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My best friend., C.J., is deathly afraid of Apparition Americans. Unfortunately, her not-so-new house on Rutledge Avenue has at least one very vocal semitransparent resident. I told C.J. to expect spirit lingerers when buying a two-hundred-year-old Charleston mansion, but no, the big gal wouldnt listen.

Since I had warned her, I didnt feel it was my responsibility to attend the silly sance she had planned. Its not that I dont believe in Apparition AmericansI do. My own house is haunted, in fact. But mine is a benign presence who contents himself with jangling a bunch of keys and pacing up and down my long, narrow upstairs hallway. C.J.s unwelcome tenant, on the other hand, wails like the banshee she might well be, and once she even touched C.J. with hands as cold as Popsicles.

So intimidating is C.J.s spirit, that my friend has had a devil of a time getting a contractor to do some necessary remodeling. Three burly men have quit in the time it takes to change a light bulb, much less revamp a nineteen forties style kitchen. But the really strange thing is that, since the last workman ran off the jobleaving his tool belt behindthe ghost has taken on the remodeling job herself. I know this sounds bizarre, but C.J. swears its true. She claims she comes home from work and finds wallboard replaced, paint scraped, tiles caulked, you name it. So far the repairs are remarkably like the ones C.J. wanted the contractor to do, although this has done nothing to ameliorate C.J.s terror.

At any rate, my objection to the sance had to do with the fact that it was to be conducted, not by some proven expert in the field of the paranormal, but by Madame Woo-Woo. She was a self-styled psychic whose name C.J. had gotten from my mother, who found it advertised in the Yellow Pages. Madame Woo-Woos ad claimed she was the expert in convincing confused Apparition Americans that their jobs on the earth were over, and it was time for them to return to the spirit realm. Madame Woo-Woo claimed a ninety-nine point nine percent success rate, and even offered a money back guarantee. At the prices she charged, she should have given her customers gold plaques certifying that their houses were hant-free, as politically incorrect locals might say.

I wouldnt even have been a part of the Madame Woo-Woo brouhaha, were it not for the fact that the medium had demanded that there be nine warm bodies at the sance, besides her own. She claimed it had something to do with numerology, but frankly, I suspected the woman was after more clients. Besides, it was the last night of Survivor IV, and I just had to see who won the million dollars. Yes, I know, I could have taped it, but it just isnt the same thing. Ask any sports enthusiast.

You can imagine my irritation then, when my mother called me at work to put the screws to me.

Mama, I said, trying to keep in mind the thirty-six hours of agonizing labor she endured to produce me, I am not going to the sance, and thats final.

Are you afraid, Abby? Is that the problem, dear?

Of course Im not afraid!

Abby, darling, Mama said, pouring on the sugar, C.J. is your best friend. She needs you.

Mama, the Woo-Woo woman says there has to be nine of us, besides her. Whether or not I show up is a moot point.

What was that, dear? Did you say something about mooing?

Moot, I said as mutely as I could. I own The Den of Antiquity, a thriving antique business on King Street, in Charleston, South Carolina. The aforementioned C.J., besides being my best friend, is my employee. At the moment she was standing just a few yards away, closing a sale on an eighteenth-century highboy.

Well, it might not be such a moot point after all, Abby, because Ive found six others, besides you and I and C.J. Were good to go.

What six others?

Well for one, there is the real estate agent who sold C.J. the house. Since he didnt warn her about the ghost, he has a responsibility to be there, dont you think?

Ill buy that. Who are the remaining five?

The Heavenly Hustlers.

What the hell is the Heavenly Hustlers? I braced myself for Mamas answer. Last year she ran off to be a nunthey wouldnt accept herand dated a gigolo named Stan. With her track record, I wouldnt be at all surprised if the Heavenly Hustlers turned out to be proselytizing prostitutes.

Oh, Abby, dont you ever listen to a word I say?

Occasionally. But I dont remember anything about Heavenly Hustlers. Mama, you havent gotten yourself tangled up with some kind of cult, have you?

The Hustlers, Mama huffed, are a group of retired folk, like myself, who arent content to sit on their duffs all day and twiddle their thumbs. Or do nothing but watch TV. We go to lectures, art exhibits, you name it. Last month we took a basket-weaving class from one of the Gullah women who sells those sweetgrass baskets at The Market. Next week were driving up together to Brookgreen Gardens, near Myrtle Beach, to see the sculpture collection. In the meantime, wed be glad to help C.J. out with her sance. Of course we cant all make it on such short noticethere are twelve in our group altogetherbut the six of us can.

I sighed, both with relief and resignation. It was a relief that Mama had found a group of like-minded folks to hang out with, but attending C.J.s sance was going to be a major bummer. I would program the VCR to tape Survivor IV, but if my husband Greg did anything to screw that uplike substitute a sports videothere would be yet another Apparition American for Madame Woo-Woo to exorcise.

Dont get me wrong; I absolutely adore my new husband, Greg Washburn. A former police detective up in Charlotte, North Carolina, he is now a shrimp boat captain in Mt. Pleasant, South Carolina, just outside of Charleston. Greg is both my lover and my best friend, and I am very lucky to have him in my life.

I know just how fortunate I am, because for over twenty years I was married to Buford Timberlake, who was more timber snake than man. That marriage produced two wonderful, but trouble-producing children, who are now both away at college. At any rate, Buford would never have put up with my mother living with us.

Okay, Mama, Ill be there. What time is it again?

Eight, dear. But I was planning for us to get there a few minutes early and help C.J. put together some snacks. Maybe a nice dessert.


Im sure your Heavenly Hustlers would appreciate that.

Oh, its not for them, dearalthough theyre welcome to eat some too. Its for Madame Woo-Woo.

C.J. says shes very temperamental.

I smiled to myself. C.J. isnt particularly temperamental herself, but she is a radish or two short of a relish tray.

Yeah, well, getting there early is probably a good idea in any case. I want to check under the table to make sure Madame Woo-Woo hasnt wired it.

There was a pause, which meant Mama was thinkingalways a dangerous situation. A wise Abby would have gotten off the line while the getting was good. Alack, I was too well-mannered to hang up on Mama.

What will you be wearing tonight? she finally asked.

Clothes. Good manners did not preclude sarcasm.

Mama sighed dramatically. Im sure what you have on is fine, dear.

I wrinkled my nose at the phone receiver. I will always be inappropriately dressed to Mama. She is caught in a nineteen fifties time warp and wears cinch-waist dresses with full-circle skirts puffed up by yards of starched crinolines. Standing at five feet even, sans patent leather pumps, she looks like a miniature, and very well-preserved, version of June Cleaver. Mama even wears a single strand of pearls, a gift my father gave her the year he died. That the beads outlasted even my first marriage is a wonder, given the fact that Mama never takes them offnot even to shower.

Im wearing jeans, I said. If Madame Woo-Woo doesnt like it, she can lump it.

It wasnt the psychic I was thinking about, Mama said. Its C.J.s ghost.

What? Apparition Americans are into fashion?

C.J. has seen the ghost twice, Abby, and both times she was wearing antebellum clothes. So thats how the Heavenly Hustlers and I will be dressing. We want to make C.J.s ghost feel comfortable.

And C.J.? I said the girls name a mite too loud and she glanced my way.

Shes wearing a hoop skirt as well.

Mama, where did yall get clothes like that on such short notice?

From Ella Nolte. Shes one of the Hustlers. Shes also a mystery writer and has connections with the theater department at the College of Charleston.

Ella Nolte? Ive never heard of her.

Thats because you dont read mysteries, dear.

I dont read fiction altogether, Mama. I mean, whats the point? Its all made up. I was only pulling her leg, and Mama knew it.

So how about it, Abby, are you game?

Im game, I growled. Then I gasped. My worst nightmare had just walked through the door of my shop.
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Abby, what is it?

Its Buford!

Buford who?

The Buford, Mama. My ex.

Hide! Mama hung up her phone.

I glanced around my shop. There are plenty of places to hide in an antique store, especially given my size. I am four feet, nine inches in my stocking feet, and tip the scale at one hundred pounds the day after New Years. I could easily fit into an armoire, even a dresser drawer.

Then it hit me. Buford lived all the way up in Charlotte. His presence down here in Charleston could mean only one thing.

What happened! I cried. I was on Buford like white on rice. He didnt even see me coming.

Abby!

Is it Charlie? Is it Susan? Oh my God, theres been an accident, hasnt there? How bad is it?


Buford took a step back. Relax, Abby, its not the kids.

Then what is it? I admit to living in perpetual fear that one, or both, of my two children will be involved in a horrible car wreck. As Ive told them both a million times, it isnt their driving that worries me, but others. By that I mean other teenagers and young adultsones whose overly protective mothers didnt insist that they take drivers training. Then of course, there are those folks, of any age, who indulge in road rage.

Buford regarded me under hooded lids. His had once been a handsome face, which in recent years had become fleshy.

Im on vacation, Abby.

Right. And Im Julia Roberts. Pleased to meet you.

Who was he trying to kid? Buford wouldnt know what vacation was if it sneaked up behind him and bit him on the butt. The man never quit moving; before he packed on the extra weight, he used to put his socks on while walking.

Our honeymoon was a three-day cruise to the Bahamas and Buford jumped ship at the end of the first day, so he could get back to work. And just in case youre wondering, that was quick was well. I didnt even warrant a wham, bam, thank you, maam. Just a wham.

Buford smiled, his jowls retreating slowly. I really am on vacation, Abby. After Tweetie died, he said, referring to his second wife, I decided to take some time off and smell the roses.

Uh-huh.

I know you dont believe me, but its true. The kidsparticularly Susankind of pushed this trip on me. By the way, I saw both kids this morning, and theyre doing fine.

So that was it! With their stepmother out of the picture, the kids figured they could maneuver their daddy and I into a reconciliation. I could understand their desireeven with Buford as one of the playersbut it wasnt going to happen. Dr. Laura and John Ashcroft would dance naked together in Times Square before I hitched up with the timber snake. Heck, Id hitch up with Laura or John before I got back together with Buford.

It isnt going to happen, I said calmly.

Whats that?

The kids ploy. Im not falling for it.

He frowned for a moment, then his florid face shone with enlightenment. Ah, so thats what youre thinking. No offense, Abby, but Im not interested in a relationship either.

Youre not?

You sound disappointed, Abby.

I am most certainly not disappointed! Im merely surprised. While I was telling the truth, I must admit that one can be flattered even by unwanted attention.

Well, here I am. Ive got four days at my disposal. Do you have any recommendationsas regards sightseeing, I mean.

The Charleston Visitors Center is at 375 Meeting Street. They can tell you a lot more than I can.

A divorce lawyer by profession, Buford is not easily dismissed. I was planning to make them my next stop. I just thought you might have some personal favorites. In particular, I was wondering about restaurants. I was hoping we could do lunch. My treat, of course.

Charleston is, without a doubt, the most charming city in the country. The beauty of its architecture and gardens is famous worldwide. Since the majority of her visitors have discerning tastes, it is no surprise that the city is home to some of the finest restaurants in North America.

Do I get to choose the restaurant?

Buford chuckled. Absolutely.

How about lunch tomorrow, one oclock, Magnolias? I was already planning my selections. For the first time I was going to have no compunctions about ordering anything I wanted on the menu. Maybe even everything. After all, when Buford dumped me in favor of Tweetiea woman half my age and ninety percent siliconehe left me in a financial bind.

Actually, thats an understatement. Buford was not just plugged into the good old boy system, he had more connections than a box of Tinker Toys. He ended up with the house, the cars, custody of our seventeen-year-old son, and even the family dog. All I got to keep were my clothesonly because they didnt fit Tweetieand three thousand dollars Id managed to squirrel away into a personal account.

Sounds good, Buford said.

Just wait until he saw the bill.



C.J. waltzed over to me the second the shop door closed on Bufords expanding bottom. Ooh, Abby, Im so proud of you!

I smiled nonchalantly. Thanks. Im pretty proud of myself. The old Abby would have picked up that Civil War sword over there, and stuck it where the sun doesnt shine. Or better yet

No, Abby. I meant Im proud of you for agreeing to come to my sance tonight. I know how afraid you are of ghosts.

Me? Youre the one whohey, wait a minute, how did you know I agreed to come?

I heard you talking to your mama. Besides, Madame Woo-Woo told me youd resist coming at first, but that youd finally give in.

She did?

Well, she didnt say younot exactly, at any rate. But she did say there would be skeptics whose minds would be changed.

Frankly, dear, that sounds a little vague to me. I read somewhere that psychics and fortunetellers are often very skilled at giving answers that can be interpreted a variety of ways. The article also said they tend to ask leading questions. In other words, theyve got great powers of observation, and good people skills, but theyre not privy to any more information than the rest of us.

Ooh, Abby, Madame Woo-Woo knows everything.

Business seemed to have dropped off momentarily, so I decided to take advantage of the lull and treat my young assistant to the benefits of my experience. Like I said, shes smart as a whip, but she doesnt cook with all four burners.

C.J., dear, just how well did you research this Madame Woo-Woo? Did you check her references?

She looked like a sheep that had been given the task of cloning a human. She scratched her head, and then looked at the door, as if longing for customers to walk through.

Well? I demanded. Did you at least ask to speak to someoneanyonewhos hosted a sance for her before?

C.J. hung her head. No, she said in a tiny voice.

And what about this groupthe Heavenly Hustlersthat Mama rounded up. What do you know about them?

I love your Mama, Abby. Any friends of hers are friends of mine.


Thats very generous of you, I said, feeling the need to ease up. But lets just both be careful, shall we? Mama has a tendency to hook up with some real characters. And as for Madame Woo-Woo, neither of us wants to be a seers sucker, now do we? I laughed pleasantly at my little joke.

C.J. shook her head vigorously. Cousin Alvins fiance up in Shelby invented seersucker, and it hurt something awful.

I raised my right eyebrow. C.J.s litany of Shelby stories is what sets her apart from the rest of the population. Normally we try to discourage these tall tales, but Id always wondered who invented seersucker. And why.

Please, I said. Tell me all.

Well, she was wearing a dress made out of regular material, you see. Something smooth like silk or nylon, but I forget which. Anyway, she was running late to church one Sunday and she noticed that her dress had a wrinkle in the skirt. So Brendathats Alvins fiancees nametook the steam iron and started ironing out the wrinkle. Only she didnt take the dress off first, see? And she had a whole lot of cellulite C.J. hung her head so low her chin rested against her chest. Abby, I just made that upabout Cousin Alvins wife inventing seersucker, I mean. But she really does have a lot of cellulite.

So you dont know who invented seersucker?

Im afraid not, Abby. But according to Websters the word seersucker has been part of the English language since 1722. It comes originally from the Persian phrase shi-r-o-shakar, and literally means milk and sugar.

It didnt surprise me that my friend would know the dictionary definition of the word. After all, shed memorized the book her senior year in high school, in preparation for college. The collegiate version, of course. It did surprise me, however, that C.J. backed out of one of her Shelby stories. That just wasnt like her. Only last month shed sworn on a stack of bibliographies (C.J. is not all that religious) that her Granny Ledbetter and Queen Victoria were bosom buddies, and that it was at one of the palace teas that Granny Ledbetter invented cottage cheese.

C.J., dear, is something wrong? Just a minute ago you came bounding over to me like a gazelle on speed, and now you seem to have lost your spunk.

Abby, you remember how that voodoo priestess in Savannah said I had the second sight?

Diamond? C.J., she wasnt exactly a voodoo priestess. She was a retired schoolteacher who liked to entertain tourists.

But she said I had the second sight, Abby, and you know I do.

Then why the need to hire a psychic? I asked gently.

Ooh, Abby, you can be so silly sometimes. Just because I have the second sight doesnt mean I can talk to ghosts.

Youre quite right. But you still havent answered my question. Whats wrong?

I was getting to that, Abby. My second sight tells me that something horrible is going to happen at my house tonight.

The shiver that ran up my spine didnt stop there. It made it all the way up to my scalp where it danced a rousing polka.

So why not cancel, C.J.?

The big gal did her best to disguise her feelings, but there was no mistaking the pity in her eyes. Because its destiny, Abby. Theres nothing I can do to stop whats going to happen.

Well just see about that, I said.
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Ella Nolte might be a famous mystery writer, but she was unable to get the costumes she promised from the College of Charleston. Fortunately another of the Hustlers, a doctor with a mouthful of a name, came to the rescue. Dr. Francis Lloyd Whipperspoonbill belongs to the War of Northern Aggression Reenactment Brigade. Reenactment groups are common in the Southand Im told in the North as wellbut WNARB, as this group calls itself, goes one step further. Its members not only reenact famous Civil War battles, but they rehearse possible future battleswhich smacks a bit of treason, if you ask me.

At any rate, Dr. Whipperspoonbill was able to provide authentic Civil War uniforms for the men and period dresses for we ladies. WNARB prides itself on authenticity, and the women who attend the reenactments stand along the sides of the battlefield, often crying real tears. Southern women dont sweat, we merely dew, but the WNARB women produce enough dew to drown all of Dixie. The dresses Mama and I were loaned smelled of mothballs and dried dew.

It is virtually impossible to drive with a hoop skirt jutting up in front of ones face, so Mama and I walked the eight long blocks from my house to C.Js. Fortunately, a skirt designed to hide ankles can hide shoes as well. I wore my inflatable-sole Nikes. Mama, who is more set in her ways than a Hollywood handprint, wore a pair of pink pumps. You can bet that underneath her hoops she wore her precious crinolines.

Mama carried a cake, and I carried a tray of biscuits and ham. You wouldnt believe the looks we got. The occupants of automobiles either honked or gave us the thumbs up, and pedestrians, mostly tourists, smiled and invariably had something to say. A few asked if we were selling refreshments, but the majority were just eager to sign up with our tour company. Mama, ever willing to make a buck, especially through eccentric means, told everyone to meet her at The Market promptly at nine the next morning and she would lead them on a tour they would never forget.

It was a typical summer evening in Charleston, and we arrived at C.J.s tired and drenched in dew. At one point, in an effort to dab at my forehead with a hanky, I dragged my sleeve across the cake. The message, which had originally read Goodbye Ghost, now read Goodbye host.

Tired as we were, Mama and I both recoiled when C.J. flung open the door of her dilapidated Georgian-style mansion.

How come youre not in costume? I demanded.

C.J. stepped aside to let us enter. It was only marginally cooler inside. One of the many things C.J. needed to do while restoring the house was to add central air. Granted, there was no air-conditioning in the eighteenth century, but folks were always fainting. Seems to me that should have been a clue.

None of the dresses fit, C.J. said, taking the goodies from us. Back then most women were yalls size, not mine.

I had my shoes inflated to the max, so Mama was still only three inches taller. Nonetheless, she took umbrage at being lumped with me.

I am not Abigails height, she said squaring her shoulders and puffing her chest. It was then that I noticed Mama was still wearing her pearls.

C.J. shrugged. The men couldnt fit in their costumes either, except for Dr. Whippersnapper.

Thats Whipperspoonbill, Mama said, and patted her pearls in agitation.

Whatever, I said. C.J., in which room is the sance being held?

Madame Woo-Woo asked that it be held around a table, so I thought wed use the formal dining room.


Are we the first to arrive?

Yes, silly, the sance doesnt start for another half an hour.

Have any of the Heavenly Heifers been here before?

Thats Heavenly Hustlers, Mama hissed.

C.J. shook her massive head. No, Abby. The Heavenly Hosts have never been here.

How about Madame Woo-Woo?

C.J. nodded. She came by yesterday to look around. Mozella let her in.

Mama flushed. Actually, dear, I loaned my key to a friend and had her let Madame Woo-Woo in. You dont mind dear, do you?

Of course not, Mozella. You know I trust your judgment.

Too bad I didnt. C.J. I said, didnt it ever occur to you that she might be rigging the place?

Ooh, Abby, youre always so skeptical.

I second that, Mama said. She handed C.J. the cake.

C.J. took the cake, but her eyes widened as she noticed the ominous message for the first time. Oh, my God, I knew it! I told you, didnt I, Mozella?

Mama turned to me so that I could see her roll her eyes, but she addressed C.J. The cake doesnt mean anything, dearexcept that my daughters a bit on the clumsy side.


Thanks, Mama, I said, and handed her the tray of biscuits and ham. Then, leaving her to reassure C.J., I wandered off on a reconnaissance mission.

It didnt take me more than a couple of minutes for me to make my discovery. Taped to the underside of the dining room table was a small cassette player.

Oh, ladies, I called. I found it! I found Madame Woo-Woos ju-ju.

C.J. and Mama set the food down and trotted over. C.J. crawled under the table to join me, but Mama had yet to learn that the trick to managing the hoops in this case was to sit and let the hoops collapse around her. Instead, Mama was barely able to stick her head under the table, while the hoops ballooned behind her like the spread tail of a tom turkey.

What is it, Abby? I cant see. What does a ju-ju look like?

Ju-ju just means a spell, Mama. Magic. In this case, its a mini tape recorder.

Ooh, play it Abby, C.J. urged.

I pushed the play button. For a second or two nothing seemed to happen. Then gradually, I heard what sounded like faint wind. After about a minute the wind became louder to the point that it sounded like a level four hurricane. Then suddenly it stopped, just as a female voice began to speak.

I am Sarah MacGregor, it said in a bad Scottish accent. I am mistress of this house. What, pray tell, are you doing here?

There followed a long pause.

But I did not invite you here. I am afraid I must insist that you leave, Sarah MacGregor said, her voice more sad than strident.

Another interminable silence.

But that cannot be. Surely you are mistaken!

I could have taken a power nap during the next pause.

Very well then, the taped voice finally said, have it your way. But be forewarned, there will be consequencessome of which may be quite dire. I am not responsible for these consequences.

I fast-forwarded through the next silent stretch. I did a darn good job of guessing, and only had to rewind for two words.

This is my house, Sarah MacGregor said in her thick, but uneven, burr. I will not leave. It is you who must do so.

I misjudged the length of the next pause, but that was soon rectified.

What sort of gift? Sarah asked.

The response she received was brief.

Yes, a gift of money would be very nice. The repairs on this home are outrageous.

Ooh, C.J. cooed, Madame Woo-Woos ju-ju is going to get me some moolah.

I smiled. I dont think so, dear. We havent heard the end of the tape.

Play it! Mama ordered. She was having a hard time maintaining her stoop.

I pushed the button again.

Aye, Sarah MacGregor said right on cue, there is one among ye that seems to be more sensitive than most

You see, Abby? C.J. cried. That would be me! Im the one with the second sight.

With no sense, Mama muttered.

I had to rewind a bit.

more sensitive than most. Her nameI can see it in my mindis Wo-wo. No! Its more like Woo- Woo. Yes, that is it! Madame Woo-Woo! She is the one to whom the gifts must be entrusted.

A brief pause ensued.

Large gifts, Im afraid, Sarah MacGregor said, her voice taking on an ominous tone. Or the curse of the MacGregors will be upon ye.

There was another brief pause, followed by the sound of more wind. I pushed the off button.

C.J., you wouldnt happen to have a cassette recorder of your own, would you?

I do, Abby. And I have oodles of cassettes too. Do you like Barry Manilow?

I refused to answer her question on the grounds it might incriminate me. Any blank cassettes?

Of course. What is it, Abby? What do you have planned up those smelly sleeves of yours?

I glanced at my watch in the dim light beneath the table. There was still a good twenty minutes before the first of the Heavenly Herd was due to arrive.

Just wait and see, I said.


The first to arrive was the infamous Ella Nolte. I was under the table putting the final touches on my handiwork when the doorbell rang, but I managed to scoot out and plump my hoops in the nick of time.

I caught my breath when I saw Ms. Nolte. She was middle-aged, tall, with frizzy blond hair, and I knew her from somewhereah yes, the jacket photo of her latest book. Authors names dont stay with me long, but their books do, especially if they are particularly bad. This authors latest was a total waste of pulp, and Id literally thrown the book across the room. The womans style is far too frivolous for my tastes. Who needs a bunch of puns, when a plain old plot will do just fine? And her protagonistthe overbearing owner of a bed and breakfast, somewhere in Indiana, I believehas a tongue that could slice cheese.

Mama introduced us with a good deal of enthusiasm. Apparently she was a big fan of Ms. Noltes books, a fact that surprised me. The only reading material Ive seen in Mamas house is the Holy Bible, and a rack of well-thumbed Readers Digest magazines in the bathroom.


This is my daughter Abigail Washburn, she said, and not without a little pride, I am pleased to note. Her last name used to be Timberlake, and shes sort of famous too. She owns two antique stores. Theyre both called The Den of Antiquity, but one is up in Charlotte, and the other is down here.

Ms. Nolte had a long noselonger than the main runway at Charleston Internationaland she looked down its length with beady eyes of nondescript color. Then she snorted.

Interesting dresses. They look almost real.

They are, Mama said. Francis supplied them.

Harrumph! She didnt just clear her throat; she actually said the word. Just because Dr. Francis Lloyd Whipperspoonbill supplied themwell, you know what I mean.

Not really, said Mama.

I certainly dont, I said.

Ms. Noltes beady eyes bored into mine. I was at one of his Civil War reenactments once, out at Charles Towne Landing. I was in the restroom when some of the ladies in supposedly period costume came in and started chatting among themselves. Guess what I learned?

What? Mama and I cried in unison.

They had pouches sewn into their skirts in which they kept ice bags. You know the reusable kind you stick in the freezer and then use in picnic chests.

What a clever idea, Mama said. Neither of us was about to divulge that we had food storage bags pinned to the undersides of our skirts. Our bags, however, contained ordinary ice cubes.

And those dresses had zippers.

Well, ours dont have zippers, I said.

If the boring eyes were searching for oil, they were out of luck. I know who you are. I was in your shop once. You have the flaky assistant, right?

C.J. was standing right there, for crying out loud. I wanted to reach up and slap Ms. Nolte until her curls went straight.

This is my assistant, I said, pushing C.J. forward for her introduction. Her name is Jane Cox. And this is her house.

The famous writer sniffed. Then it must be a different shop I was thinking of. This one had a lot ofwell, junk.

Are you sure? I asked through clenched teeth. About the junk, I mean.

Ella Noltes gaze made that long trip down her snout again. I know a little something about antiques. The shop Im thinking of sold junk.

Mama had the grace to whisk the wicked Hustler from the room. Meanwhile I debated whether or not I should say anything to C.J., or leave well enough alone. C.J. settled the matter for me.

She really was talking about me, wasnt she, Abby?

Who knows, C.J. The woman tells lies for a living.

She said I was flaky. Do you think I am?

Youre fanciful, I said, choosing the word carefully. Pie crusts are flaky. There is a big difference.

And she insulted your shop, Abby. Shall I ask her to leave?

No, maybe the ghost will get her.

Ooh, youre bad, Abby.

The doorbell rang.


The next Hustler to arrive was Thelma Maypole, who looked nothing like a maypole. I knew from Mama that Ms. Maypole was a retired investments counselor, but if Id had to guess an occupation, I would have said food-taster at Shoneys breakfast bar, and that the woman loved her job.

The large woman was conservatively dressed, had short gray hair cropped in a blunt wedge. She sported the first pair of hexagonal spectacles Id ever seen. When we shook hands I was reminded that I needed to schedule a mammogram.

I hope you didnt have any trouble finding my house, C.J. said.

Thelma Maypole peered through her poly-sided lenses. I did have a bit of trouble. Mozella said you lived directly opposite Colonial Lake. You actually live two thirds of the way down, if youre coming from the northwest, but one third up, of course, if youre coming from the southeast. Even those distances are only approximate.

Ill make a note of that, C.J. said cheerfully.

Thelma Maypole was not finished. Did you know that Colonial Lake was formed in 1768 as a marina for the leisure class? Hitherto, this part of town was marsh. You see, the plantation owners

Although not particularly religious, I said a prayer of thanksgiving when the doorbell rang again. Ill get that, I said, and scurried past the hostess.


It was my fault. I should have let C.J. answer her own door. But how was I to know that the next pair of Hustlers were just that. Hustlers. Mama had cagily withheld some pertinent factsmost important of which were
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