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Chapter One

A Postcard from the Past

An actor dies. The audience reacts.

Not with applause, but confusion. Fear and bewilderment take hold. Death is stalking the stage, hovering in the footlights. The rest of the cast look to each other, not knowing what to do, trapped in their uncertainty. They are waiting for their cue. But the cue never comes.

An actor dies onstage. Two hundred witnesses and no one saw a thing.

SIX WEEKS EARLIER . . .

Name the worst day in history. The Fall of Rome? The eruption of Mount Vesuvius? The ill-advised launch of New Coke? For Miranda Abbott, actress extraordinaire, star of stage and screen, the worst day began with her agent, Marty Sharpe. Of course it did. She always knew Hell would be an agent’s office.

Miranda had swept in with a fling of her scarf—green satin to set off her red hair and celebrated cheekbones—and a breathy “Hello, darling. It is I.” 

Marty looked up from his needlepoint and sighed. Not her. Not this. Not now.

He was working on one of his Movie Stars of the Golden Age portraits—Marilyn Monroe or maybe John Wayne, it was hard to say; most of them ended up resembling some sort of amphibious creature. A frog or a salamander.

Round-bellied with necktie permanently loosened, Marty had represented Miranda since before she was famous—and long after she no longer was. He seemed decidedly unthrilled at seeing his longtime client waltz in unannounced, as was her habit.

“What have I told you about making appointments, Miranda?”

“I don’t make appointments, darling, I keep them.”

She had a way of speaking in aphorisms that sounded profound but rarely made sense—except, perhaps, in the emotional realm. Miranda was all about emotional intelligence. Trivialities such as making appointments or paying bills or filing her income tax on time didn’t enter into it. Nothing she did was ever about the money. Which is probably why she had lost all of hers, several times.

Moments later, her long-suffering assistant Andrew Nguyen appeared, trim and tailored, looking frazzled even if impeccably dressed.

“Sorry. I was putting money in the meter. They still have meters down here, can you believe it?”

They had driven in Andrew’s Prius, Miranda’s BMW having been recently repossessed, or, as she described it, “taken into the shop.”

Andrew’s parents had fled Vietnam in an overcrowded leaky boat, had struggled and scrimped and saved so that he could pursue the American dream. Which, in his case, meant managing the affairs of the mercurial Miranda Abbott. On LinkedIn, under “current position,” he’d been tempted to enter “babysitter to the stars.” 

But that wasn’t entirely accurate. Not the word babysitter, the word star.

Andrew took a seat next to Miranda, handed her a bottle of Aquafina. She looked at it with mild confusion and then handed it back so he could unscrew the top for her.

“Thank you, Andrew darling, at least there’s one person who cares for me and takes care of me.” With a single sip, she was ready. “I warn you, Marty. It’s Monday morning, and I am in a feisty mood.” She passed the bottle back to Andrew, who just as dutifully screwed the lid on again.

“You’re always in a feisty mood,” said Marty.

“That reality series you promised me? Where is it? Why has nothing materialized?”

“The Real Has-Beens of Beverly Hills?”

She winced. Miranda hated the title. Would talk to the producers about that. Something more dignified, The Queens of the Silver Screen, perhaps, or Real Ingénues of Hollywood. Beverley Hills was so passé.

“Well?” she said.

“I pitched.”

“And?”

“I pitched. They passed.”

Miranda fell back in the leatherette chair, a hurt look on her face. Her assistant, Andrew, knew that look. Behind the facade, there was a pool of sadness.

“I’m not even famous enough to play a has-been?”

“No, no, no,” said Marty. “You’re plenty famous. You’re just not”—he searched for the right word—“crazy enough. You’re too . . . normal.”

Andrew raised an eyebrow.

“Here’s the deal,” said Marty. “Producers of reality TV are looking for flamboyant unstable delusional narcissists.” 

“And?” she said.

“Don’t get me wrong. You’re plenty narcissistic.”

“Thank you.”

“But not narcissistic enough.”

Andrew raised the other eyebrow.

“Hang on a sec,” said Marty, shuffling through some papers. “I may have something for you. A commercial.”

Ah, that was more like it! Tiffany diamonds? Saks Fifth Avenue? The Céline Dion Living Legends Line?

“Metamucil,” he said, as he pulled out the script. He slid it across to her.

“Metamucil?” she said. “The fiber supplement?”

“C’mon. There are no small parts, you know that. This isn’t simply a commercial. It’s a tender and touching dramatic scene: three generations of women, a grandmother, her daughter, and granddaughter in summer dresses at a picnic discussing their digestive issues. I circled your lines.”

She flipped through the pages.

“The grandmother? You circled the grandmother’s part?” She was aghast at the sheer effrontery of it. “Surely, you mean the mother. Or, with the right lighting, the daughter.”

“She’s a youthful grandmother,” Marty assured her. “And she has the best lines. Life is too full to feel full. That’s gold, Miranda! Think of the layers of nuance you can add to that. Think of the residuals.”

She was livid. “I am NOT playing a grandmother! I am nowhere near that age.”

“Well,” said Marty, with a shrug, “when it comes to actresses, after forty or forty-five, it all starts to blur.”

Andrew braced himself for what was coming. Five . . . four . . . three . . . He used to start the countdown at ten, but Miranda’s fuse had gotten shorter lately. 

“May I remind you,” she said, blood and voice rising, “that I was Pastor Fran on Pastor Fran Investigates, investigating crimes as Pastor Fran, for six years, Marty! I was the lead character on a top-ten network TV show for six years!”

“Five,” said Marty. “The ratings tanked at the end, remember? The DUI and that drunken brawl at the Golden Globes? Tarnished the image of you as a woman of the cloth, as you’ll recall. And anyway, Pastor Fran Investigates, that ended, what, fifteen years ago?”

“I was a star, Marty!”

“And you still are. You’re just in a bit of a slump, that’s all.”

“What kind of slump lasts fifteen years?” Her scarf had slipped down, and she flung it back with renewed purpose. “If you are not going to bring me worthwhile roles—”

At this, Marty rankled. “Don’t be too proud to take the work that comes your way. Metamucil pays the rent.” He would have said “mortgage,” but that hadn’t been true with Miranda in a long, long while.

“I had my own line of action figures!” she shouted. “I had my own glow-in-the-dark doodle poster! I was on lunch boxes and iron-on T-shirts. I had my own Bedazzler, for god’s sake! And now you want to have me advising young girls to eat more fiber so they can shit better?”

“Miranda, calm down.”

In the history of the universe, has telling someone to calm down ever actually made them calm down? Miranda rose from her seat, arms wide in full theatrical mode, hitting every word like a driven nail. “I. Am. Beloved!”

“Was,” said Marty.

“What did you say?”

“Was beloved, were beloved. You’re in a slump, Miranda, so you’ve got to be strategic in what you do, now that you’ve entered the—” He caught himself just in time. 

She glowered down at him. “Say it,” she said.

Andrew tried to intervene. He got up from his chair but was swatted aside with an imperious wave of her hand.

Her eyes remained locked on Marty’s.

“Say it, you rat bastard.”

“Look, Miranda, it’s just a commercial. A bit of work to get you through. That’s all.”

“Say it. I dare you! Now that I’ve entered ‘the suicide years.’ That’s what you were going to say.” Her face was as red as her hair at this point.

Her assistant Andrew pled for decorum. “Please. Maybe we should all take a moment to—”

“No! I will not stand here and be insulted. I made you, Marty! Suicide years? No. These aren’t the suicide years. These are the murder years. These are the don’t-give-a-damn years! These are the ‘stab your agent in the eye with a salad fork’ years!”

A strange look came over Marty. The feigned warmth and feigned friendship, the practiced flattery and the ingratiating mannerisms drained away, replaced by a harder and, it must be said, colder gaze.

“Get out,” he said.

“Fine!” she replied with a final fling of the scarf. “Come along, Andrew.” Then, to Marty, “I warn you. The next time I visit this meager kingdom you call an office, I shall be expecting something more than a grandmother sharing the intimate details of her bowel movements.”

“There won’t be a next time,” said Marty. “You’re done. I’m firing you, as of today.”

“You can’t fire me. You’re my agent. If anything, I should be firing you.” 

“By all means,” he said. “If that makes it easier for you. You fired me. But either way, you’re not welcome in this office. You are no longer my client. And I am no longer your agent.”

She stormed down the stairwell with young Andrew trailing behind.

“Maybe we should go back,” he said, all but begging. “And apologize.”

“Never!”

She burst out into the muggy heat on Sunset Boulevard, muttering invective.

The front tire of Andrew’s Prius had been clamped. Miranda stood staring at it as though it were an odd bit of flora.

“I told you!” said Andrew. “I said, we can’t park here. And you said, no one cares.”

“Well,” she said, “take it off so we can go.”

“Take it off? How?”

“I don’t know. You’re the personal assistant. Make some calls.”

“Calls? To who?”

“Whom,” she said. “Make some calls to whom. Can you still drive it?”

“It would tear away the fender.”

“Yes, but can you still drive it? I’ll pay for the fender.”

“With what? I haven’t received any reimbursement for the last three months. I’m basically an unpaid intern at this point.”

Andrew had been hired by Miranda long after her fall from stardom. She had paid well—at first. She’d even covered his kid brother’s college tuition, a gracious gesture that she never dwelled on. “That’s what money is for, darling,” she’d said. But since then, her funds had evaporated and so had Andrew’s patience.

“Have you not been paid?” she said, genuinely puzzled. “Well,  you should rectify that, Andrew. You’re in charge of the money.”

“The nonexistent money.”

“I’m between gigs, that’s all. As for this ridiculous clamp that the city has seen fit to attach to your vehicle, if we can’t drive out of here, that’s fine. We’ll take a bus. Here’s one now.”

She stepped out into traffic and raised her hand. The bus rumbled past in a cloud of exhaust.

“You can’t flag down a bus like it’s a taxi,” said Andrew. “There are rules.”

“Rules don’t apply to me,” she said. “I apply to rules.” And with that, she headed off, skirt and heels and green scarf fluttering, down Sunset toward the Hollywood Hills.

Andrew watched her leave.

“I can’t do this anymore,” he said.

But he couldn’t leave her on her own, either. He hailed a taxi and picked up Miranda as she strode through the heat haze of an LA morning.

“To the Hollywood Hills,” she informed the driver as she slid in.

“I already gave him the address,” said Andrew. He leaned up to make sure there was no misunderstanding. “It’s in the lower hills, just above Santa Monica.”

“The Hills are the Hills,” said Miranda. “Anything above Santa Monica is still in the Hills. And I am above Santa Monica!”

“Barely,” said Andrew under his breath.

He had decided that after he got her home, he would hand in his resignation. He’d had enough. His parents had watched Pastor Fran Investigates faithfully, religiously, every Friday, had learned their English from that show, had been proud beyond words when he got the job ferrying the Star Herself around. “Is she like her character?” his dad would always ask, and Andrew would always lie. “Yes, Papa. Exactly like the character.” 

But he was done lying. Was done running interference. Was done, done, done. He had always been loyal to her. But even loyalty cannot survive penury and magical thinking.

The De-Lux Arms looked like a motel, though it was in fact apartments. Green stucco, sun-faded to pastel, with outdoor stairwells wrapping around a cement pool, cracked and usually dry. A few palm trees out front swayed in the heat, listless and limp.

Above the De-Lux rose the grandiose homes of the Hollywood Hills, cantilevered in ascending steps above the lowly less-famous below.

Miranda Abbott had once lived in those hills, in those homes.

As she and Andrew walked the stairs to her second-floor apartment, a ruddy-faced man in coveralls approached with a warm smile, beaming at her. “Hi there! Ms. Abbott?”

“It is I.”

Always happy to meet a fan.

He had a clipboard. “Can you sign here?”

She took his pen with a flourish. “Certainly. And who should I make it out to?”

“The furniture company, I guess.”

She looked through the document. “You’re taking my dining room set? That is genuine Moroccan rattan! Do you have any idea how much that costs?”

“About $781.50, I would imagine,” he said, tapping a finger on the overdue amount.

“I should never have bought that on layaway.”

“I tried to warn you,” said Andrew. “When expenses incurred are greater than income received . . .”

But she wasn’t listening. “Fine,” she said, scrawling her name across the bottom. “But I better not see that on eBay.”

She didn’t know exactly what eBay was, but she’d heard that certain celebrities were selling their autographs on it. She assumed it was some sort of memorabilia store.

As the ruddy man whistled down to his crew to come up and begin hauling away the dining room furniture, Miranda sighed and, tempting the gods of literary irony, said, “I don’t know how this day could possibly get any worse.”

When she went to let the repo men in, she found an eviction notice taped to the door.

“They spelled my name wrong,” she complained, pulling the notice down and stepping aside as the movers bullied past. “Two b’s and two t’s. How hard is that to remember?”

A Murphy bed, opened and unmade, a wall of photographs, once framed but now thumbtacked to the faded paneling, a messy stack of gossip magazines, the latest edition of Variety, unread. A closet stuffed with Pastor Fran memorabilia.

Miranda Abbott’s last stand . . .

Andrew picked up her mail from where it had fallen and then been trod upon by work boots. His final duty as her personal assistant.

He took a steadying breath. It was time.

“Miranda,” he said. “There’s something I need to tell you. Something I need to say.” But the goodbye got caught in his throat.

She waved in the general direction of the icebox.

“At least they didn’t take the fridge. Small mercies. Andrew, darling, there’s a fresh jug of lemonade in there. I made it just for you. I know how much you like it.”

A simple recipe: lemon juice and two pounds of sugar. Andrew had made the mistake of complimenting it once, and now she prepared it for him every time she knew he was coming over. It broke his heart, bringing it out onto the balcony, with the wisteria and the view of the Hills beyond. Lemonade and foot-trodden mail. Bills mainly, and a postcard. There was a time when she would have received hundreds of letters a day.

Not now.

“Miss Miranda,” he said, taking a seat next to her for a final glass of the world’s worst lemonade. Even the bees in the wisteria gave it a pass. “You were always so kind to my parents. You knew how much your show meant to them, and I appreciate that and, well, I just wanted to say . . .”

“You see that house? The red one, halfway up. That used to be my house. Did you know that?”

He did. She pointed it out every time they were on the balcony, or driving by, or looking through her photo albums.

“Sometimes, the sounds of the parties will drift down at night, when I’m trying to sleep.” She took a deep drink from her glass. “They say they will remember you, but they forget. They forget.” Eyes shining, trying to smile away the pain, she asked, “What was it you wanted to say, Andrew?”

“Just that. Thank you.”

She laid her hand on his. “And your boyfriend? He’s well?”

“My fiancé, yes.”

“Such bright young men, both of you.”

“Hey. A postcard,” said Andrew, trying to stem the overwhelming melancholy of this day. “Maybe it’s from a fan!”

He handed it across to her. It was a forested harbor scene with mountains cloaked in mist, and when she turned it over, the message read:

It’s been fifteen years, Miranda.

I think it’s time.

“Hmm,” said Andrew. “A bit cryptic. What do you think it means?” 

But Miranda knew exactly what it meant. And for the first time in a long, long while, a smile burst across her face. She looked happy. She looked relieved. She looked . . . beautiful.

“Andrew,” she cried. “Pack the valise! I have been summoned.”

An actor dies.

The audience reacts.


Chapter Two

The Bus to Happy Rock

The overnight coach from Los Angeles to Portland, Oregon, took sixteen hours and thirty-seven minutes.

“That seems oddly specific,” Miranda said when Andrew told her.

“It costs $156 one way.”

“But what about the express option?” she asked.

“That is the express option. The regular bus takes even longer.”

“Sixteen hours?” she said, aghast at the thought of it.

“And thirty-seven minutes,” said Andrew.

They were at the San Fernando bus depot, across the freeway from Holy Cross, Miranda having insisted they cab it all the way out here in the heat to avoid boarding a Greyhound anywhere near the Hollywood Hills, lest someone see her and call those vultures at TMZ.

With her scarf pulled over her head and oversized sunglasses in place, she looked exactly like a celebrity who was trying not to draw attention to herself. She had already decided, if anyone should ask or, god forbid, a fan spotted her on the bus, she would tell them she was “researching a role.” 

“Sixteen hours and thirty-seven minutes,” she moaned. “I could fly to Cannes and back in that time.”

“Yes, but we can’t afford Cannes,” said Andrew. “And we can’t afford a last-minute flight to Portland, either.”

He said “we,” but he meant “I.” The cost of the bus ticket, like the cost of the cab, was coming out of his hypothetical and most likely nonexistent future wages. The same imaginary wages that would pay to have his car rescued from the impound lot. Miranda had assured Andrew that since his Prius had already been booted, it was like having a “free parking spot.” But when Andrew had returned to retrieve the car, it had been towed. Of course it had been towed. Miranda described the world how she thought it ought to be, not how it really was. And in the world of Miranda Abbott, cars never got towed and TV stars never took an overnight bus, unless it was “for a role.”

After purchasing a ticket for her, Andrew walked Miranda to the loading bay, where he handed her a final bottle of Aquafina. The coach doors opened with a hydraulic hiss, and the other passengers began to file on.

“I shall return in triumph,” she assured him.

“I know you will,” he said, and he almost believed it. Almost, but not quite. He wasn’t entirely sure why she was going or what was waiting for her, but he was sure he wouldn’t be here when she got back. If she got back. He tried to let her know that this was goodbye, but the words once again got caught in his throat.

“When they take everything from me, can you save at least one Pastor Fran action figure? As a memento. Will you do that for me?”

He promised he would, and with that, Miranda Abbott picked up her valise, squared her shoulders, and marched up the steps—into the Greyhound and away from him. Andrew waved, but the windows were tinted and he didn’t know where she was. Not anymore. 

As the bus rolled out of the bay and onto Laurel Canyon Boulevard, Andrew stood on the sidewalk, still waving. He was surprised by a sudden wash of emotion; he should have been relieved, happy even, to see her go. He touched his fingers to his eyes and thought, What is this? Am I crying?

No. Not crying. Weeping.

Inside the bus, Miranda clutched the postcard in her hand and watched as the city fell away. Onto the interstate, picking up speed, in and out of scrubland forests and arid hills, they cannonballed past the Santa Clara studios where they’d filmed the first two seasons of Pastor Fran.

Our Lady, who arts on the mean streets of Crime City! Hallowed be her fists. Crackin’ wise and solvin’ crimes. It was an iconic opening, up there with The Six Million Dollar Man or Hawaii Five-0.

The highway rolled on. The sun went down, and as the darkness gathered outside, the bus windows slowly became a mirror. Miranda stared through herself at the fading landscape beyond.

When a character died on Pastor Fran, it was always at the midpoint, just before the commercial break. In the first half of the episode, viewers were trying to guess who would be murdered; in the second half, they would be wondering why. They never wondered whether Pastor Fran would solve the case, though. That was a given.

If only life followed such a comforting pattern, thought Miranda. If only I could say with certainty, in the second half everything will be resolved. But this wasn’t an episode of Pastor Fran, this was her, alone on a Greyhound, heading toward a postcard—and a promise of better days to come.

Night had fallen by the time they pulled into Sacramento, the only stop on the express route, and she ate, huddled over a cup of herbal tea (lukewarm and weak) and a croissant (dry and flavorless)  at the bus depot cafeteria. She really should complain to the chef, she thought, but was mortified at the possibility someone might recognize her.

Instead, she rehearsed her alibi.

Why am I dining alone in a bus depot? Research, darling. Research. Why, yes! It is the return of Pastor Fran. Thank you for asking. All hush hush, of course, so don’t say a word; the studios want to make a splash when they announce it. And yes, I would be delighted to take a photo with you. Always happy to meet my fans.

But no one recognized her or, if they did, they were too intimidated to approach. Miranda finished her tea and then pulled the scarf tighter as she reboarded the coach, keeping the sunglasses on even though it was now night. More passengers had joined them, but no one sat next to Miranda in the dark, and she fell into a deep slumber, forehead resting against the glass.

She dreamed of red carpets and a golden Lab . . .

Woke up feeling fuzzy-headed and cotton-mouthed as the bus pulled into Portland. The sun was softer up here.

She knew she had to change coaches when she got to Portland, and there was a moment of panic and confusion as she searched the timetable posted out front. Gladstone? Was that the name of the town?

Sunglasses still firmly in place, she approached the young man at the ticket counter with a haughty air, saying, “The town of Gladstone. That’s on the ocean, yes? With forested hills and sailboats?”

“Not really. Gladstone’s a suburb of Portland. You’re probably thinking of Happy Rock, out on Tillamook Bay.”

Glad-stone. Happy Rock. “Why on earth would there be two towns with such names?”

“They translated it from the same Native American word, is what I heard. But used different dictionaries. Probably for the best. Wouldn’t want there to be two Happy Rocks.” He grinned. “One is plenty.”

“And how do I get there?”

“Just keep going till you run out of road. It’s the last bit of land before you reach open water. If your feet get wet, you’ve gone too far.”

It was another hour and a half to Tillamook Bay inside a glorified school bus with broken suspension. Miranda was tossed about like a die in a cup, the driver hitting every pothole along the way—intentionally, it seemed to her. Bounced her scarf clean off, in fact, as she gripped the seat in front of her, trying her best to remain insouciant. Fortunately, Miranda’s death-wish driver seemed too intent on charting his slalom course along narrow, twisting roads to notice who he had on board.

There was only one other passenger that day: a green-haired, nose-pierced goblin of a girl in ratty jeans who sat across and up from Miranda. The girl had slung a camera onto the seat next to her and opened a heavy ring-bound manual of some sort, and had then almost immediately fallen asleep, head back, snoring. That someone so petite could snore so loudly! Feeling curious—a camera always made her curious—Miranda peered across at what the girl had been reading. Could just see the title on the bound pages: Toxicology Report: Portland Coroner’s Office. Strange reading, thought Miranda. Maybe she’s researching a role? Miranda felt that most people spent their lives researching a role, practicing the parts they hoped to someday play. And she wasn’t entirely wrong.

The road to Tillamook Bay wound its way through forests of pine and Douglas fir, across rivers running clean and clear. She remembered this road. Remembered the harbor that eventually opened up, the protective peninsula that curved around it, the mist-infused hills beyond, and the cluster of sailboats below. The candy-striped lighthouse at the end of the bay. And that grand dame of a hotel out front, ivy-clad and facing the water.

She was back.

It had taken fifteen years, but she was back. Miranda Abbott had returned to Happy Rock.

She climbed out of the bus, bruised but undefeated, alighting in front of the staid glory that was the Royal Duchess Imperial Hotel. The Duchess, for short.

Crisp air and cold water.

“I’m here!” she said. She wanted to twirl like Mary Tyler Moore, throw her scarf in the air, but it was an expensive scarf, and she was still in disguise.

Now. Where was it?

She remembered a narrow lane, up a hill, a mansard roof and a widow’s walk. Victorian twee, the best kind.

She walked along the harbor in the sunlight, dragging her rattling valise behind her, past the expansive lawn of the hotel, looking for lanes leading uphill. Everyone moved slower out here, more leisurely, as though time were less pressing. It was a watercolor come to life. A doily of a town, with marigolds and flowering begonias spilling out of streetlamp baskets. Happy Rock hadn’t been built; it had been crocheted into existence. Miranda was sure of that.

But still she couldn’t find the lane she was searching for.

Past the Duchess Hotel was the stately Opera House with its marquee out front, and Miranda crossed the street to read the poster:

The Happy Rock Amalgamated & Consolidated Little Theater Society

PRESENTS

for the 10th consecutive year in a row!!

“Death Is the Dickens”

a whodunit for the ages!

Miranda ignored the 8 x 10 glossies that were posted of last year’s cast, zeroed in on the name of the playwright instead. It was listed at the very bottom of the poster: Doug Dirks.

Whew.

She had never heard of Doug Dirks. With this reassuring piece of information, she turned, still not sure which way to go.

“Aha!”

Miranda had spotted a patrol car coming along the harbor toward her, and she stepped out, directly in front of it, flagging it down the way one might a valet driver. Startled, the vehicle swerved to the side of the road with a single whoop of the sirens.

“Happy Rock PD! Ma’am, are you all right?”

The officer who’d clamored out of the police car was a rounded fellow with a worried look on his face. Everything about him was slightly overinflated, from his ample belly to his smooth, plump cheeks. A kindly soul, she could tell. And Miranda Abbott was a good judge of character!

She folded her scarf and tucked her sunglasses into her voluminous carry-all bag. No need for such a ruse now that she was under police protection.

“I am lost,” she declared in the same way one might announce that they had conquered Everest.

“Um, sure. I can help you with that. I’m Ned. Ned Buckley, like the cough syrup.” He gave her a smile, which was returned, unopened.

“Well, Officer Buckley—”

“Chief,” he said, almost embarrassed to admit it. “I’m actually the, ah, Chief of Police here in Happy Rock. Truth be told, there’s just the three of us, and Carl, he’s part-time, and Holly, well, she’s got a little one on the way, so when the old chief retired, that pretty much left me.”

“Not a lot of crime in Happy Rock, then?” 

“Well, no, not that you could speak of.” He chuckled. “Most recent was the Case of the Missing Pocketbook. A lady called in, convinced someone had stolen her pocketbook. Strange thing was, no one had tried to use her credit cards or ID while it was missing. So I asked her, ‘Are you sure it was stolen?’”

There was a long pause.

“And?” said Miranda. “Did you solve it?”

“The missing pocketbook? I suppose. Closed the case, anyway. It turned up a few days later, right where she’d left it.”

“So . . . not stolen. Misplaced.”

His chuckle turned into a chortle. “Oh, that’s not how she tells it. She’s still convinced someone took it. That’s Happy Rock for you, I suppose.”

“Well, Chief, I have another case for you to crack. I am looking for a certain building on a certain street.”

“Could you narrow that down a bit?”

“A beautiful building with soft light across the front, a gentle breeze and a soothing glow in the early afternoons.”

“Um.”

“Victorian latticework. A garden.”

“That’s half the homes in Happy Rock.”

“It would have been a bookstore.”

He frowned. “There’s no bookstore in town. Except, the murder one.”

“Murder?”

“Thrillers and killers and such. A specialty shop. Only sells mysteries. It’s behind the Duchess, up on Beacon Hill.”

“That’s the one!”

Leaving the Chief of Police to fetch her valise, she climbed into the back seat of his patrol car as though he were indeed her personal chauffeur. 

“Um, okay,” he said.

He followed with her luggage. Put it in the trunk and came around to the driver’s side.

“Won’t take long,” he said, pulling on his seatbelt. “It’s just up the hill.” He angled the rearview mirror to study her. “First time?”

“In a police car?”

“In Happy Rock.”

Miranda looked out the window to the sailboats in the harbor. The curve of the bay, the rising steam. A floatplane coming in had left a spreading V of waves in its wake. It was as beautiful as she remembered. Maybe more so. Beautiful—and suffocating.

“I was here,” she said. “Once. Many years ago.”

“Just the once? Well then, welcome back, I guess.” He signaled and pulled out, shoulder-checking the lack of traffic behind him.

It was all coming back to her now: the lane behind the hotel, angling upward to the top of the hill. A view of the harbor below, like a postcard. And there it was: the same gingerbread trim and stained-glass transom over the front door, the same widow’s walk up top. A front garden lush with peonies.

Above the front door, in classic Garamond font, was a sign that read: I ONLY READ MURDER.

“Strange name for a bookstore, right?” said Chief Buckley as he brought his police car to a slow stop out front. “Was originally called Tillamook Books—that’s the name of the bay—but the new owner changed it after a comment from one of the customers, a sweet little granny who pooh-poohed the suggestions the staff kept making. ‘I only read murder!’ is what she said. From that came the idea of specializing in mysteries and mayhem.”

“Well,” said Miranda, “I thank you for the ride. It is very much appreciated.”

But the chief didn’t respond. He was watching her from the rearview  mirror more closely than before, and when she tried to open the door, she couldn’t. No handles on the inside, bars on the back window, and eyes in the mirror.

“Excuse me, Officer. I mean, Chief. Can you let me out?”

But still he said nothing. Stared at her in the mirror.

“I’d like to get out now.”

The doors remained locked. She was trapped in the back of a cruiser with the engine still running.

When he finally spoke, his voice was calm. “Maybe I should just arrest you now, get it over with.”

“I beg your pardon?”

He turned, leveled his steady gaze upon her. “I mean, everywhere you go, bodies do seem to pile up, don’t they?”

She fumbled in her bag for her can of mace. Never would she have imagined she would need to use it in Happy Rock. Hollywood, perhaps. The De-Lux Arms, certainly. But not Happy Rock. She would wait until he opened the door, whenever that might be, and . . .

But then the most remarkable thing happened. He smiled. A warm smile. Very warm. You could roast marshmallows on that smile.

“I mean, you are Pastor Fran, right?”

She relaxed her grip on the mace, let it fall back into the uncharted depths of her bag.

“Indeed,” she said. “It is I.”

“I knew it!” His smile grew even bigger, if such a thing were possible.

Miranda Abbott felt a wave of relief wash over her. Not a psycho. A fan. Though even she had to admit, the two categories often overlapped. 

When a character died on Pastor Fran, it was always at the midpoint of the story. So she was safe—for now. Except, of course, this wasn’t an episode of Pastor Fran. This was something else entirely.


Chapter Three

Into the Murder Store

“Sorry about locking the car door on ya. Standard police procedure,” he said jokingly, motor still running and door still locked. “Had to make sure you didn’t try to disarm me.”

“I thought I already had,” she said, “with my smile.”

His round cheeks bunched up, almost blushing. Pastor Fran, flirting with the chief.

“Well, I am single,” he said.

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

He sat there bobbing his head and grinning at her like a schoolboy. He reminded Miranda of a bobblehead. A friendly bobblehead—but a bobblehead, nonetheless.

There had been a Pastor Fran bobblehead, too, once upon a time, though it hadn’t sold nearly as well as the Season Three action figure. And no wonder. That one came with built-in karate-chop action. You pressed a plastic lever on the back of Pastor Fran, and the arm came down with its patented Sinner-B-Gone™ chop. She’d always had trouble with the Haii-ya! that she was required to shout whenever they filmed a fight scene, so they’d had to bring in another actress to dub those over. Miranda’s voice was too sultry, too raspy, couldn’t hit the sustained high note required for a decent Haii-ya!

Meanwhile, Chief Bobblehead was still grinning away at her from the front seat of his cruiser.

“The door?” she said.

“Oh, right.” He pressed the unlock button, but before he got out to come around and release her, he said, “I know who you should see while you’re in town!”

This gave her pause. How much did he know about her? And how much did he know about her reasons for coming back to Happy Rock?

But he wasn’t referring to the bookstore, he was referring to—had she heard him correctly?—Bees Bees and Bees? BBB? Better Business Bureau?

“Bea,” he said. “She runs the B&B down by the harbor. A cottagestyle house. Nice view from the porch. Bea is your biggest fan. I know people always say that, but with her, it’s true. Really, it is. She has all of your shows on VHS. ‘Pastor Fran Fridays.’ I bring the popcorn, she brings the Fran. Caramel popcorn,” he explained. “Bea likes caramel. She’s practically memorized all of your lines. Can recite entire episodes by heart.”

Oh great, thought Miranda. Just what I need now. A Misery-type superfan.

“Bea Maracle. That’s her name. Lost her husband a while back. Runs a B&B. Bea’s B&B. That’s her place. Real comfy, though I imagine a Hollywood star like you, you’ve probably rented out an entire suite at the Duchess. But if you get a chance, stop by, say hello to her. She’d be thrilled. Like I said, I wouldn’t expect you to actually stay there, at Bea’s. Although—here’s an idea!—you could make an appearance at our next Pastor Fran Friday. Only if you wanted to,  of course. Only if it wasn’t a bother. I would hate to impose.”

Miranda’s smile had grown strained. She made a list of things she would rather do than attend a Pastor Fran Friday in Happy Rock: a root canal on rough seas, a blindfolded chainsaw juggling competition on a trampoline, a Metamucil commercial for an extra-fiber diet.

But . . .

If this really was some sort of weekly event, might it not be a good way to get her name in the public eye again? Hadn’t Jerry Lewis been heralded as a genius in France? Wasn’t David Hasselhoff a star in Germany? Why couldn’t Miranda Abbott be equally celebrated in Happy Rock?

“And how many are usually in attendance at these ‘Pastor Fran Fridays’?”

He frowned, thought a bit. “Just Bea and me, really.”

Great.

“I should be going, Mr.—” She almost said Bobblehead. “Vicks, was it? Or was it Robitussin?” It had already melted away. She had a memory for faces, not names. Unless those names were above the title, of course.

“Buckley,” he said. “Ned Buckley. Like the—”

“Yes. The cough syrup. Well, Ned, I should be going. It’s been an absolute delight, but—” She gave the slightest of nods in the direction of the bookstore. “I am expected.”

“Are you? Geez.” His face clouded over. “You know the owner, do you?”

“I do.”

The frown returned. “Tread carefully, okay? He’s . . . an odd one.”

“The owner? Why do you say that?”

“Surrounded by murder all day? Gets my police instincts up. Who knows what someone like that is capable of?” 

“Ah. The Case of the Missing Pocketbook. You suspect the owner of the bookstore, do you?” She was teasing, but he took it seriously.

“Haven’t ruled it out.”

Small-town police officers, so lacking in guile.

Chief Buckley, suddenly remembering his manners, climbed out to open the rear cruiser door for her. If he’d been wearing his police cap, he would have tilted it to her.

“You take care, ma’am. Like I said, the owner of the murder store is a bit of an oddball.” Then, quickly, apparently not wanting to speak ill of people, he added, “But not without charm.”

Oh, I know, thought Miranda. A deadly charm. A disarming charm.

Miranda tried to tip the chief for his help, but he waved it away, embarrassed by the offer. Which was probably for the best, because Miranda was down to her last few dollars. (She hadn’t yet found the fold of twenties that Andrew had slipped into her bag before she left. He might as well have thrown it into a well, such was the maw of Miranda’s carry-all.)

But not to worry! She wouldn’t need money, not for a while anyway, not once she walked through those doors.

Miranda entered on a jingle of a bell. The air inside was liquid and warm. Bookshelves lined the hallway and she followed them down, along a carpet prismed with light spilling through the front transom in a multihued glow. A house of books. And at the end of the hall, in what must have been the Victorian-era living room, oak shelves flanked the walls, floor to ceiling. Wheeled tables were layered with the latest hardcovers. Lurid books with DEATH and KILL and MURDER in the title.

A massive oak desk with a roll top took up one entire corner.

Beyond this main room, in what must have once been the dining area, a handwritten sign above the arch read Used & Beloved, This  Way. Here were the secondhand Agatha Christies and the Penguin perennials.

Miranda recognized the handwriting on that sign. The awkward ampersand, the flowing s. Jazz was softly playing over speakers hidden among the tomes. Count Basie and his orchestra. She recognized that, too.

It was only when Miranda returned to the main room that she noticed the diminutive woman who was on duty behind the massive desk, all but hidden by it, lost in a book and surrounded in a halo of light. She was as faint and ethereal as the lace curtains behind her.

A creak in the floor gave Miranda away.

“Oh, goodness. I’m sorry,” said the tiny lady. “Was deep in my cozy. Didn’t see you.”

Deep in my cozy? Was this some sort of quirky Oregon expression?

“Cozy?” said Miranda, assuming the lady was referring to the chair, or perhaps the bookstore itself. But no, she held up the cover: Mrs. Petunia’s Perfect Caper.

“The latest.”

“Oh, and how is it?”

“Not as good as the first forty-seven in the series, but better than the last twelve. Mrs. Petunia’s Penultimate Puzzle was the best, though. I like a good puzzle cozy.”

So cozy was a type of book.

Noticing the look on Miranda’s face, she said, “I don’t like the gore of thrillers, or the endless details of a police procedural, or anything involving serial killers. I like a good amateur sleuth, preferably female, and a small-town setting. No graphic murders. And you, my dear? Where does your taste in murder lie?”

Miranda pondered this strange question. Her taste in murder? 

She thought about her own character. Pastor Fran was an amateur sleuth, true. The murders were shown on screen, but only up to a point. They usually cut away to a woman screaming or a teacup shattering at the very moment the deed was done. But the show also featured car chases and explosions and at least one karate chop per episode. And the producers were always trying to get her into a miniskirt or a bikini. Pastor Fran goes undercover at a sexy disco! Pastor Fran goes undercover at the bikini warehouse! That sort of thing. A little risqué for a cozy, no?

“I’m not exactly sure,” said Miranda. “Is there such a thing as an action mystery thriller cozy?”

“Second shelf on the left,” said the lady. And sure enough, there was a category labeled ACTION MYSTERY THRILLER COZIES.

There was another shelf labeled ANIMAL COZIES. Another swath was labeled PERIOD-PIECE MYSTERIES, with stories stretching from Ancient Rome to Jazz Age flapper detectives. There was a shelf called Hardboiled, featuring two-fisted men, bombshell blondes, and lurking thugs. One bookshelf was simply labeled DETECTIVE, and next to it, HISTORICAL DETECTIVE, the difference between “period-piece mystery” and “historical detective” being a mystery in itself. Which brought it all back around to COZY DETECTIVE. It was enough to make her head spin.

A table in the center of the store was slab-high with THRILLERS (INTERNATIONAL), right next to THRILLERS (DOMESTIC). Ah, finally! A straightforward division: international thrillers would take place in exotic locales like Bali or Paris, Venice or Vienna. Domestic thrillers would be set in the States, or whatever country the author was writing in. But no! As Miranda discovered when she read the descriptions, international thrillers were exactly that, but domestic thrillers meant murders within marriages. Spouses setting up partners, catching them in a web of deceit. She tried to think this through. So a murderous marriage . . . set in Venice . . . would be a DOMESTIC THRILLER INTERNATIONAL? The mind boggled.

A bookshelf for younger readers was labeled YA SLEUTHS and featured Nancy Drew, Encyclopedia Brown, the Famous Five, and the Brothers Hardy. Farther down was True Crime, lurid and lascivious. And above that was a shelf weighted with Classics, the Holmeses and the Sergeant Cuffs, which were apparently not historical detective stories because at the time they were written, they were contemporary. Boxes within boxes. How many ways could you possibly divide a single genre? There were none of the Pastor Fran TV tie-in novelizations, though. At least, not that Miranda could see. Those would no doubt be in a discount bin somewhere in the back. Or filed perhaps under “period piece.” Or “vintage.”

They’d never sold well.

Which was a shame, because it was the author of those very novelizations whom she had come to see. It’s been fifteen years. It’s time.

“Is the owner in?” Miranda asked, returning to the lady, interrupting her once again from Mrs. Petunia’s latest.

“Edgar? He hasn’t come down yet. I open the store, he closes. It works well. I’m an early bird. He’s a night owl.” She looked to the ceiling. “He lives upstairs, above the store.”

“Alone?” Miranda asked, a little too quickly.

“That depends,” said the lady, placing her paperback to one side, having carefully inserted a bookmark first, “on what you mean by alone.”

At which point, a muffled thump could be heard upstairs, followed by the sound of footsteps above, the clattering of claws on a floor, the whirr of a can opener—and Miranda’s heart leapt.

The pale lady tilted her head as she looked at Miranda. “How do you know Edgar?” 

“I’m Miranda,” she said, as though that should mean something, but apparently it did not.

“And I’m Susan,” she said. Neither of them extended their hand. “But you didn’t answer my question. How do you know Edgar?”

“Miranda Abbott,” she said, and now the proverbial penny dropped.

“Oh,” said Susan. “I see. I thought you’d vanished.”

“I did. I had. But I’m back!” She couldn’t help it, she was beaming. Everything would be okay now. Pastor Fran would return. So would the joy. The house in the Hollywood Hills. “It’s a new day!” she said.

“It is, indeed,” said Susan. She was whatever the opposite of beaming was. Perturbed, perhaps. And clearly protective of Edgar. “Does he know you’re coming?”

“He invited me.” She would have said “summoned,” but Susan’s face had grown sour, and Miranda’s confidence was beginning to falter.

Miranda rifled through her bag but couldn’t find the postcard. And that was when she realized she’d left her valise in the trunk of Chief Buckley’s car.

“Never mind,” said Miranda. “He’s expecting me.”

The creak of a door above, heavy footsteps coming down equally creaky stairs, the whistling of a tuneless tune—all these years and he still hadn’t learned to whistle properly!—accompanied by the exuberant thump-thump-thump of a companion. Man’s best friend.

A golden Lab came galloping in, happily uncoordinated, waving its tail like a baton.

“Oscar?” said Miranda.

The dog ran over and let her scritch behind the ears, then circled around and came back for another scritch.

“Oh, Oscar. I missed you so much.” Miranda’s eyes brimmed with happiness. 

“Hello, Miranda.”

She looked up and there he was, blurry through her tears. Older, but still Edgar. Trim, as always. Jeans and a plaid shirt. Graying at the temples now, and softer of jaw, but with those same warm sardonic eyes, impossibly blue. A face creased with sun—and kindness.

“I can’t believe how spry Oscar is,” she said, fighting back a sob.

“That’s not Oscar, no. That’s Emmy, daughter of. I had to put Oscar down. He was so old and in so much pain. At the end.”

And now the sob did escape. It wasn’t Oscar. Of course it wasn’t Oscar. Time hadn’t stopped while she’d been gone. Dogs got old and passed on here in Happy Rock, just as they did anywhere else.

Edgar came over, laid his hand on Miranda’s shoulder, firm and gentle at the same time, the way he always had when she’d needed comfort, when she’d needed to know she wasn’t alone.

“You came,” said Edgar. “All this way?” Like he could hardly believe it. He turned to his bookstore clerk and said, “Susan, this is Miranda Abbott. My wife.”

Not ex-wife. Wife.

“We’ve already met,” said Susan, her voice icy.

“I came as soon as I got your postcard,” Miranda said. The words tumbled out through the tears. “And you’re right, Edgar. You’re right! It’s been too long. It’s time
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