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Chapter One

The Uninvited Mr. Todd

Miranda Abbott, star* of stage and screen, stepped back to admire the poster that the janitor had pinned up in the community events board outside the Opera House:

Middlemist Marketing & SR Promotions Present

THE FIRST ANNUAL HAPPY ROCK MYSTERY FESTIVAL!

featuring:

KANE HAMADY: two-fisted master of the hard-boiled detective story

FAIRFAX HUGHES DEPOY III: romantic historical mystery maestro

INEZ FONIO: Maven of Malice

PENELOPE “PENNY” FENLAND: Queen of the Cozies

RAY VALENTINE: Prince of the Police Procedural

WANDA STOBOL: beloved children’s author, creator of Compendium Cathy

LAWRENCE BLOCK: an up-and-comer with a lot of promise

hosted by “I Only Read Murder” bookstore

accommodations provided by BB&B (thanks G&G!)

From behind her came a strangely familiar voice. “Well, well, if it isn’t the movie star herself.” Enter: Lachlan Todd.

She didn’t recognize him when she first turned—pirouetted, really—with an insouciant fling of her scarf and breathy “Yes! It is I” on hearing those three magic words: the movie star! Though really, Miranda Abbott was a star of TV,* not movies, her foray into film having never captured the public imagination the way her TV detective character had. For better or worse, Miranda was still fixed, firmly, in the public eye as—

“Pastor Fran. It’s been a while.”

The miserable Lachlan Todd was wearing a ridiculous fur-lined cap with flaps pulled down over his ears, looking sallow-faced in a bulky coat three times too large. It was the sort of cold weather get-up LA types inevitably don when venturing north of San Fernando, not understanding that seasons, like life, come in gradations.

Miranda Abbott, in contrast, clad in layers of her trademark green—the better to set off her famous red hair, which came from a bottle these days, admittedly—had fully embraced autumn. A loose cashmere sweater and skinny jeans (not quite age-appropriate, but it worked) with a fling-able scarf designed for moments such as these, topped off with a classic wool overcoat. If only it had been a real fan stopping her in the street, not this contemptible blast from her distant past. Miranda knew she disliked Lachlan, though she couldn’t exactly remember why.

Early November and the leaves were falling, revealing towering evergreens behind, the Douglas firs and dark cedar that formed a backdrop to the community. Pearly skies and damp mist. Autumns in the Pacific Northwest were always so moist.

“It’s a long way from the Hollywood Hills,” said Lachlan with a disdainful backhanded wave to the harbor.

It is, she thought. It is, indeed.

“And your beau?” he asked. “Ol’ Edgar? He still hiding out here? Like a fugitive?”

Miranda straightened her shoulders. “Edgar loves this town. He loves Oregon. Loves Happy Rock. He even loves the weather.” What else he might love was up for debate.

The town of Happy Rock, Oregon, lay cradled in a saltwater bay. Its inner harbor boasted both the historic Duchess Hotel and the elegant alabaster presence of the Opera House, landmarks from the town’s days as a Victorian-era tourist destination. The morning sun had just broken over the hills, and a seaplane lifted off on a slowly spreading wake. Beyond the inner harbor, stretching out its rocky arm, was Laurel Point, with its candy-striped lighthouse.

A shrug from Lachlan. “Pretty enough, I suppose.” Everything he said sounded sarcastic. He had a sarcastic soul. “If you like that sort of thing.”

Miranda remembered Lachlan in the writers’ room at NBC pitching the most outlandish plots for her show Pastor Fran Investigates, plots that often employed trip wires, artfully placed mirrors, hidden magnets, and poisoned lariats. Whenever Miranda’s husband, Edgar, head writer at the time, balked at this, Lachlan Todd would snidely reply, Of course, I’m presuming a degree of intelligence in our viewers.

What would bring this sallow, sour figure to Happy Rock?

The answer lay in the very poster that the janitor had put up outside of the Opera House in the community notice board, behind a plexiglass sheet, the better to protect it from the sodden rains and sudden winds of Tillamook Bay.

Lachlan rummaged in his voluminous coat pocket and retrieved a single paper clip, which he untwisted and then used to turn the lock in the display case. Who carries paper clips with him? Miranda mused. The plexiglass front swung open, and from his other pocket Lachlan produced a Sharpie. On the poster, at the bottom of the list of authors that were coming for the mystery fest, he added a new name, replete with a superfluous flurry of exclamation marks: With surprise guest LACHLAN TODD! King of the Locked-Room Mystery!!!

He stood back to admire his handiwork. Even his smile was a sneer. “There. Fixed it.” Lachlan closed the display case, twisted the lock back into place. “You have a master, a maestro, a maven, a queen, and a so-called prince. A king completes the set, wouldn’t you say? Outranks a prince, certainly.”

He was referring to Ray Valentine, the Prince of the Police Procedural.

“Ray Valentine traffics in realism,” Miranda pointed out. She’d been introduced to his work at the bookstore: granular examinations of the plodding yet compelling nature of police work. “You, in contrast, create elaborate Rube Goldberg machinery.”

“The episodes of Pastor Fran Investigates I wrote were always among the most highly rated,” he reminded her. “You didn’t have any problem starring in those stories at the time. Bought you a house, as I recall.”

Ah yes. A house in the Hollywood Hills . . . So long ago as to be a dream.

Lachlan chuckled at the other names on the poster. “Edgar is up to his old tricks, I see.”

“What on earth are you referring to?”

“The authors. I’m assuming it was Edgar behind this volatile lineup? Cats and water. Oil and dogs. Edgar’s stirring the pot. Inviting Kane Hamady and that pompous twit Fairfax the Third? A murderous combination, right there. And I don’t mean their fiction. The two men hate each other.”

“Come, now. One could hardly assemble any group of writers without at least one pre-existing feud already in place. You know how authors are. They collect vendettas the way actors collect accolades.”

“Sure, but Kane vs. Fairfax? That’s a feud of a different order.” His smile had become a grin. “Twinkle, twinkle, Killer Kane. Kane broke his fingers, one by one.”

“What?!”

“And as for ‘beloved children’s author’ Wanda Stobol . . . Y’ever meet her?”

“No, but I read the Compendium Cathy books when I was a girl. I loved them!”

“Hide your booze, is all I’m saying. And any firearms you may have lying around. If nothing else, this entire gong show should be entertaining. I figure there’ll be at least one drunken dustup, several brouhahas, and possibly some fisticuffs during the course of said festival. A chance for me to stand out among the riff and raff of these lesser scribes, I’d say. Liven up the festival’s blathering author panels and mind-numbing readings and painfully awkward book signings.” Lachlan cast his lean and hungry look Miranda’s way. “And what is an erstwhile TV star of your stature doing out here in the boonies? I thought you and Edgar hit the reef years ago.”

“It’s . . .” Don’t say complicated, don’t say complicated. “. . . complicated.”

“Edgar and Miranda, back together again, huh? Edgar and Miranda, the Sequel. Well, I never met a tired franchise that someone didn’t try to reboot eventually, no matter how ill-advised.”

And it hit her, like a blow to the gut. Was that what this was? Her moving to Happy Rock from LA, taking a room in the attic of a B&B, running a bookstore with her former/current husband. Was this just an attempt at rebooting a dead show, flogging a horse that had long since met its demise?

Lachlan pulled his fur-flapped hat down farther. “The Miranda Abbott I knew was harried and hounded by paparazzi. The Miranda Abbott I knew was constant fodder for gossip magazines and scandal sheets. The Miranda Abbott I knew would never be seen in public without an entourage. Where are they?”

“My entourage? Here he is now.”

Coming down the harborfront toward them, enveloped in steam, was the trim and impeccably doffed figure of Andrew Nguyen, carrying two large cups of chamomile tea from the Cozy Café. He was in his navy Stefano Ricci overcoat with a plaid scarf arranged—like Miranda’s—more for style than warmth, and he was beaming. “They have the poster up at the café, too!” he said, calling out, his breath in cumulus. “The whole town is talking about it!”

This is what passed for “buzz” in Happy Rock: being the topic of conversation at the local café.

“Andrew, darling, come and meet the man who wasn’t invited.”

“A pleasure,” Lachlan said, though his smile suggested anything but.

Miranda fluttered a smile of her own his way. “Lachlan, I present to you my entire entourage—and dear friend—young Andrew Nguyen.”

“Personal assistant,” said Andrew, juggling the sleeved takeout cups to shake the other man’s heavily mittened hand. Andrew was in calfskin gloves. The only way he would ever wear mittens would be ironically. He had clean, streamlined features and a choppy hairstyle that belied the lack of a decent salon in Happy Rock.

“I used to work with Miranda back in her Pastor Fran days,” said Lachlan.

Andrew’s eyes lit up. “On her TV show? No kidding!”

As a kid, Andrew had grown up watching Pastor Fran Investigates with his family. His parents had learned their English from watching Miranda Abbott (aka Pastor Fran) karate-chop her way across their TV screens every week. Even now, his mom used words like dastardly and nefarious. (Our neighbor’s nefarious cat has been up to her dastardly tricks again, Andrew.) Meeting someone who was actually on the show was always a thrill.

“That’s exciting!” said Andrew. “Were you in the cast? Which episode? A villain, right? You played one of the villains?”

Not the insult it seemed. The biggest names in network television had guest-starred as one of the killers on Pastor Fran Investigates. Loni Anderson, David Hasselhoff, Jason Priestley, even Macaulay Culkin: they’d all been karate-chopped by Pastor Fran at some point.

“Not as an actor,” Lachlan said, voice dripping contempt. “I was a wordsmith, a writer, a crafter of tales, if you will. Lachlan Todd. I’m sure you’ve heard Edgar and Miranda talk about me.”

“Hmm. No, can’t say that I have. Wait—didn’t you write the first draft of Edgar’s movie of the week? The one that was supposed to be filmed in Happy Rock but, erm, fell through?”

“That was not Edgar’s script, that was my script. I was designated screenwriter on that project. Edgar merely ‘punched up my work,’ as they say. And anyway, as I recall, that particular MOW, like most of Edgar’s projects, never made it past production.”

Guilelessly, Andrew said, “Oh, but Edgar has retired from that. He runs a bookstore now. Says writing is for saps.”

The glee in Lachlan’s eyes was unmistakable. “So the mighty Edgar Abbott has hung up his spurs, or whatever the writerly equivalent is. Put away his thesaurus? Emptied his inkwell?”

“And you, Lachlan?” Miranda said, stepping in, crossing blades. “What brilliantly successfully TV series are you now writing for?”

“Showrunner,” he said. “Not writer. I’m overseeing the entire project, from scripting to casting to all the interlocking story arcs. It’s a big-budget, incredibly ambitious, proposed limited series on a major streaming platform.”

Ah. She’d caught the crucial word. “Proposed?”

In Hollywood, one could propose anything. You could propose casting Arnold Schwarzenegger as a leprechaun. You could propose re-animating Walt Disney’s frozen head for a cameo. It’s the most hypothetical place on earth. And yet . . . Miranda would be hard-pressed to say she didn’t miss it. The palm trees and insincere sincerity, the delusionary “Wouldn’t it be cool if!” nature of the place.

“Staying at the Duchess Hotel, I presume?” she asked.

“. . . No.”

The hesitation gave it away.

“At a B&B?”

“I’m at the Hideaway Motel.” His face burned.

“Ah,” she said. Only that. With a smile, she decided to exit, stage left, while she was still up a point. “It’s been lovely, Lachlan. But we must be going. There’s my ride now! Come along, Andrew, we’re off to the Murder Store! Ta!”

* * *

NED BUCKLEY WAS worried about the blood. As his patrol car crawled along the harborfront, he kept a wary eye on the brown-paper package on the passenger seat. How long before the blood would seep out? He didn’t see the regal woman in green until she stepped off the curb to raise an imperious hand at him as though hailing a cab.

Ned pulled over, rolled down his window as the lady in green approached. “Miranda,” he said with a weary sigh. “What have I told you about flagging me down like that? I’m not a taxi. I’m a police officer.”

“Chief, Ned. You are no mere functionary; you are the chief of police. One mustn’t be modest. What have I told you about bushels?”

“Not to hide my light under them?”

“Exactly! A bushel is just a dream that’s not allowed to shine! And one must shine, Ned. Otherwise, what are bushels for?”

Andrew Nguyen searched for his notepad to jot this down. He’d been collecting Miranda Abbott aphorisms. “Hey, Ned,” he said as he scribbled this latest bon mot down. “What’s up? Working on a case?”

“Not really. I was heading over to Bea’s.” A nod to the package on the passenger seat. “Fresh chinook from the fall run on the Nestucca.”

“How lovely!” said Miranda.

Miranda lived in Bea’s attic—in what was generously referred to as the Miranda Abbott Suite—and on those occasions when Ned brought over salmon, they dined like royalty.

Miranda slid into the back seat of the patrol car, scooting over so Andrew could join her. “To the Murder Store!” she cried.

Ned turned to face them. He tried to glare but failed miserably. He was a plump man, a pleasant man, and stern didn’t suit him. “Tell you what, Miranda. I’ll flip a coin. Heads, I drive you up to the bookstore. Tails, you walk.”

He pulled out his wallet, flipped it open the way cops always do, and extracted—not his badge, but a small, clear-plastic pouch yellowed with age. Inside was a single quarter. Ned extracted the coin and flipped it in the air, slapped it down on the back of his hand to reveal: “Tails!” he cried, triumphant.





      

Chapter Two

A Treasure Trove of Books

Ned dropped them off at the bookstore on Beacon Hill.

It wasn’t clear how Miranda could lose the toss and still have him drive them up there.

“It’s not that I lose coin tosses. It’s that I don’t not win them!”

On the way up, Miranda had said, more to herself than anyone, “I wonder if she remembers me?”

“Who?” asked Andrew.

“Penny Fenland. The author. She’s coming to the festival. She began as a script reader on my TV show, a glorified intern, really. I believe she even worked under Luckless Lachlan. She’s gone on to such great things since then. I wonder if she’ll remember me.”

“Of course she will,” Andrew said with a laugh. “You were the star of the show! How could she not?”

“I mean, will she remember me well. Will she remember me kindly. I know it’s hard to imagine, but I did have diva-like tendencies once upon a time.”

Andrew said nothing. Did? Past tense?

She looked out the window, watched the harbor fall away as the patrol car wound its way up Beacon Hill. “I remember her fondly. I can only hope she does the same.”

“Here we are,” said Ned as he pulled up in front of the bookstore.

Miranda, rearranging her scarf as she got out, said, “Thank you, Ned! A pleasure, as always. I shall telephone later, when I need a ride back.”

“I won’t answer,” he said.

“It’s 911. You have to answer.”

“About that—”

But she was already sailing forth toward the store.

Ned drove off with a disgruntled aside about the proper use of police vehicles as Andrew hurried to catch up to Miranda. He was always hurrying to catch up. Miranda Abbott didn’t walk, she glided—and when she glided, she glided fast.

“What’s with that quarter Ned keeps in his wallet?” Andrew asked, trying to keep pace.

“I’m not sure. Lucky coin?”

The establishment they were about to enter wasn’t officially named the Murder Store. That was the way locals referred to it. A bookshop specializing in mysteries and thrillers and general mayhem, I Only Read Murder was ensconced in a haunted-house-style building (technically: nineteenth-century Italianate) with a mansard roof and a widow’s walk. It had transoms over the windows and stained glass above the front doors.

Sitting as it did atop Beacon Hill, the bookstore had a postcard view of the inner harbor below. But before Andrew and Miranda could enter I Only Read Murder, with its creaky floorboards and threadbare carpets, its maze of rooms filled floor-to-ceiling with books both new and used, ranging from leather-bound limited editions to lurid pulp-era pocketbooks, a torrent of gold poured out, tail wagging, tongue lolling, rushing over. It was Emmy, Edgar’s golden Lab.

“Who’s a good girl? Who is?” Miranda asked rhetorically, as Emmy threaded her way between them, leaping joyfully, turning figure eights, almost knocking Andrew over.

Fortunately, the peripheral glimpse of a squirrel sent Emmy galloping off in new directions, through fallen leaves, woofing mightily, and Andrew was saved a full-on mugging.

Edgar appeared in the doorway with a scowl. “The caterers are here,” he said with the enthusiasm one might announce “The plague doctor has arrived.”

Edgar was clad in his usual workaday jeans and lumberjack plaids—a look he’d never sported during their LA days but was practically dress code up here. His walk may have slowed, but his back was still straight, his eyes still strong, his smile as yet sardonic.

Still handsome, thought Miranda. Still grumpy. “The caterers?” she asked as she entered the warm embrace of the bookstore.

He followed her in. “For tonight’s reception.”

As if on cue, they appeared. He was tall, with a broad grin and a balding pate; she was stout, with a bright perma-smile and a hairstyle that was almost a beehive. Lotta hairspray went into that do, Miranda figured.

“Hello!” they chimed.

Physically, quite different. But clad in matching jogging suits and fanny packs: his a shiny metallic blue and hers an even shinier metallic pink.

“I’m Geri—”

“That’s short for Geraldine. And I’m Gerry—”

“Not short for Gerald—”

“Everybody thinks that, but—”

“He’s just plain old Gerry!”

“Not short for anything. That’s me!”

Edgar looked like he wanted to stab himself in the eye with a salad fork. Andrew slipped away before he could be sucked into the vortex of Geri and Gerry.

“Miranda Abbott. A pleasure.” She extended her hand like a favor.

A squeal—from Gerry, oddly enough. Geri, in contrast, was rendered mute, but only momentarily. Only ever momentarily, it seemed.

“Oh my gosh!” she cried. “What an honor. We are such fans, aren’t we, honey?”

“We sure are! Loved you on T.J. Hooker.”

Miranda’s smile faltered. “That was Heather Locklear, darling. I was never on T.J. Hooker. I did briefly date Bill Shatner, though—in my youth.” Her voice dropped. “He’s quite a bit older than me. Smelled of maple syrup.”

Edgar turned to the caterers and asked with as much civility as he could muster, “And why are you here?”

“The reception, of course!”

“That would be the reception for the authors. The one that begins”—he checked his watch—“Seven hours from now?”

“You bet! No time to lose!” They disappeared down the hall to the kitchen at the back of the bookstore.

“Cute couple,” said Miranda.

“Define cute.”

“Well, sort of the opposite of us, I suppose.”

“Speak for yourself,” said Edgar. “I’m plenty cute.”

Cardboard boxes were stacked in the main room of the bookstore. Miranda counted eight of them, and when she checked the return labels, she noted they hadn’t been shipped from a publishing company or a book distributor or a discount wholesaler. They’d been sent from a private address.

“Who is Helen Ross?”

“She’s the recently widowed wife of the late great John D. Ross. Donated these to the bookstore, said her husband’s works should be out in the world to be read and enjoyed, to be bought and sold and given as gifts, not gathering dust in a private library or hidden away in storage.”

“A friend of yours?” Andrew asked, having rematerialized once G&G had gone.

“Not really,” said Edgar. “I only ever met her once. Had no idea she was going to bequeath me these books. I first read about it in the trades like everyone else: Helen Ross to donate a complete collection of her husband’s works to bookstore owned by former head writer on . . . etcetera.”

Etcetera meaning Pastor Fran Investigates, the TV show that Miranda had starred in and he had written, back when they were married. They were still married, true, but not in any real sense, and it made her heart ache to hear Edgar refer to that part of their lives as an addendum.

John D. Ross. The name was familiar. “We carry his books, don’t we?” said Miranda.

“Of course we do. He was a legend. They called him ‘Old Blood and Thunder.’”

“Didn’t they make a TV show?” Miranda asked.

Edgar sighed. “They made several. John D. Ross wrote one of the most successful detective series of all time, Miranda. If you’re going to pretend to run a bookstore—”

A flash of red-haired ire. “Not pretend, Edgar. I remind you, I am the owner of this establishment.” Then, hand up to stop him before he could say anything, “Co-owner. Majority co-owner.”

An error in calculations on the bank’s part had left her with 50.04 percent of the business to Edgar’s 49.96 percent, a minor technicality—a triviality, really—that Miranda rarely mentioned more than, oh, ten or twelve times a day. Want to move that sofa over there? Want to bring in a cappuccino machine? Sell scented candles? Put up paisley curtains? Perhaps we should ask the majority co-owner?

“We have twenty kinds of candles on sale,” Edgar grumbled. “You could at least know the name of one of our top sellers.”

“Pumpkin spice?”

“Not candles. Books. We are a bookstore, remember? We have an entire section dedicated to him.”

“Ah yes! Under D.”

“D?” said Edgar. He was patting his pockets, looking for something to open the boxes with.

“John D. Ross,” Miranda explained. “Alphabetically, of course.”

“R, you mean to say.” Edgar settled on his car keys, ran the edge along the top of the packing tape on one of the boxes.

Andrew helped him unpack them.

“Even after his death, John D. Ross’s books sell really well,” Andrew said. “His Trevor Lucas mysteries are all still in print. That’s the name of his sleuth. We carry most of the Trevor Lucas mysteries: The Deep-Blue Hydrangea. White Daffodil of Death. A Purple Lotus for Dying. The Fearful Yellow Chrysanthemum.”

“And Penzler Publishers has just announced it will be relaunching the entire series,” said Edgar. “With new introductions by current masters in the field. Several of whom are coming to this mystery festival, in fact.”

This brought up a delicate matter.

“Edgar, dear, will the authors who are coming to this festival be staying at Bea’s B&B?” One of the posters was on display beside the cash register, and Miranda pointed to the line at the bottom: accommodations provided by BB&B. “Might get crowded if she tries to fit everyone in.”

With Miranda in the attic and Andrew in the pantry, Bea would only have four rooms available for visiting authors.

“They’re not staying at Bea’s,” said Edgar. “They’re staying at the new place. The other B&B.”

“That’s us!” said Geri, as she passed by carrying a plastic-wrapped tray. “G&G from BB&B!”

As Geri disappeared down the hall, Miranda whispered to Edgar, “Does she have a stutter?”

“That’s the name of their bed-and-breakfast. The BB&B.”

Edgar pried open the next box, took out the top book, a hardcover original of Heavy Lay the Hollyhocks. He whistled. “Wow. These are in mint condition.”

“There’s a new B&B in town?”

“Out by the lighthouse. The old historic Hiram Henry House. Geri and Gerry—the ones banging about in our kitchen—they bought it.”

Miranda’s opinion of them instantly soured now that she knew they were Bea’s competition.

“They cater as well?”

Edgar and Andrew were stacking the hardcovers on a display table. “They do indeed,” said Edgar.

“I’ll say!” said Andrew. “I took a peek at the menu for tonight. Trout croquette and goat cheese parfait.” He thought a moment. “Or maybe it was trout parfait and goat cheese croquette.”

“A gala!” Miranda exclaimed.

“A reception,” Edgar amended. “A modest reception.”

“A gala!” Miranda enjoyed nothing more than making a reluctant appearance at a grand soiree. “I shall have to ransack my wardrobe.”

“It’s nothing that fancy,” Edgar insisted. “Just some of the community supporters milling about, trying to make small talk with underpaid over-competitive loners. Authors, in other words. The main readings and book signings will be at the Opera House. I’m just the designated bookseller for the festival. Tonight’s get-together isn’t an opening night gala or anything. This isn’t LA, okay?”

But Miranda heard what she wanted to hear. “An opening night gala! Here in the store! I shall make my lemonade!” she proclaimed.

“No!” Edgar said, too quickly. “Your lemonade, it’s—it’s too good. You don’t want to overshadow our hosts.”

Andrew agreed frantically, his head bobbing up and down in whiplash-worthy nods. “Edgar’s right! No lemonade! You don’t want to show them up.”

She frowned. “That is true. One mustn’t outshine the stars when one shines out with the stars.”

Miranda’s lemonade was famous—or rather infamous—across the Greater Tri-Rock Area. She often threw in a fistful of salt at the end to counteract the many scoops of sugar she’d added to balance out the sourness of the glug-a-jug of extra lemon juice she included, which in turn was needed to counter the taste of the salt. A self-supporting Möbius strip of ingredients.

“But still . . .” Miranda was not entirely convinced. “People do talk about my lemonade.”

Oh, they do, thought Andrew. They do, indeed.

Saved by the bell! The one above the front door jingled, signaling the arrival of that most fickle of guests: a customer! First of the day.

Alas, it was only Owen McCune, the World’s Worst Mechanic. He let Emmy in as he entered.

“She looks pooped,” he said.

And she did. Emmy loped through to the back, where her doggy bed was laid out. Owen, meanwhile, quickly spotted the stack of boxes.

“New books come in?” he asked, wiping his hands on a rag as he approached.

One of the many unresolved mysteries of Happy Rock was how Owen McCune of McCune’s Garage could constantly be wiping his hands yet never getting them any cleaner. It was up there with the Mystery of Miranda’s Lemonade, which was, namely, Why the salt??

Owen McCune spent most of his free time in the bookstore, browsing merrily away, never buying anything. He’d read entire series in the store, would even lick his fingers to turn a page and would fold down a corner to mark his spot before putting the book back on the shelf. He left various oil stains as he went. The man, Edgar had said, was a walking Rorschach test. Owen sported massive, some might say magnificent, sideburns and wore baggy coveralls in an indiscriminate shade of blech. Instinctively, Edgar threw himself between Owen and the John D. Ross books.

“You’re not touching any of these. Not with those oily hands.”

“Not even a peek?”

“No! These are John D. Ross originals. Your greasy paw prints would only diminish their value, both monetary and spiritual.”

“Ross? Oh, that guy. The one whose hero is an alcoholic ex-cop with the NYPD who also works as a retired ex-Navy shore patrol investigator while living on a houseboat as a burglar?”

“Trevor Lucas,” said Andrew. “That’s the name of the character. In the books, he’s six feet seven and blond, so naturally he was played by Tom Cruise in the movies. Netflix has a new series based on him coming out next spring. It’s a cash machine, the entire series.”

“Never cared for him,” said Owen. “Ross, I mean.”

Edgar was aghast. “John D. Ross, modern master of the genre? The most influential mystery writer of his generation, often copied, never bettered. You don’t—quote—‘care for him’?”

“Nope. Not a bit. In one book, the houseboat has what I assume is a Cummins X15 diesel engine in it, and in the very next book, way it’s described, it’s clearly a GM Marine 350 V8! I mean, which is it? How the heck is that believable?”

“The part where he’s an ex-cop who is also a former Navy shore patrol, Korean War vet burglar for hire—that didn’t bother you. But the engines did?”

“Never cared for those books is all I’m saying. Thing is, Ross always puts the killer on the first page. Every dang time. It’s always one of the first characters the hero, Trevor What’s-his-face, meets. How is that a good mystery?”

“That can’t be right,” said Edgar, though his voice wavered. He did seem to recall the last John D. Ross novel he read having featured a person later revealed to be the killer who had appeared in the opening scene . . .

“Plus, he always goes outta his way to work the title of the book into the dialogue, so one of the characters will say something like, ‘Boy, those hollyhocks sure lay heavy on the soul.’ Or ‘Out here, the sunflowers grow on the grave.’ Or ‘It’s time for a stroll among the scarlet solidago.’ It’s annoying. Does he think we already forgot the title of the book we’re reading? He has to remind us? That, and the fact that he always puts the killer on the first page. Don’t care for him.”

Edgar took a steadying breath, a single deep inhalation, a chestful of restraint. Miranda knew that breath. It was a breath of barely contained exasperation, a sigh in lieu of a head exploding. She knew it from their days as a couple.

“Owen,” said Edgar, unnaturally calm. “Shouldn’t you be at work right now?”

The hours posted at McCune’s Garage were always more aspirational than real. “Nah, that’s the beauty of being your own boss. You get to make your own hours. You know what that’s like, Edgar.”

“Yes, except I don’t spend my time hanging out at your garage, flipping through your tire catalogs.”

“You should! Anytime you like. My door is always open, and I’m usually out anyway.”

“That would explain why it took you two weeks to fix a simple valve on my Jeep,” said Edgar.

“Prob’ly,” said Owen, who then wandered off in search of more mechanically astute mysteries.

Edgar opened the last box of books, lifted the flaps to reveal . . .

“Huh. Well, that’s unexpected.”

“What is it?” asked Andrew.

“A book.”

“How is a book unexpected?” Miranda wanted to know. “I should think a book is precisely what one might expect to find in a box filled with books.”

Edgar held up a thin hardcover, mauve and faded, with a cursive font on the cover that uncurled like a fragile ribbon—a wistful font, if such a thing were possible: How Precious the Rain, How Sad the Sun.

“Terrible title for a mystery,” said Andrew. “Maybe How Dangerous the Rain, How Murderous the Sun? Or, even better, Gun.”

“That’s just it. It’s not a mystery. It’s some sort of . . . literary novel.” The word sounded thick upon Edgar’s tongue, like an obscure term he was not used to pronouncing. He turned the book over in his hand as though it were an exotic bit of fauna long thought extinct. He checked the copyright page. “A small press. Published twenty years ago. Not credited to John D. Ross. The author is someone named Gertrude Gyilkos. Andrew?”

“On it.”

Andrew fired up his smartphone, did that magical thumb dance of his that always amazed Miranda, and reported back within moments.

“That’s the only novel the author wrote, apparently. There’s nothing on her—or the novel, really. I found a single copy on AbeBooks selling for two bucks. Another one for five. And that’s about it. It’s long out of print. No synopsis available online. Doesn’t show up on Goodreads or Google Books.”

“Hmm,” said Miranda.

It was the fate of certain novels to disappear like pebbles down a well, leaving scarcely a ripple in their wake. This was one such book, it would appear.

“So it’s not one of John D. Ross’s pseudonyms,” said Edgar.

“If it was, that would have come up.”

John D. Ross made Alexander McCall Smith look like a piker when it came to the sheer number of mystery series he pushed out the door. Prolific to the point of promiscuous, John D. Ross had been forced to use an array of pen names to avoid flooding the market under his own, pen names like Chip Tanner, Sheldon Shaw, and Stark Holt. But Gertrude was not among them.

No author photo, either. Just a pebble, dropped down a well . . .

“How peculiar,” said Miranda.

Speaking of peculiar.

“Oh! Before I forget. Edgar, you’ll never guess who Andrew and I ran into outside the Opera House today. Lachlan Todd!”

“Luckless Lachlan? What is he doing in Happy Rock?”

“He is under the impression that his invitation to the writers festival was lost in the mail.”

“The mystery is how that guy is still alive. He burns bridges like a pyromaniac who has a . . . a grudge against bridges. Okay, not my best simile. But you get the idea.”

Edgar returned his attention to the mauve book with the unsettling title. Opened it to a random page of text. Innocence is what remains after everything else has fled. On another page: We are the leaves that worship the wind, the straw that worships the pyre. Yes, this was most definitely literary fiction, not mystery.

“Helen must have included this by mistake,” Edgar said. He placed it to one side. “I’ll return it to her later. As for the rest of these—I’ll put the paperbacks out front, here in the main room, and I’ll store the hardcovers in the reading room.”

In spite of herself, Miranda shivered. The reading room was her least favorite area in the bookstore, second only to the groaning furnace and layered dust of its dungeon-like basement. Both places felt haunted to her, and she wasn’t wrong.





      

Chapter Three

Legend of the Lost Manuscript

There was something off about the reading room. Miranda could feel it every time she entered. An enigma in its own right, the narrow anteroom was across the hall from the former dining area. Too big to be a larder, too small to be a children’s room, and too closed off to be used for social functions. Edgar had dubbed it a “reading nook” and had rolled in a wooden swivel chair and side table, along with a standing lamp and escritoire desk, and some mismatched shelves that he filled with overstock. A heavy door closed it in.

He assumed this narrow room had served some purpose originally. But what exactly? Local history books contained black-and-white photographs of the building’s interior as a private abode: dour men in celluloid collars and women equally dour in their hoop skirts, looking ill at ease. Handlebar mustaches and brooches. A merchant family. A shipping magnate. A boarding house. The many iterations of the home on Beacon Hill before it became a bookstore were well documented. The building’s dining room and main hall appeared often in these photographs, but the more functional spaces were rarely included: the scullery and servants’ quarters, for example. Which is what Edgar’s reading room was eventually identified as: the staff’s dining area, where the char maids and butlers could hide out, muttering darkly about the lords of industry and plotting their revenge.

Edgar had been informed of the original purpose of this room only after posting detailed blueprints online with a note: Owner of a mystery bookstore looking for help solving a mystery. What was this room used for? He’d circled it on the architectural floor plans with the boiler room below. Maybe coal storage? Did people store coal on the main floor? Or was coal only ever piled in the basement? Several historians had pored over these plans online and had pronounced the room’s original purpose. But calling it “the former servants’ dining hall” didn’t have the literary cachet of a designated “reading room,” and thus a reading room it became and a reading room it stayed, a bibliophile’s hideaway and the one place in the bookstore Owen McCune was not allowed into—for obvious reasons. One didn’t want him pawing his oily hands through the books in there.

Along one wall of the reading room Edgar had placed an antique cabinet with etched-glass doors, a cabinet that acted as the reliquary for those rare and valuable collectibles as sometimes turned up in the book trade. First-edition Agatha Christies, limited-edition Gillian Flynns with the alternate ending (it was all a misunderstanding and the girl came back), a Sue Grafton with a typo in the title (B is for Burger), a leather-bound Highsmith, and even a pop-up version of The Bone Parade.

A narrow room with a door at one end and a window on the other. The window didn’t open, but the transom above it did, those slanting panes of glass that were used to circulate air before the invention of central cooling. A wrought-iron radiator squatted directly below the window.

With bookshelves along one wall and the “rarities cabinet” on the other, and the swivel chair and standing lamp squeezed in between, the room was both cozy and constricted, both comforting and claustrophobic. A secure room with one of the few working locks in the bookstore. Not that Edgar ever used the old-fashioned brass key to the room. He kept that hanging on a hook in the kitchen. As for the glass cabinet, it had a small decorative key of its own.

When Edgar first posted the layout of the room, one wag had pinged back, When an author describes a room in great detail, that’s usually where the murder occurs. When he’d shown Miranda this comment with a laugh, she’d gone pale, like she’d been given a premonition of what was to come.

Edgar began stacking the John D. Ross hardcovers on various surfaces in the reading room: the end table, the shelves, the small desk. He was as giddy as a kid at Christmas.

“What a windfall! I’ll keep the hardcover first editions in here until they can be properly cataloged and evaluated. Any rarities we come across, we’ll secure in the cabinet.”

They would sit along other rare birds that Edgar loved to display but was loath to sell, even if they would have fetched him the highest prices. One didn’t enter the book trade to make money, after all.

“As the legendary New York bookseller Alfred Goldsmith so famously put it,” said Edgar, “the book business is a very pleasant way of making very little money.”

Crowded in with Andrew and Edgar in the reading room, Miranda considered the strange novel with the mauve cover. “No author photo. Why would you ever publish a book without your photo prominently displayed?” As an actor, it was unfathomable, like starring in a play without posting your 8×10 glossy headshot in the lobby. “How Precious the Rain, How Sad the Sun. I wonder who this Gertrude person is.”

“It’s just a book, Miranda. Not everything is a clue.”

“Perhaps . . .” That was the problem with clues; they only looked like clues after the fact. “Still, I would think we should lock this one in the cabinet. To be safe.”

“Sure. You do that. I’ll return it to Helen later. It doesn’t go with the rest of the collection anyway.”

Miranda turned the small key that was in the cabinet’s lock and placed the slim volume inside. But the treasure hunt was not yet over.

From behind her she heard Edgar say, “Hello! What do we have here?”

At the bottom of the last box, under the last of the hardcovers . . .

“It’s a manuscript,” said Edgar. He pulled it out. A heavy block of pages, bound by a rubber band, it had a cover page that had been typed on an actual typewriter. “A Black Orchid to End With, by John D. Ross. Huh.”

“I don’t remember that one,” said Andrew.

A gleam came to Miranda’s eye. “Wait! It’s like that episode of Pastor Fran, ‘The Case of the Austere Author.’ Remember? The victim managed to touch-type his murderer’s name as he lay slumped across his desk, dying. But his fingers had slipped down and were on the wrong row of the typewriter keys—I mean, he had been hit in the head by a spiked flail, so it was perhaps understandable—and instead of typing the name ‘SAM,’ he typed ‘WQJ’ or some such. Do you remember that episode?”

“I wrote it, so, yeah, I remember it. I named the villains for studio execs. It was a metaphor for how they meddled with my scripts.”

“And?” she asked.

“They meddled with that one, too.”

“In fairness,” said Miranda, “that is in their job description: Producer slash meddler. Maybe the manuscript you’re holding is the late John D. Ross’s final novel, the one he was working when he died!”

“Could be, except it’s dated ten years ago.”

Traditionally, a manuscript cover page included four key elements: the title, the author’s name, the word count, and the date it was completed. This one’s date was from a decade ago.

“Hefty, too.” Edgar turned back the top corner of the last page without taking off the rubber band. “It’s 298 pages. If it is a lost manuscript, it definitely needs to be returned to Helen. This belongs in a public archive or on a publisher’s desk, not here.”

And so it was that Edgar handed the manuscript to Miranda, and so it was that she placed it inside the reading room cabinet next to the strange book with the mauve cover, and so it was that she once again turned the key on the cabinet, locking them behind the etched glass. And so it was that the most inexplicable crime scene Miranda Abbott would ever encounter, a crime worthy of Lachlan Todd himself, had been laid out before her without her realizing it.

She was about to pocket the little key when Edgar sighed and said, “This isn’t LA, Miranda. This is Happy Rock. Just leave the cabinet key in the lock. We don’t have any duplicates, and if you take the key with you, it might get lost.”

“Then what is the point of locking the cabinet in the first place?”

It was a perfectly reasonable question, but Edgar ignored her. He headed back to the main room instead to deal with the paperbacks that Helen had sent.

With a huff Miranda followed, leaving Andrew to close the door to the reading room behind them.

“Shouldn’t you at least lock the door to the reading room?” she called out as she came into the main room.

Edgar was standing, fists on hips like a general surveying the terrain, frowning. “We’ll have to move books around to make space.”

Running a bookstore was an ongoing game of Tetris. One was constantly rearranging, re-sorting, shifting things about.

“We can move some of the Ian Rankins aside,” Edgar said. “I mean, how many times can Detective Rebus be disillusioned?”

He took a box of the paperbacks to the R section of the main shelves in order to fit them in alongside the other John D. Ross novels—and stopped. He stepped back. What the hell . . . ?

“Our John D. Ross paperbacks,” he said. “They’re gone.”

* * *

NOT GONE, AS it turned out. Only hiding. Hiding amid the labyrinthine logic of Miranda Abbott’s mind.

“Oh, those?” she said with a sunbeam smile. “I reshelved them last night before I closed up. They were in the wrong place. I did it alphabetically! Under D, of course. It’s all about managing the details. What is it I say about details, Andrew?”

“Um, I don’t . . . I don’t remember.”

“Precisely!” She pivoted back to Edgar. “This is the part where you thank me for fixing your . . . well, I won’t say ‘slipshod’ methods, but they are shod and they do slip.”

Edgar followed the shelves backwards to . . . John D. Ross, whose books were indeed now shelved under D. As he looked about at the other names on the shelves, his face clenched.

“Oh my, that’s quite the facial twitch you’re developing,” said Miranda. “You should have Doc Meadows take a look at that.”

Trying to remain calm, Edgar began running his finger along the spines. “Miranda, why is Sherlock Holmes now located next to Miss Marple?”

“Alphabetical, my dear Watson! Agatha Christie and Arthur Conan Doyle. Both are C’s.”

“I see. So that’s why Mary Higgins Clark’s novels are no longer in close proximity to John Dickson Carr’s. Or why Dorothy Salisbury Davis is no longer next to Carol Anne Davis, despite them both having, oh, I don’t know—the same last name!” That last bit came out louder than he’d intended.

“Well, Salisbury is S and Anne is A, so no, not together.”

“Which would also explain why James Lee Burke and Elmore Leonard are suddenly cuddled up next to each other—under L for Lee and Leonard—and, and, and . . .” He was starting to sputter. “. . . why P.D. James and J.A. Jance are not next to each other—with neither of them listed under J.”

“Exactly! P.D. James and J.A. Jance. Why on earth would their books be next to each other? Do you think Catherine Zeta-Jones is listed under J in the movie guides? Of course not! You will find her where she belongs, under Z.”

Edgar took another long, steadying breath. “I know what I will do. I will track down the clerk at the bank who forgot to carry the two, thereby granting you a controlling interest in this bookstore—my bookstore—and I shall beat him to death with his abacus.”

Miranda was spared further murderous scenarios, as imagined by Edgar, when the bell above the front door jingled. She turned to see a reedy man with an eager smile enter the store.

“Hullo?” he hazarded.

“Yes!” she said, arms wide, answering a question he hadn’t yet asked. “It is I!”

“It is! Pastor Fran. I mean, Miranda Abbott. Sorry, it’s just, I’m a bit tongue-tied. I heard you worked here, but I couldn’t believe it was true! Miranda Abbott, Hollywood superstar,* right here in Happy Rock, workin’ at a bookstore, no less. Who’d have thought!”

Her smile became strained. “Not working. Owning.” And before Edgar could say anything, “Welcome!”

“Jeez. That’s terrific. You got any of those Pastor Fran Investigates novelizations? From your TV show?” His face was flushed, but his upper lip was pale and beaded.

Miranda threw a triumphant look Edgar’s way. In his typically obstinate way, her husband-in-name-only had long refused to carry any of those cheap pocketbook Pastor Fran novelizations, partly because they were so cheesy, partly because they reminded him of those horrible days in network TV, but mainly because he was the one who had written them. Under a pseudonym, of course.

“Ah yes,” said Miranda. “The Pastor Fran Casebooks by Stone Rockwell. I know the ones of which you speak. We do carry them.”

When Edgar and Miranda had hit an impasse over whether to stock
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