Judith consoled herself, was only a minor irritation.

			Her reverie was interrupted by the exchange in the entry hall. Joe’s mellow tone had sharpened; the woman sounded angry.

			“So what?” she said. “I’ve got my ID. What more do you need?”

			Judith recognized the voice, but couldn’t quite place it.

			“How about a credit card?” Joe said, obviously irked. “You didn’t give one on this reservation.”

			“That’s because I’m paying cash,” the woman said.

			Judith leaned closer, hearing what sounded like rummaging.

			“Here,” the newcomer said. “Two hundred bucks. Does that cover it? Or do you want to call the cops?”

			“I am a cop,” Joe said a bit wearily. “Retired. Okay. Fine. But most people don’t use an alias.”

			“I had to,” the woman replied, sounding petulant. “I was afraid Judith wouldn’t want to see me again after Little Bavaria. Fact is, I wouldn’t blame her.”

			Judith got off the window seat and hurried out of the parlor. “Ruby Tooms,” she said, offering her hand. “I had no idea it was you!”

			Sheepishly, Ruby took her hostess’s hand. “Like I told Mr. Flynn, I figured you might not want to run into me. But I have to talk to you.” She brushed back a strand of pale blond hair and grimaced. “I need your help. I want you to find my mother’s killer.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 2

			Judith knew Joe was staring at her and not at Ruby. “Excuse me,” he said, keeping his voice level and low. “Am I missing something here?”

			“Not really,” Judith replied, avoiding her husband’s gaze. “But I should speak to Ruby privately. Do you mind? Dinner’s on the stove.”

			“Hey,” Ruby said, “if Mr. Flynn’s a cop, why can’t he listen in?”

			“Retired cop,” Joe repeated. “Mrs. Flynn’s retired, too. From sleuthing, that is.” He grabbed Judith’s arm. “Isn’t that right, my darling?”

			“Yes,” Judith replied with a lift of her chin. “That’s true. But the least we can do—both having had experience with homicides—is hear her story. Then we can advise her how to proceed. She has, after all, paid two hundred bucks for the privilege, which is more than her room costs. Unless you’d rather make change or refund the money.”

			Joe frowned. “Okay, come into the kitchen,” he said to Ruby. “You’ve paid for dinner, too. That includes a drink, if you want one.”

			“I sure do,” Ruby said. “I took the bus from Little Bavaria. It stopped at every little dumpy place along the way. That highway through the mountains is a bitch. There was a big wreck, so we had to wait until the mess was cleared off the road. It was raining like hell until we got close to the city. Make mine Scotch rocks—just like your wife’s.”

			Joe glanced at Judith. “Sounds like you do know her.”

			“We met when Ruby was working two jobs as a waitress and bartender during Oktoberfest. It turned out that her father used to patronize Dan’s café—or at least the bar.”

			Joe looked askance. “Anybody who hung out at The Meat & Mingle must have an interesting résumé—or should I say ‘police record’?” Seeing Judith’s dark eyes snap, he shrugged and led the way toward the kitchen. “You two sit and talk,” he said, opening the swinging half doors leading from the dining room. “I know my way around a stove.”

			Ruby sat down across from Judith. “Have all your husbands been able to cook?”

			“I’ve only had two,” Judith replied. “Dan’s cooking was a vocation. Joe’s is an avocation.”

			“Dan,” Ruby echoed. “He owned The Meat & Mingle, right?” She saw Judith nod. “Big guy? Really big guy?”

			“Yes,” Judith said. “I thought you told me you were too young to go into the bar to haul out your father.”

			“I was. I had to go into the restaurant part. I saw Dan—I guessed he was Dan—behind the serving area giving orders.”

			As Joe handed Ruby her drink and topped off his wife’s, a flood of bittersweet memories rushed over Judith. To Dan’s credit, he had been a good cook and a fine bartender. But he’d had no head for business, letting his employees rob him blind. Misplaced loyalty, Judith had called it at the time. Later, after The Meat & Mingle had gone broke, she called it something else.

			Ruby raised her glass. “To the bad old days,” she said.

			They clinked glasses. “Although I’ve quit sleuthing,” Judith began, “and Joe’s retired from the police force, he does some private investigating.” Seeing a sharp glance of reproach from her husband, she quickly backtracked. “He doesn’t handle homicide cases, but he could recommend investigators who do.”

			Ruby didn’t look overly upset. Judith suspected that she was used to rejection and disappointment. Though probably far from forty, the Little Bavaria waitress and barmaid seemed to have spent twice that many years in the school of hard knocks.

			“Okay.” Ruby shrugged her narrow shoulders. “I’ll give you the short version. Not long after Dad got fingered for stealing your wallet in the bar, Mom divorced him. He didn’t do time for that caper, but a year or so later—I was still in high school—he held up a convenience store. No gun—he had a knife, but got busted and served three years of a five-year stretch. Mom got a boyfriend a couple of notches up the social ladder from Dad. I mean,” she went on with a droll expression, “he could spell and he had a steady job in construction. They were talking marriage when about a month later, a neighbor found her strangled in our house six blocks from The Meat & Mingle. I don’t know if you were still living in the area at the time.”

			Judith frowned. “Maybe not. Dan died a couple of years after the café and bar shut down. By then, I may’ve moved back here with my son, Mike. If I’d still been out in the Thurlow District, I’d probably remember her murder. But offhand, I don’t.”

			Joe had turned the stew on to simmer. After topping off his drink, he sat down next to Judith. “Was your mother early forties, currently working at a nearby nursing home, and the neighbor found her when she noticed the mail hadn’t been picked up for a couple of days?”

			Even as Ruby nodded, Judith turned to stare at her husband. “You remember the case? Were you on it?”

			“No, but I recall it was never solved.” He gave Judith a quirky look. “I remember the case because I knew it happened near Dan’s café. I may’ve married somebody else the first time around, but I never forgot about you. I assumed you still lived in the area. I didn’t know Dan was dead, and my first reaction was it could have been you. I panicked. Then the victim was ID’d, but I dreamed about you for a week after that.”

			Judith put her hand on Joe’s. “That’s so sweet.”

			“Hey,” Ruby said, “break it up, folks. Or so I tell my lovey-dovey couples in the bar before they start coupling on the barroom floor.”

			Judith removed her hand and sat up straight. “Suspects?”

			Ruby leaned back in the chair. “Not bad old Dad. He and his buddy who hung out with him at The Meat & Mingle were both in the slammer. Mom was working as an aide at a nursing home. Peebles Place, closer to the Sound. Everybody called it Feebles Place. You remember it?”

			“Vaguely,” Judith replied.

			“It wasn’t top-of-the-line,” Ruby continued, “but it survived the occasional violation. There was one old patient, Hector Sparks, who had the hots for Mom—her first name was Opal, by the way. Not that Hector could put any moves on her, being partially paralyzed and about ninety. Face it, Mom could be a bit of a flirt. She liked men, men liked her. But she was no floozy. In fact, she insisted Hector teased all the women—at least the pretty ones—who worked at Peebles. Anyway, Hector talked about leaving Mom all his money. He didn’t—he outlived her, but his daughter and her family got wind of it, and pitched a five-star fit.” She paused to sip from her drink. “They almost got Mom fired, but before that happened, she was killed.”

			“So,” Judith said, “the Sparks family became prime suspects?”

			“I made sure of that,” Ruby replied grimly. “But they had solid alibis and there was no proof.”

			“No DNA back then,” Joe noted. “How was your mother strangled?”

			Ruby’s gaze became steely. “With a strap—the kind they used at Peebles Place to lift patients who can’t move on their own. What do you two sleuths make of that?”

			“Suggestive,” Judith remarked.

			Joe, however, demurred. “Would your mother have had one of those at home for any reason?”

			Ruby sighed. “She could have. Mom knitted. She always carried her knitting with her, and sometimes she’d absentmindedly put something from the nursing home in the bag. One time I found a coffee mug, another time a thermometer. She didn’t steal stuff, she was just kind of ditzy.”

			Joe nodded. “What about her current boyfriend?”

			Ruby shrugged. “Duke—real first name Darrell—Swisher was okay. He hung out a lot at the racetrack. Dad knew him before Mom did. Dad knew everybody at the track. Whatever he didn’t spend on booze, he spent on the ponies. Anyway, for some reason Duke liked my father, and when he found out Dad was in jail, he stopped by our house to ask if he could do anything for Mom. Turned out there were quite a few things he could do, Dad not exactly being a handyman. One of the things he did for Mom was to sleep with her. After her divorce was final, he proposed. She even had a ring. That was more than she had from Dad. I mean she’d had one, but he’d pawned it a long time ago.”

			Judith finished her drink. “Had Duke ever been married? I ask that in case there was a jealous ex lurking in the background.”

			“Yes,” Ruby replied, “but he’d been divorced for a long time. The ex-wife remarried and moved away. Montana, maybe.”

			Joe left the table to dish up dinner. Judith asked if Duke had children.

			Ruby nodded. “A couple, I think. I never met them. I don’t know if Mom did or not. They may’ve been grown or gone with their mother.”

			“Was Duke ever a suspect?” Joe asked, handing Judith her food.

			“He was questioned,” Ruby replied, “but he was cleared.”

			Joe pressed on. “What was approximate time of death?”

			“It was June sixth—D-day. I always remember that because Grandpa Stone—Mom’s dad—had been at Omaha Beach. Mrs. Crabbe from next door was the one who found Mom two days after she’d been killed. She’d noticed how much mail there was, including a package. I opened it later. It was a dress Mom had ordered from some catalog company. When nobody came to the door, Mrs. Crabbe turned the knob and it was unlocked. She found Mom on the floor by the sofa and almost passed out, but she had sense enough to call 911. The EMTs came, along with the cops and the firefighters. They had to treat Mrs. Crabbe for shock. As for what time Mom was killed, the medical examiner figured somewhere between noon and five o’clock Wednesday afternoon.”

			Judith swallowed a bite of beef before posing a question. “Where were you during this time period?”

			Ruby laughed. “I was wondering when you’d ask that. It was senior week. All sorts of hoo-ha going on. Class trip to Wild Waves, parties, commencement rehearsal. I often spent a lot of time with my best bud, Freddy Mae. I started doing that back in junior high. Mom sometimes worked nights, and frankly, I liked hanging out with Freddy Mae’s family. By the time Mom was killed, my brother, Ozzie, was in the navy. He joined up right out of high school, two years ahead of me.”

			Judith nodded. “Your only sibling?”

			“Right. Dad knocked Mom up with Ozzie. They were really young when they got married. Big mistake. Getting married, I mean. Ozzie’s okay, but I haven’t seen him in over a year. He decided to make the navy his career. He’s currently stationed in San Diego. Ozzie can retire in another three, four years. Lucky guy.” Ruby’s expression was rueful.

			Joe, who had seemed focused on his food, put down his fork and moved a few inches away from the table. “Okay. Let’s get down to basics. No sign of a break-in?”

			Ruby shook her head.

			“Any sign of robbery, other injuries to your mother, evidence of a struggle or sexual assault?”

			Ruby shook her head again.

			“No serious suspects other than the boyfriend, Duke, or the relatives of the old guy in the nursing home?”

			“No.” Ruby smiled sheepishly. “Not much to go on, huh?”

			Joe grimaced. “No wonder it’s a cold case. I’m guessing—but whoever investigates this for you will have to check it out—there was no evidence at the scene?”

			“Not that I heard about,” Ruby replied.

			Joe drummed his fingers on the table. “One possibility—it was a mistake. Somebody goes to the wrong house, broad daylight or not. Let’s say it was a man if only because I assume your mother wasn’t frail, being fairly young and able to do some heavy lifting at the retirement home. Mom pitches a five-star fit at the sight of the intruder, who panics. It sounds far-fetched, but it happens. I had a case like that early on in my homicide career. Maybe the killer is drunk or on drugs, assumes the house is empty, and then your mother finds him—or her—and the guy goes wacko. That happens, too. Again, a case of panic.”

			“Yeah,” Ruby said, holding a piece of dumpling on her fork. “I guess. But I’d like to know for sure.”

			Judith had also finished her dinner. “Is there anything more you can tell us? Sometimes it’s minor things that are important.”

			Joe turned to his wife. “Let’s not play trivia, okay?”

			“I’m not,” she declared. “It’s the way I work a ... I mean, how I figure things out. Like around the house. And garden.”

			To Judith’s surprise, Joe merely shrugged and turned his gaze back to Ruby.

			“Gosh,” she said, a hand to her head, “I don’t remember after all these years. The only weird memory I have about that whole time is that Duke mentioned a horse running the day Mom was killed. The name reminded me of my favorite book. I asked him to put a six-buck combo on it and it won, going off at nine to one. The horse’s name was Gone With The Win. At Mom’s funeral, Duke gave me the forty bucks I’d won.”

			Judith smiled. “Did you often send bets to the track?”

			“Hardly ever.” Ruby put down her fork. “I worked part-time after school at the old supermarket across from the gas station. Dad was a dud when it came to child support—especially when he was in jail. Besides, I’d turned eighteen, and that ended his noncontribution anyway. Retirement and nursing homes charge big bucks, but they don’t pay them to their employees. Money was tight for Mom and me.”

			Joe stood up and began clearing the table. “I’ll check my file and find somebody to take on your case.” He looked at Judith and patted his slight paunch. “No dessert for me. I’m really trying to lose a few pounds.”

			“Uh-huh,” Judith said, smiling despite not believing him. After being married to the obese Dan, she didn’t care if Joe had a minor tummy bulge. At least he didn’t look like the Goodyear Blimp.

			“I forgot to take Mother’s dessert to her,” she said, wincing. “Joe, would you mind? It’s the last of the banana cream pie.”

			Joe looked put-upon, but murmured he’d do it—when he’d finished his other chores.

			“My mother has her own apartment out back,” Judith explained to Ruby. “She actually owns this house, but prefers her privacy.” The truth was that Gertrude had refused to live under the same roof as Joe Flynn, but there was no need to offer details. “It’s very cozy,” she went on, seeing the faintly bewildered look in Ruby’s blue eyes. “Besides, she isn’t bothered by the B&B guests coming in and out.”

			“She must be kind of old,” Ruby remarked.

			“Yes, Mother is getting up there.” Way up there, Judith thought, and immediately felt guilty. “She seems ... ageless.” As in immortal, eternal, everlasting, and probably will outlive the rest of us. “She likes her independence.”

			Ruby made a face. “My mom didn’t like being independent. That’s why she stuck by my dad for so long. She had trouble getting along without a man. Of course, she had trouble getting along with Dad, too.”

			Joe had finished loading the dishwasher and was heading for the back stairs. Judith rose from her chair. “I have ice cream if you’d like dessert. Or maybe an after-dinner drink?”

			“I’ll skip the ice cream, but thanks,” Ruby said, also standing up. “Mr. Flynn should’ve let me bus the table. I’m used to it.”

			“You’re a paying guest,” Judith said, going to the liquor cupboard. “Brandy, Drambuie, Galliano, or ... I guess that’s it unless there’s something else in the dining room’s guest liquor cabinet.”

			“Galliano sounds good,” Ruby replied.

			Judith poured a measure into matching Isle of Murano glasses purchased when she and Renie visited Venice in their halcyon single years. “Let’s go in the living room and be comfortable,” she said, handing Ruby her drink.

			“I feel sort of dumb,” Ruby blurted on their way through the dining room. “I’m probably on a fool’s errand. I feel like a pest. But I heard you had a big rep for crime solving.”

			“Don’t believe everything you hear,” Judith said, indicating that Ruby should sit on one of the two matching blue sofas flanking the fireplace. “My expertise is overrated. But it’s natural for you to want to know who killed your mother. In fact, I’m surprised you haven’t done this sooner. Or,” she continued, seating herself across from her guest, “is this your first serious attempt at solving the mystery of her death?”

			Ruby paused after a sip of the golden liqueur. “Good stuff. I haven’t tasted this since the last time I had a Harvey Wallbanger.” She licked her lips before speaking again. “I moved away after Mom died. Ozzie and I sold the house and split the profits, which weren’t all that much after we paid off Mom’s bills. First, I went to a community college over in the eastern part of the state, but studying wasn’t for me. Then I headed for Sun Valley. Don’t know why, just thought maybe I’d like it. I met a guy there and we moved in together for a couple of years, but that didn’t work out. Hell, you don’t want to hear all this. Cut to the chase. Never did marry any of the guys I met along the way, and three years ago I finally ended up in Little Bavaria, where I got dumped by a ski bum. I liked it there. Last spring I saw a couple of stories on the news about old murders that hadn’t been solved until DNA came along. I got to wondering about Mom. Then you showed up and I heard you were a hotshot sleuth. I liked you. I even kind of liked your lippy cousin.” She shrugged. “That’s it. Here I am. But you’re retired. Sorry ’bout that.”

			Judith smiled weakly. “I never intended to be any kind of sleuth. I just seemed to get mixed up in murders. The first one happened right here at the B&B in the dining room. How could I not get involved? And then ... well, some other situations arose, and being curious by nature, I just couldn’t help myself. But I promised Joe I’d quit. Sleuthing can be a dangerous ... hobby.”

			Ruby gazed in the direction of the big bay window, where the lights of the city glittered in the distance. “Yeah, I suppose it could be risky. Just my luck.” She sipped her drink before speaking again. “That’s okay. Your hubby will probably come up with somebody good.”

			“I’m sure he will,” Judith said. “If it’ll help, your room is vacant for the next two nights. I won’t charge you. It’s not your fault I’m on the inactive list.”

			“Oh ...” Ruby looked uncertain. “You sure?”

			“Yes,” Judith asserted. “I gather you haven’t lived in the city for a long time. It’s changed and grown. The least I can do is help you navigate it. Besides, I know from living way out south in the Thurlow District that it’s almost like being cut off from the city itself.”

			Ruby nodded. “I never did know my way around even when I was growing up. I don’t think I went downtown more than six, seven times.”

			“Understandable,” Judith agreed as Joe entered the living room.

			“Galliano?” he remarked, leaning against the sofa and looking over Judith’s shoulder.

			“You want some?” Judith asked, craning her neck to look at him.

			“No, thanks. I need more than that after facing off with your mother.” He turned to Ruby. “I’ve got three names for you, including a woman investigator. Good people.” He moved around to come between the sofas and hand over his list. “Two are downtown and one is over on the Bluff. No fee from anyone to hear you out. I haven’t called any of them yet, but I’ll do that tomorrow first thing when they’re on the job.”

			Ruby’s face lighted up. “Thanks, Mr. Flynn. You’re a doll.”

			He patted his paunch with one hand and ran the other through his graying red hair. “A kewpie doll, maybe.”

			They all laughed. But Judith knew murder was never a laughing matter.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 3

			Ruby Tooms decided to take advantage of Judith’s offer to stay on at Hillside Manor. It had been years since she’d spent time in the city and decided to do some exploring.

			“I might even head out to the Thurlow District,” she told Judith Wednesday morning. “You got a bus schedule?”

			Judith said she had one in her visitor information. “You’ll have to transfer downtown,” she added. “I haven’t been there since ... well, since I moved here. The café’s gone, and probably so are many of the other businesses. Believe it or not, I’ve heard the neighborhood has improved.”

			Ruby shrugged. “It didn’t have any other direction to go unless it slid into the Sound.” Getting up from the kitchen table, she poured herself another mug of coffee. “I’ve lost touch with my old pals from the bad old days. Maybe there’s no point in going there. But I’d like to see if our house is still standing. Say,” she went on before sitting down again, “do you think I should make a list of all those people who might’ve been mixed up in my mother’s murder? I could give it to the private eye who takes on my case.”

			“That’s a good idea,” Judith replied, opening the dishwasher to empty it. “When will you start contacting the PIs Joe recommended?”

			“Tomorrow, I guess,” Ruby said without enthusiasm. “I wish your hubby did this kind of work.”

			“He did it for years as a cop. He’s sort of burned out.”

			Ruby nodded as she sat down. “I get it. Darn.”

			Judith paused in the act of putting silverware away. “You’re not guilt-tripping Joe, you’re doing it to me. Honestly, I can’t get involved. I made a promise to my husband. I never, ever intended to get involved in murder. I just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time and I let my curiosity run away with me. Besides, it’s dangerous. I’m emphasizing this because I don’t want you to start snooping around and try to figure out things for yourself. Leave it to a pro.”

			“Okay, okay,” Ruby said wearily. “I get it. But I still want a look around the old hood.”

			“That’s fine,” Judith declared, softening her tone. “But don’t go near any of the people involved—if in fact they’re still there.”

			Ruby took a last gulp of coffee and stood up. “I won’t. Honest. Now give me that bus schedule so I can at least look at the scene of the crime. I need to do that. What do they call it? Closure?”

			“Yes.” Judith smiled. “Just make sure that nobody tries to close you—permanently.”

			I hate bicycles!” Renie screamed into Judith’s ear. “Wait—I don’t mean bicycles as a mode of transport, I mean the dinks who ride them. If they’re going to hog the roads, why can’t they obey the rules? Are they all suicidal? I just saw some bozo ignore the four-way stop at the top of the hill and almost crash into a woman with a baby in a stroller. The baby slugged him. Ha ha.”

			“There are lanes for bikes,” Judith pointed out reasonably.

			“On the sidewalk?” Renie snapped. “That’s where this idiot ended up. If I hadn’t been in a hurry, I’d have run over him. I’ve no patience for people who break rules.”

			“And you don’t?” Judith retorted.

			“Only when I’m forced to.” Renie had lowered her voice. “But that’s not what I’m calling about.”

			“Which is?” Judith asked, putting down the recipe book she’d been leafing through to get some new appetizer ideas.

			“Uh ... I forget. I got so upset about the ... oh! Can I bring something for dinner with the Prices Friday night?”

			“No, I’m fine. I’m serving a pork loin. I’ll get a dessert at Falstaff’s.”

			“I could make Chocolate Glop,” Renie suggested. “It’s Bill’s favorite. My sister-in-law, Bippy, makes it for everybody’s birthdays.”

			“Is that what it’s really called?”

			“It’s what I call it. I don’t think Bippy has an actual name for it. It just ... is.”

			“No thanks, I’ll rely on Falstaff’s. They have real names for their desserts. At least I’ll know what we’re eating.”

			“And take all of the fun out of it? Okay, it’s your dinner. Think I’ll go out and run over a bicyclist.” Renie hung up.

			Shaking her head, Judith set the phone down and went back to her recipe book. A few minutes later, a frowning Joe entered the kitchen to get a fresh diet soda.

			“What’s wrong?” Judith asked, looking up from a list of ingredients for smoked salmon latkes.

			“I just talked to Woody,” he said, leaning against the refrigerator. “The mayor is grudgingly going along with some of my suggestions to improve relations with people who aren’t related to the police.”

			“That’s good news,” Judith said, “assuming I know what you’re talking about. Or that the mayor does. Why do you look disturbed?”

			Joe opened the fridge and removed a can of Diet 7UP. “I mentioned Ruby’s cold case, just to see if Woody remembered it. Turns out it was his first homicide assignment.”

			Judith’s dark eyes widened. “No! I mean ... what did he say?”

			Joe popped the top on the soda can and sighed. “Woody’s always felt it was a real blot on his résumé. It isn’t, of course. Every tec has a few of those after a long career. But you know Woody—he’s got a lot of pride. It still bothers him. He told me he’d like to meet Ruby. He remembers her as a teenage kid.”

			Judith’s expression was sympathetic. “I suppose he does. Woody’s very kindhearted. Does he feel as if he failed her?”

			“Right.” Joe sipped his soda. “When we were partners and had cases we couldn’t close for various reasons, I urged Woody to let go. If he ever had spare time and wanted to do some further checking, go ahead. But never let an unsolved murder become a millstone that would distract him from the current job. And he didn’t. But it still bothers him.”

			Judith moved closer to her husband and looked him in the eye. “Joe, are you trying to tell me something?”

			His frown turned into a full-fledged scowl. “Hell, no! I just wish I’d never stirred up Woody’s sensitive conscience.”

			“Oh.” Judith backed away and shrugged. “I thought maybe you were reconsidering taking on Ruby’s problem.”

			Joe vigorously shook his head. “I don’t give a damn about Ruby. I mean, other than that she’s on a mission that probably has a dead end.” He grinned sheepishly. “Sorry. It’s Woody that bothers me. I don’t want to spend Friday night listening to him beat himself up over a cold case.”

			“Okay.” Judith glanced at her recipe. “Sondra can console him. She’s used to it. Do we have any crème fraîche? I need it for the smoked salmon latkes.”

			Joe opened the fridge. “l don’t see any. We’ve got smoked salmon in the pantry from the last fishing trip Bill and I took.”

			“Check the freezer,” Judith said.

			Joe complied. After some mild cussing and haphazard rummaging, he produced a container of the desired item. “Here. It was behind a bunch of your mother’s pig hocks and her cigarettes. Why does she have to put her smokes in the freezer?”

			“Because she doesn’t have a freezer in the toolshed. She thinks the cigarettes stay fresher if they’re frozen.”

			“How about taking out the cigarettes and putting your mother in the freezer?”

			Judith uttered an impatient sigh. “Just be thankful that Mother doesn’t like you. Otherwise, she’d never have insisted on having her own apartment. Would you really want her living in this house?”

			“I really don’t want her living, period.” Joe suddenly looked chagrined. “Sorry, I didn’t quite mean that.”

			Judith couldn’t help but smile, if wryly. “Skip it. Can you get me a can of that smoked salmon?”

			Joe wordlessly went down the hall to the pantry. Judith started peeling potatoes. Looking out the window over the sink, she noticed that it had begun to rain, light drops bouncing off the Rankerses’ monster laurel hedge. Typical November, she thought, with temperatures in the high forties and probably some wind by nightfall.

			Joe returned with the smoked salmon. After setting the can on the counter, he kissed his wife’s cheek. “Maybe you have reformed,” he murmured.

			Judith gazed at him with innocent eyes. “I gave you my word. When have
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