
Saturday Mystery

A Hannah Scrabble Novella

by

Marty Donnellan 

[image: jpg_pinebranch.jpg]

Pine Cone Press

Copyright © 2019 Marty Donnellan

All rights reserved.

––––––––
[image: ]


This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to persons living or dead is coincidental and not intended. Mountain City, NC is a fictitious location.

Cover Art by Cricket Press 

Table of Contents

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter One

[image: ]


Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

About the Author

Other Books by Marty Donnellan

Chapter One

Saturday, November 19, 1977

It was a cold, dreary Saturday morning and the Mountain City Public Library was hopping. Hannah Scrabble sat at her usual table in a plaid maxi-dress and combat boots, working the kinks out of her latest Trick Parker thriller and trying hard to ignore the timpani din of mothers and kids surrounding her. Doggedly outlining the details of a high-speed car chase in her yellow legal pad, she failed to notice two narrowed eyes shooting daggers at her from across the room.

“Trick Parker,” she thought, twirling a strand of copper hair around her Bic pen. “Is that even the right name for such a dashing spy? Maybe I’ve made him too dashing. Maybe he needs a flaw, like a criminal record or, or a drinking problem.” Gingerly she grasped the pen off-center and jiggled it, observing with satisfaction the optical illusion which made it appear to undulate – possibly the only useful skill she’d learned in elementary school, seeing as how she’d entered the first grade already knowing how to read and write.

The library’s background noise was punctuated by a child’s protesting shriek followed by a woman’s hissed reprimand and someone else’s stifled laughter. Hannah put down the pen and rubbed her eyes. She’d already learned it was useless to complain to the new librarian, Gabby Shoemate.

Gabby was small and slight, with large blue eyes set in a thin, freckled face and lustrous orange hair painstakingly styled with a Revlon curling iron. She was more cute than pretty, Hannah had decided, looking like she imagined Anne of Green Gables at that age, though probably not as smart. Like Hannah, Gabby was unmarried and childless. But while Hannah at thirty-one was reasonably content with her life, Gabby at twenty-two often seemed distracted, dissatisfied, and occasionally half-crazed by an overpowering desire to locate and marry Mr. Right and bear him three perfect children, all within the span of four years. 

Usually she was a capable librarian and diligent about enforcing the no-talking rule, but something about the Saturday morning parade of chattering mothers and their cacophonous offspring brought all her marital and maternal longings to the forefront and she became one in spirit with what Hannah called “The Mommy Collective”, the result being a marked breakdown of library order and decorum. 

Anyone who loved children as much as Gabby might have made a better first grade teacher than librarian, Hannah reflected. Of course, anyone would be better than Mrs. Hairston, her own first grade teacher, who had often made her sit in the back for not listening and for wiggling her pencil.

She forced her attention back to her manuscript and sighed. If only she was still free on Thursdays, when the tornado of moms and kids was churning elsewhere and Gabby was calm and professional and the library suffused with that energizing quiet that all writers crave. But she’d been swamped with so much freelance typesetting work lately that right now Saturday was her only free day.

“Maybe I should’ve made Trick female,” she pondered as the narrowed eyes continued to glare at her from across the room. “Tricksy Parker.”

“Tricksy,” she wrote on the yellow pad, scratching it out a moment later. “Trixy,” she amended. Then, “Trixie.”

“I am not TRIXIE any way you spell it,” her disgusted protagonist said in her head.

Hannah smiled and scratched out the name. Trick was right. After two novels and a number of shorter works, it was way too late to make her strong-willed, risk-loving spy a girl.

“Okay, but I’ll make you bald if you don’t shut up,” she said perversely.

“You wouldn’t dare,” Trick said.

“I’m the author, I can do whatever I want. I could make you a time traveler! I could have the bad guys chase you through something like Stonehenge and you’d find yourself in, say, 18th century Scotland... maybe around the time of the Jacobite uprising? Where you’d meet a bonny English lass also dumped there from, say, 1945, and she’d...”

“Nobody’d go for a dumb idea like that,” Trick interrupted, resuming his whittling. “Just keep me in America in 1977, will you? Somebody will publish us, you’ll see.”

“Okay, but all the rejections do get depressing.” Hannah’s eyes widened. “Hey! I didn’t know you whittled.”

“There’s a lot about me you don’t know,” Trick told her.

“What’s that you’re carving?”

“This? It’s a –”

At that moment a toddler in the real world wailed, “Mommy, Jennifuh cowawed in my cowawing book!”

Hannah sighed loudly and exclaimed, “How can anyone get any work done with all this racket!”

Several of the mothers looked up sharply and scowled in disapproval. Hannah winced – had she been speaking out loud this whole time? She hoped not. Sometimes Trick Parker was almost too real.

Sitting back in her chair, she became aware of something mildly out of the ordinary occurring in her peripheral vision to the right. A little blond boy at the table next to her had abandoned his picture book about dinosaurs and was following another scene with interest – first glancing round-eyed at Hannah, then at something to his right, then back at Hannah, then back at the other thing, the oscillation of his head and shoulders reminding her of the electric fan in her guest room. As the small face again pivoted away from her, her eyes followed its trajectory and came to rest on a gaunt, middle-aged woman perched in one of the armchairs by the newspaper racks.

Hannah hiccupped in alarm. The woman, a stranger, was glaring straight at her, and seared into her face was the rawest look of hatred Hannah had ever seen. And if the little boy’s tracking movements were any indication, she’d been at it for some time. When the woman saw she’d been spotted, she began to mutter and jab at Hannah with a finger.

The little boy turned to his mother and tugged uneasily at her sleeve, only to be shushed. “Mommy!” he cried, tugging harder. The urgent quality in his voice snapped her into high alert. Her head whipped up from the Farrah Fawcett article in The Ladies Home Journal she was reading. Quickly she assessed the creepy, muttering bag lady glaring murderously at the tall, alarmed young woman in the plaid maxi-dress. Just as quickly she grabbed her child’s wrist with one hand and their belongings with the other and ushered him to safety.

Hannah sat transfixed as the muttering woman launched out of her armchair and pitched forward. She was shorter than Hannah expected, not more than five feet tall. Though her narrowed eyes remained focused on Hannah with a singular, unnerving intensity, her overall demeanor was frail, disheveled. She wore a moth-eaten, olive green poncho over a dark, wrinkled skirt, sagging hose over sticklike legs, and scuffed, low heel shoes. Her face was makeup free and heavily lined, and her drab brown hair showed patches of hair loss. Hannah knew she’d never seen the woman before, yet there was something botheringly familiar about her. Whether it was in her features or bearing or way of moving, she couldn’t exactly say.

As the woman lurched toward her, the people around them stopped whispering and talking as the threat of impending danger leaped invisibly from mother to mother like an electric current. One by one they scooped up their possessions and herded their offspring away, melting more or less noiselessly into the relative protection of the stacks.

“That’s one way to get the Saturday people to shut up,” Hannah thought.

The woman reached Hannah’s table and thumped her gnarled fingers on its surface. “People,” she snarled in a low voice, exposing a set of perfect white teeth.

Hannah stared up in apprehension. “Er – excuse me?” she stammered. She found herself unable to move, suddenly sympathetic toward the possum she’d recently cornered in her tool shed.

“People,” the woman repeated more forcefully, raising a brow as if in challenge.

“I, I don’t understand...”

“What do you mean, you ‘don’t understand’? You never heard the song?” Hauling in a ragged breath, she raised her voice and began to sing, her voice quavering and distressingly off-key. “People,” she crooned, “people who need...” She paused, waiting expectantly.

Hannah blinked. “Uh, people?”

The singer nodded, her malevolent glare still pinning Hannah to her chair. “People, people who need people,” she warbled shakily, “are the...” She waited, then made swift, impatient circles with her hand, sending unpleasant drafts of unwashed clothing and stale breath into Hannah’s face.

“Are the, uh, luckiest people in the world?” Hannah finished the classic lyric, bewildered.

“Yes, you moron! The luckiest people in the world!” With a shout, the woman raised both fists and crashed them onto the table, causing Hannah’s writing materials to bounce and the few library patrons who weren’t yet aware of her to startle into silence. So great was the malice in the skewering eyes that Hannah half-expected the woman to spit on her. Instead she reached over and snatched her yellow legal pad off the table.

“Hey!” Hannah shouted.

“It’s mine now, Little Miss Author!” Wheezing and snickering, the thief scuttled back to her armchair. She grabbed her tattered pocketbook and the two library books beside it and broke into a galumphing trot toward the exit, her movements clumsy and labored but her posture erect and unrepentant.

Freed from the dreadful impaling glare at last, Hannah sprang to her feet. “Stop right there! Stop!” Shaking her finger, she clomped angrily after the woman in her combat boots. Trick Parker wouldn’t allow this miserable excuse for a human being to ruin everyone’s Saturday and neither would she. “Stop!” she shouted for the third time. The woman ignored her, reaching the glass double doors and shouldering her way through.

“Hannah, no!” she heard Gabby’s breathless cry wafting after her. “What if she has a gun!”

Ignoring the librarian’s warning, Hannah chased the woman outside, under the portico and into the three-quarters-full parking lot. She shivered, her long-sleeved maxi-dress offering scant protection against the mountain chill.

“Why were you harassing me?” she shouted after the woman who with unexpected deftness was weaving between the parked cars while waving the yellow legal pad in the air. “How did you know my name? Why did you steal my notebook? Didn’t you hear me? Stop!”

Not answering, the woman reached her vehicle, an old, battered, orange-and-white Volkswagen bus with blacked out windows. Yanking open the door, she scrambled into the driver’s seat and slammed it just as Hannah caught up with her. Hannah jumped back, nearly stumbling as the engine sputtered to life.

The woman rolled down her window. “Don’t you mess with me, sister. Or I’ll smash up that fancy truck of yours. And I’ll chop up all your goats and whatnot.”

“My goats!” Hannah gasped. “How do you know I have goats? And my truck, and my writing? Who are you?”

“You’ll just have to detective that out, won’t you, Little Miss Detective?” The woman’s eyes bored into Hannah’s. “You just remember the song.”

“Tell me your name,” Hannah repeated, her outrage at the threat to her beloved farm animals steamrolling her fear. “Your name,” she insisted coldly.

At once the hate-fueled animation drained from the woman’s face and she offered a wan shrug. “You can call me Jane. Jane Doe,” she said, her voice eerily flat. “Just a little dead girl, eh? Nobody to bother about.” Her stare became unfocused as if she saw not Hannah before her but something else entirely, something sickening and frightening. 

She came back to life with an unnerving hoot of disgust. Hannah jumped back as the old bus shot forward and made a hard right into the street, rocking slightly with the turn. With an incongruously cheerful-sounding farewell toot of its horn, it disappeared from sight.

Hugging herself in the damp cold, Hannah stared after the bus a moment, then turned and trotted back to the library. At least she’d been able to memorize the license number on the dirty Tennessee plate. And there was nothing in her yellow legal pad she couldn’t replace from memory if she had to. But if anyone harmed her goats, or her chickens, or any living thing that was hers...

“There’s just no telling what I might do,” she muttered darkly.
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Chapter Two

Gabby was waiting just outside the library, her thin face anguished, her small, freckled hands clasped as if in prayer. To Hannah she looked even smaller and more ineffectual than usual in her prim A-line dress, matronly pink sweater with the costume pin stuck in it, and gleaming, curling-ironed curls.

“I called the police,” Gabby told her breathlessly. “They’ll be here soon.”

“Thanks, Gabby. Goodness, you’re shaking like a leaf!” Hannah placed a reassuring hand on the younger woman’s shoulder. “It’s all right now, she’s gone. No need to hyperventilate.”

“Well, I thought she was going to attack you!” Gabby burst out, squeaking like a violin bowed by a beginner. “She could’ve had a knife or a gun! Why on earth did you run after her like that?”

“She stole my notebook and I wanted to get it back. Besides, she didn’t really strike me as dangerous at that point, just your run-of-the-mill crackpot. Mountain City is full of them,” Hannah added in an attempt to allay her friend’s fears with a joke. “Not that it wasn’t one of the stranger encounters I’ve ever had – can’t say I’ve ever been assaulted in song. It’s freezing, Gabby, let’s go back inside.”

Gabby nodded and the two women hurried back into the nearly empty library. Gabby slipped behind the counter and began to poke through some paperwork.

“Maybe you should tell the people it’s okay to come out,” Hannah suggested gently. 

“Oh – of course! Silly me.” Gabby took a breath and called out tremulously, “Everyone, you can come out now, it’s all right. Moms, tell your little ones we, ah, made the mean lady go home. It’s all right now, I promise.”

A few heads poked out of the library stacks, then a few more, as worried mothers ventured back into the open followed by their wide-eyed children.

“Was that lady a criminal?” a little girl in a blue jumper breathed in awe.

“I’m not exactly sure, Amanda, but we’ll find out,” Gabby replied, her voice steadier with each word. “Kids, in a few minutes a nice policeman will come for a visit, and he’ll probably want to ask Hannah and me some questions and maybe even some of you. Raise your hand if you’d like to meet a real live policeman!”

Hands shot up all over the room, except for one little boy who grumbled, “Big deal, my dad’s the captain and I see him every night.”

“I wanna see the criminal again!” another child proclaimed.

Glances and some sort of unspoken communication sprang up between some of the mothers, who then rounded up their children and belongings and exited the library. Those who remained resumed their activities, the shocked and fearful silence yielding to a hesitant murmur which soon ignited and detonated into the usual Saturday din.

Hannah turned to Gabby. “Can’t you make them be quiet? It is a library, after all.”

“I know, it’s just... so nice when they’re all here,” Gabby murmured, gazing out over the lively group. “I mean, I know I should, but I... I just can’t bear to make them stop.”

Hannah was surprised to see tears in the young librarian’s eyes. “Gabby...” she said.

“You wouldn’t understand,” Gabby shot back with unexpected heat. “You’re an – you’re happy being alone.”

“You make being single and happy sound like a bad thing.”

Gabby flushed. “I didn’t mean it like that. I’m sorry.”

“At least you didn’t finish calling me an old maid,” Hannah told her with a snort. “Besides, I don’t think of myself as alone.” And she didn’t. She had her writing, her work, her friends, her younger brother Ben, her farm animals, and an unexpected anchor in her life, Melvin Pearl – though she did wish he’d stop proposing.

“What was that she was trying to get you to sing?” Gabby asked, wiping her eyes.

“‘People’, from the movie Funny Girl.” Gabby’s face went blank and Hannah exclaimed, “Gabby! You never heard of Funny Girl? With Barbra Streisand?”

Gabby shook her head. “My favorite movie is Saturday Night Fever that just came out. You know the song, ‘How Deep is Your Love’ by the Bee Gees? I’m going to have it sung at my wedding.”

Hannah blinked. “Your wedding? You’re engaged?”

“Oh no
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