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Chapter 1

Judith McMonigle Flynn got out of her aging Subaru, slammed the car door shut, and realized she’d locked her keys inside. “Damn,” she said under her breath. But all was not lost. No doubt the back door was open. It was a pleasant May afternoon with the old cherry and pear trees blooming in the garden behind Hillside Manor.

As she reached the porch steps, her mother sailed her motorized wheelchair out of the house and down the ramp. “Good luck, Toots!” Gertrude Grover cried. “There’s something really ugly in the kitchen.”

“What?” Judith called over her shoulder, wincing as the old lady narrowly missed Sweetums, who had been lurking by the birdbath. The cat hissed before slinking off into the shrubbery.

Gertrude kept going to the converted toolshed that served as her apartment. Apprehensive, but even more curious, Judith went up the steps, through the hall, and entered the high-ceilinged kitchen. To her surprise, Joe Flynn was taking the last of a banana cream pie out of the refrigerator.

“Why aren’t you on your surveillance job?” she asked.

“It’s done,” her husband replied, setting the pie on the kitchen table. “The adulterers skipped town. You know I won’t go outside the county since I’m semiretired.”

Judith kissed Joe’s cheek. “I didn’t see your MG. Is it parked out front?”

Joe shook his head. “It wouldn’t start when I left the apartment building across the ship canal. I had to have it towed.” He put the piece of pie on a small plate and sat down. “Face it, the MG’s old. It’s entitled to have some problems. Where’ve you been?”

“At the bank,” Judith replied, sitting across from him. “Some guests paid cash this week. I don’t like keeping money on hand, not even in the safe.” She paused, gazing around the kitchen. “Mother said something ugly was in here. What is it?”

Joe’s round face was droll. “Me, probably.”

“Oh. I should have guessed.” Judith felt sheepish. “I locked myself out of the Subaru.”

Joe’s green eyes twinkled with amusement. “How come? That’s not like you.”

“I guess I’m still upset about Mike being transferred to the Bread Loaf Wilderness in Vermont. Could he and his family be farther away?”

“Technically, yes,” Joe replied seriously. “Hawaii or Florida or—”

Judith waved an impatient hand. “Stop! Admit it, it’s not like they can drop in whenever they have time. During the years he was at the national forest an hour away, it was perfect. He and Kristin could come by with the two boys whenever they had a day off. They could even spend holidays with us. Now . . .” She let her hand trail away.

“Hey,” Joe said, leaning closer. “We’ll go back there in the fall, okay? Maybe the Joneses would like to come along. Your cousin is the only one of us who’s been to New England. It’d be a great trip.”

Judith remained glum. “Renie got shot at when she was in Maine.”

“Your goofy cousin took the wrong road during hunting season,” Joe reminded his wife. “She should’ve known it wasn’t the highway to Canada. It was gravel, not pavement.”

“She was enjoying the autumn scenery,” Judith asserted. She brightened. “Are you serious about going to New England in the fall?”

Joe shrugged and swallowed his last bite of pie. “Why not? Bill and I feel a little guilty over our Great Barrier Reef fishing trip this past winter. You and Renie got stuck house-sitting for Auntie Vance and Uncle Vince. Spending a weekend on the beach in January couldn’t have been a lot of fun.”

“It was kind of . . . dull,” Judith murmured. She and her cousin had sworn each other to secrecy about the corpse they’d found on their first outing at Obsession Shores. There was a limit to how much mayhem Joe and Bill were willing to put up with when it came to their wives getting in serious trouble. “I need your key to get mine out of the car,” she said, standing up and holding out her hand.

Joe delved into his pants pocket where he kept the extra Subaru key. “Here. Cheer up. You’ve got a full house this weekend. The B&B’s been busy this spring. Lots of visitors in town. You ought to be happy.”

Judith clutched the keys tightly. “I’d be happier if so many of them didn’t decide to move here. Have you looked at how real estate prices have risen lately? Especially here on Heraldsgate Hill.”

“Location, location,” Joe murmured, getting out of the chair. “I’d better call to see if Ron up at Hillcrest Auto Repair has had a chance to look at the MG. By the way, he mentioned some guy had come nosing around to ask if he’d be interested in selling his business, property and all. Of course he said no.”

“That’s curious,” Judith murmured. “Carrie at the bank said someone had offered big bucks to the hair salon down the street. They also said no.”

Joe nodded. “The hill has gotten too popular the last few years. Close to downtown, yet sort of off the beaten bath. It’s become a really hot commodity. Secluded, in its way, since people don’t come up here unless they have a reason.”

“True,” Judith agreed. “When I was growing up here, it seemed like a separate world. Oh—did you put out the barbecue?”

“Yeah,” he replied, his green eyes fixed on the refrigerator. “We can start using it. It’s still got quite a few briquettes left over from last summer. Hey—what happened to the rest of the banana cream pie? There was only that one slice left.”

“Ask Mother,” Judith said. She tried not to stare at Joe’s slight paunch. “I didn’t eat it. Neither of us needs pie during the day.”

“Speak for yourself,” Joe murmured, and headed up the back stairs.

Judith went outside to retrieve her keys. On the way back into the house, she almost ran into Phyliss Rackley, who was carrying a load of laundry up from the basement.

“Careful!” her cleaning woman warned. “Is Satan after you again?”

Judith caught her breath. “I didn’t find him in my car.”

“He’s everywhere,” Phyliss said gloomily, her gray sausage curls bobbing as she kept going up to the second-floor guest rooms. “Beware!”

Shaking her head, Judith continued on to the kitchen and glanced at the old schoolhouse clock. It was ten to two. Not only would she have all six guest rooms filled, but she was hosting a marriage ceremony at noon on Saturday. She’d had some experience with weddings at Hillside Manor over the years. Counting back, this would be the seventh such celebration, though four of the events had been only for the receptions. All of this weekend’s guests were connected to the bride and groom, a young couple from the Los Angeles area.

The phone rang as she was about to call the florist.

“What time should I show up tomorrow?” her cousin Renie inquired, not sounding very enthusiastic.

“Ten thirty?” Judith suggested warily.

Renie let out a sigh that traveled up and over and down the other side of Heraldsgate Hill. “You know I’ll be barely conscious at that ungodly hour. Why didn’t they schedule an afternoon wedding instead of high noon? That’s a stupid time. And why do I have to come so early? It’s all too primitive.”

“You know damned well why,” Judith retorted. “I need your help. Phyliss doesn’t work weekends. She goes to her weird church both Saturday and Sunday. And don’t ask why because I never have and I don’t want to know.”

“Ooooh,” Renie said in mock chagrin. “Somebody’s crabby. Do I detect rebellion?”

“Just . . . stress.” Judith suddenly had an idea. “How about a compromise regarding your wake-up call? Why don’t you and Bill come for dinner tonight and get acquainted with who’s who for the wedding party? That’ll save time tomorrow morning. They won’t get here from the airport until going on six.”

Renie didn’t answer right away. “Well . . . just don’t expect Bill to pretend he’s polite and talk to these people, okay? You know he’s not a social animal. He can fake it if he has to, but . . .” Her voice trailed off.

“Never mind,” Judith said. “Tell him I’m making Auntie Vance’s beef noodle bake. He likes that, right?”

“Yes,” Renie replied. “It suits his Midwestern origins. How many years were we married before I could coax him into eating Dungeness crab? I finally told him that in this state, not eating it is legal grounds for a native’s no-fault divorce.”

“It should be,” Judith agreed. “See you at five thirty?”

“Got it. I have to work on that mailing design for Gutbusters Warehouse. How do you convey buying in large quantities to get their deep-discount prices?” Renie didn’t pause for an answer. “I’ve got it! A Jolly Green Giant juggling cases of string beans. Bye.” She hung up.

The afternoon passed in its usual busyness of making hors d’oeuvres for the guests’ social hour, starting dinner preparations, and dealing with Phyliss’s concerns over the morals of the wedding party.

“I saw your guest list on the bulletin board,” she said, her gaunt figure virtually shaking with indignation. “Two of those couples aren’t married. How can you allow such depravity under your own roof?”

“The bridal couple is about to be married,” Judith pointed out, “and Dr. Sophie Kilmore is married to Clayton Ormsby, but she goes by her maiden name.”

Phyliss scowled. “Kilmore isn’t a very good name for a doctor. It gives a bad impression. She should be Ormsby.”

“None of my business,” Judith murmured, watching Sweetums try to wedge his orange-and-white furry body into an open cupboard near the sink. “Are you done for the day?”

“I should hope so,” Phyliss asserted. “I have to catch the bus in ten minutes. They’ve changed the schedule. Again. Changed my stop where I get off, too. I have to walk an extra block past an ungodly tavern. I reek of satanic fumes when they leave the door open. I have to change, too—change my clothes right away, even my undies.” She glared at Sweetums, who was now sitting a couple of feet away and glaring back at the cleaning woman. “Speaking of Satan . . .” she murmured—and stalked off down the hall, grabbing her black raincoat along the way. “Enjoy your sinners!” she called as she left the house.

Joe appeared in the kitchen shortly before five thirty. “The news from Ron isn’t all that great,” he said, reaching for a bottle of Scotch. “It’s the gearshift and the engine and—”

“Stop!” Judith put her hands over her ears. “Please! How much?”

Joe set the bottle on the counter and gently removed Judith’s hands so he could be heard without shouting. “At least two grand. They’ll let me know Monday. Maybe the MG’s not worth the expense.”

“You bet your fat butt it isn’t,” Gertrude declared, rolling into the kitchen. “You and your fancy foreign cars! Why not buy a Chevy?” She turned to Judith. “And where’s my supper? You know I like to eat at five o’clock. I’m wasting away out in that stupid toolshed while you two get tanked before your gruesome out-of-town guests show up.”

“Renie and Bill are coming to dinner,” Judith said. “I thought you might like to join us.”

Gertrude narrowed her faded blue eyes at her daughter. “At six? I’ll have passed out by then. That’s when my TV shows come on. I’ve seen my niece and her husband before. The programs are new.”

“What comes on at that time except news and sports?” Judith asked, keeping one eye on Joe, who was making their cocktails.

Her mother briefly looked puzzled. “The news is always new. That’s why they call it news, dummy.” She glanced at her son-in-law. “Say, I wouldn’t mind having a shot of that stuff. It’s good for what ails me.”

Why not? Judith thought. Her mother had come of age in the era of bathtub gin. She could probably drink paint thinner and not show any ill effects. Every time Judith saw the old framed photo of Gertrude wearing a cloche hat and short skirt while behind the steering wheel of a Model A convertible, Judith figured her mother would easily reach the century mark. And beyond . . .

“A GT?” Joe inquired.

Gertrude nodded. “How come I’m surprised you know some of the letters of the alphabet, Dumbo?”

“I finally concentrated,” Joe replied drily. “During my years on the police force, I only learned APB, WINQ, and MOE.”

“MOE?” Gertrude echoed. “That must’ve been you. Which one of the Three Stooges was your old partner, Woody?”

Before Joe could answer, Renie and Bill entered through the open back door. “We’re early,” Judith’s cousin announced. “My husband likes being early.”

Judith glanced at the clock. “It’s five thirty-one,” she noted.

Bill looked exasperated. “I knew we’d be late.” He grimaced at his wife. “You just had to change your shoes.”

“I wasn’t wearing shoes,” Renie asserted. “You know I never wear shoes inside the house. Hi, Aunt Gert.” She leaned down to kiss the old lady’s cheek.

“What are you, Serena?” Gertrude demanded. “A hillbilly? Why don’t you wear shoes like normal people? What does your mother think about that?”

“She thinks I’m weird,” Renie responded indifferently. “Oh, ugh, gin. Bill and I are allergic.” She frowned at Judith. “You know that, coz.”

“We weren’t going to force it down your throats,” Judith said wryly. “Scotch for Bill, bourbon for you.”

But Bill shook his head. “Vodka. It’s spring.”

“Make that two screwdrivers,” Renie said. “We always change liquors the first week of May. Unless we forget.”

Gertrude took a big swig out of her glass. “I forgot I’m not staying here for dinner. My lazy daughter’s trying to starve me into submission. I’m heading back to my cardboard shack to watch the news and find out which high-placed politician got busted for romancing a possum and letting it drive his limo. Or would that be a she instead of an it?” The wheelchair spun around as the old lady whizzed off down the hall and out of the house.

“Someday,” Joe murmured, “I’m going to ticket my not-so-loving mother-in-law for speeding in that thing.”

“I want one of those,” Bill murmured. “It’d come in handy when I nod off during a session with one of my zany psychology clients. I could claim the visiting nurse was coming to see me. I wonder if she’d look like Eva Marie Saint?” He gazed at his wife. “You don’t.”

“Thanks,” Renie muttered. “My self-esteem is shattered. Again.”

“Everything’s under control for dinner and the guests,” Judith declared. “Let’s sit in the living room.”

The foursome adjourned through the swinging half doors into the dining room, across the hall, and on to the spacious living room.

“I made a copy of the guest list,” Judith said after they’d sat down on the matching blue sofas in front of the dormant fireplace. “Here, have a look.” She handed over the single sheet of paper to her cousin.

Scanning the list, Renie made a face. “Rodney Schmuck? Is that his real name?”

“Apparently,” Judith replied. “I always check driver’s licenses.”

“Hey,” Joe said, leaning toward Bill, “want to see the way I put together the album of our fishing trip?”

Bill practically vaulted off the sofa. “You bet. Let’s do that somewhere else. Like Peru. Say, ever think about fishing off the coast of Chile during . . .”

The cousins exchanged irked expressions. “Why,” Judith murmured, “can’t men be as interested in people as they are in fish?”

“Because, as my mother would say, ‘Men aren’t like other people—dear.’ You have to add the ‘dear’ so Mom gets credit for saying it. Often.”

Judith smiled. “I always liked that comment. It’s as pithy as Grandma Grover’s ‘There are worse things than not being married.’ I often thought of that during the nineteen years I was stuck with Dan before all four hundred pounds of him blew up.”

Renie’s expression was sympathetic. “The rest of the family felt like you were in exile out in the crummy Thurlow District while you were married to El Blimpo. We hardly ever saw you. Between you working two jobs while Dan worked not at all, he kept you a virtual prisoner.”

Judith nodded. “The nightly phone calls with you after Dan went to sleep or passed out were a lifeline. They helped keep me sane.” She gestured at the list. “Rodney and Camilla Schmuck are the bride’s parents. Note the daughter’s name is Arabella. She likes to be called Belle. Oh—Camilla prefers Millie.”

“Belle also prefers not being a Schmuck anymore,” Renie remarked. “I assume her roommate, Clark Stove, is the groom.”

“That’s Stone,” Judith said. “My handwriting’s a bit cramped.”

“That’s an improvement over Stove.” Renie studied the list again. “Clark’s parents won’t be on hand?”

“His parents are divorced,” Judith explained. “I don’t know anything about the father, but Mom is Cynthia Wicks, second husband is Stuart Wicks.”

Renie shrugged. “The Reverend George Kindred and Elsie Kindred. I assume he’s marrying the happy couple?”

“I guess so,” Judith replied. “I wasn’t informed otherwise.”

“Charles and Agnes Chump. Dare I ask?”

“That’s Crump.” Judith spoke through gritted teeth. “My handwriting isn’t that bad.”

“Yes, it is,” Renie argued. “You should’ve typed it out on the computer. That’s what I would’ve done.”

“Good for you,” Judith said sarcastically. “You spend more time on the computer than I do. Get over it.”

Renie wasn’t perturbed by the comment. “Last, but I assume not necessarily least, are Dr. Kilmore and Mr. Ormsby. Married or live-ins?”

“I assume they’re man and doctor. I mean, wife,” Judith said. “The reservation noted that Clayton Ormsby is Sophie Kilmore’s mate.”

Renie turned to the grandfather clock across the room near the big bay window. “It’s ten to six. If their flight’s on time, they should show up soon. Will the wedding be in here or in the parlor?”

“I prefer the parlor,” Judith replied. “That way I can set up the food during the ceremony. It just seems a better way to do it. For all I know, they may have some other guests coming for the reception. They could have more relatives and friends staying elsewhere in town.”

“They didn’t let you know?” Renie asked, frowning.

Judith sighed. “After going on twenty years as an innkeeper, I’ve learned to be flexible. To quote Grandma Grover again, ‘It’ll all be the same a hundred years from now.’”

“I was never sure what that meant,” Renie mused. “Won’t it be a lot different? Consider the early 1900s and all the changes since then. We had no computers or freeways or blenders or—”

“I think,” Judith interrupted, lest her cousin go on, “she meant it’d all be the same to us because we’d be dead.”

Renie looked affronted. “She couldn’t be sure. People are living longer. I was probably two the first time I heard Grandma say that.”

“You’re being obtuse,” Judith declared. “Stop. I think I heard a car pull up out front.”

“It can’t be your guests,” Renie said. “They need a bus.”

Judith ignored the remark. “I’m going to see if it’s them. If it is, you’d better join me so you can figure out who’s who.”

As Judith stepped out into the hall, Joe poked his head around from the dining room. “Bill wants to know if we’re eating at six. His ulcer, remember?”

Judith glared at her husband. “If Bill’s ulcer is bothering him, he can have some of the hors d’oeuvres I made for the guests. But don’t let him get near the wedding cake.” She continued on to the front door and peeked out to the street. On the near side of the huge laurel hedge that separated Hillside Manor from Carl and Arlene Rankerses’ property, Judith could see a pickup truck belonging to one of their sons.

“False alarm,” she told Renie. “It’s a Rankers. Your husband wants to eat now.”

“He can wait,” Renie said. “I’ll dish up dinner while you go through the formalities with the guests. Is Aunt Gert staying in her self-imposed prison or deigning to join us?”

“She’s staying in the toolshed.” Judith heard voices. “That must be them.” Hurrying to the door with Renie right behind her, she saw a silver stretch limo in front of the house. “Wow!” she exclaimed softly. “They travel in style. I should’ve charged more for the wedding festivities.”

“Add surcharges,” Renie suggested. “That seems to work for everybody else these days.”

A tall man who looked to be midforties was the first to emerge. He turned toward the porch. “Here comes the bride!” he shouted.

“That must be Arabella’s father,” Judith whispered. “Rodney Schmuck. You got that?”

“Yes. One down, eleven to go,” Renie grumbled. “Why don’t you make them wear name tags? I’m not good with faces.”

“It’s not a convention,” Judith murmured. “Welcome!” she cried as the tall man was followed up the steps by a strawberry-blond girl and a curly-haired young man. “I’m Judith Flynn. You must be . . . ?”

The middle-aged man moved in front of the younger couple and grinned at Judith. “You can’t imagine how I’ve waited for this moment,” he said, beaming even more widely. “Do you recognize me?”

“Uh . . .” Judith stared at the newcomer. “Not offhand. Have you—”

Before she could finish the query, her guest enveloped her in a bear hug. “Gosh, it’s so wonderful to finally meet you!” he exclaimed, his voice shaking with emotion. “It’s a miracle!” He finally released Judith, holding her at arm’s length. “It’s me, your long-lost son! Are you as happy as I am?”





Chapter 2

What?” Judith shrieked, reeling at the man’s incredible statement. She would have fallen if he hadn’t still held on to her hands.

“Watch it!” Renie yelled, stepping out onto the porch. “If you’re her son, you damned near smothered your mother! Are you insane?”

“I am not insane,” he stated calmly, no longer beaming and making sure Judith could stand on her own before letting go of her. “Judith Grover Flynn is my mother. I have proof.”

“You c-c-can’t b-b-be,” Judith finally stammered. “I only have one ch-ch-child, Michael McMonigle. He’s really Flynn, b-b-but . . .” She didn’t feel like explaining that she’d been pregnant with her fiancé’s baby when she married Dan after the woman known as Herself had hijacked a drunken Joe off to a Vegas JP.

The young blonde found her voice. “Could we come inside? We stood in enough lines at the L.A. airport. Then our flight was delayed and we didn’t get in until after five.”

Judith noticed that the rest of the party had exited the limo and the driver was pulling out of the cul-de-sac. “Yes, come inside,” she said in a tight voice. “Please sit in the living room. I’ll get your information.”

Renie held the screen door open after Judith hurried inside. “Keep going,” she urged the guests. “The living room’s the second door on your left . . . you weirdos,” she added under her breath. “Holy crap. What next?” She waited for Judith in the hall. “Are you okay? You’re limping.”

Judith nodded. “I moved a bit too fast on my artificial hip,” she murmured. “Is this crazy or what?”

“They’re crazy,” Renie replied. “We’re not. Should we call in the husbands? Can Joe arrest them? Or call Woody?”

Judith shook her head. “They haven’t actually committed a crime,” she said, leaning a hand on the staircase balustrade. “They can only be charged with confusion at this point.”

“That’s good enough for me,” Renie muttered as they moved on to the living room, where her guests were foraging at the appetizer tray while a plump middle-aged redhead poured glasses of Vouvray from the wine bottles. “I’m rescuing our drinks from the coffee table,” Renie said. “We need fortification. I’ll top them off in the kitchen.”

Judith took her time to join the newcomers. “Mr. Schmuck,” she said, sounding more like herself. “Could you please sign the guest register? And may I see your driver’s license?”

“Sure thing,” Rodney replied, digging into the back pocket of his summer slacks. “I’m a southpaw. Are you? Always wondered where that came from. Figured it had to be on my mother’s side. Of course I’m not sure who my father was. You got any ideas?”

“I certainly don’t,” Judith retorted. “Let’s not discuss this mix-up right now. In case you’ve forgotten, you’re here for a wedding. There are some details we should go over before you all go out to dinner.”

“Oh, yeah, right,” Rodney said. “You should meet the rev. He’s in charge.” He motioned at a thin, balding fiftyish man who sported a jet-black goatee. “Over here, Georgie. Mama wants to meet you.”

Judith forced herself to hold her tongue. The rev loped toward her, extending a pale hand. “My pleasure, Mrs . . . ?” He looked at Rodney. “Finn? Flint? Flipp?”

“Flynn,” Rodney informed him. “She was a Grover way back when. Right, Mama?”

Ignoring her bogus son, Judith shook the reverend’s hand. “What abomination . . . I mean, denomination are you?” She wanted to bite her tongue.

“Not any of the usual ones,” the rev replied solemnly. “Our sect belongs to the world. It’s called the Church of the Holy Free Spirit. We welcome each and every lost soul. Have you been saved?”

“I’ll find out later,” Judith replied. Like a hundred years from now when I’m dead. “Have you tried the hors d’oeuvres?”

“Not yet,” the rev said. “I fast between meals.”

“Prudent,” Judith responded, noting that the goatee looked as if it had been blackened with shoe polish. “I should show you the parlor. I’ve had weddings here before. That’s the best place to conduct the service because it’s so cozy, private, and intimate.”

“Very nice,” he murmured. “I trust your judgment. We’ll talk more tomorrow. I must pray for a few moments.” With a slight bow he moved away to the bay window.

The strawberry blonde was tugging at Rodney’s short-sleeved shirt. “When are we leaving for dinner? This wine sucks donkeys.” She sneered at her half-empty glass. “It’s not from California. Or France. Yuck.”

Judith felt obligated to stand up for the local vineyards. “I try to show visitors that we have our own wineries here in this state. Many of them are excellent.”

“Not this one,” the blonde shot back before her azure eyes widened. “Am I supposed to call you Granny? I’m Belle.”

“Call me Judith. Please. I can find a different wine if you’d like.”

Belle shook her head. “No thanks. We have a seven o’clock reservation somewhere on the bay.” She turned around. “Where’d the nerd go?” She moved off to the far end of the table where a skinny man with a shaved head and a shapeless woman with long, straight gray hair were filling their faces with appetizers.

“The nerd?” Judith said to Rodney, who’d already drained his wineglass and was fingering a cigar in his shirt pocket.

“She means the groom,” he explained. “She calls him that because he’s a tech wizard. Makes big bucks with Zootsky. Huge honkin’ deal up in Silicon Valley, one of the biggest high-tech companies around. Started there when he was only seventeen. Guess he’ll be runnin’ the place in a couple of years. Great to be young, huh?” He grinned again. “I bet you must’ve had a pretty hot youth yourself, Mama.”

“Studying to become a librarian was very rewarding,” Judith said, reverting to her previous tight tone while handing him the guest book. “If you’ll sign this and show me your driver’s license, please . . .” Out of the corner of her eye, she saw her cousin enter the room.

Renie paused briefly by Judith. “The husbands are eating dinner,” she announced, and kept going toward the buffet table.

“Not this husband,” Rodney said, scowling while handing over his wallet. “Truth is, I’m hungry. The airlines are cheap about snacks these days. I remember when you got a real meal.”

To Judith’s relief, the California driver’s license looked authentic. She already knew the Visa card was good, since the Schmucks had paid in advance and the charge had already cleared. “You should meet the missus,” Rodney was saying as he signed the register. He turned and shouted across the room. “Millie! Get your rear in gear and meet Mama.”

Judith assumed Millie was the tall woman who wore her dark hair in a French roll and had a red patent-leather purse slung over her left shoulder. She batted what looked like false eyelashes and appeared to mouth the word later.

“Oh, well,” Rodney muttered. “She’s enjoying herself. Guess I’d better do the same.”

“By all means,” Judith said. “Oh—I noticed you signed the register as ‘self-employed.’ What do you do for a living?”

Rodney beamed again. “I’m a motivational speaker. And a damned good one. Aren’t you proud of me, Mama? I’ll show you my proof of maternity after we unpack.” He patted Judith’s shoulder before heading to the buffet table and barely avoided a collision with her cousin, who was eating Brie on a cracker.

“They’re all a little weird,” Renie declared. “Let’s eat what’s left of dinner. Joe took your mother’s meal out to the toolshed. Did you convince Rodney he’s not your long-lost son?”

“I couldn’t convince Rodney it’s Friday,” Judith replied as they left the living room. “He’s either nuts or . . .” She paused, setting the guest register down on the new marble-topped credenza by the staircase.

“Or what?” Renie inquired.

“I don’t know. That’s what bothers me.” She gave Renie a bleak look. “I’m not sure I want to find out.”

Joe Flynn was disgusted. “Let me handle this goofball,” he said after Judith had recounted Rodney Schmuck’s incredible declaration.

Renie waved her fork. “Hey, turn him over to Bill. He can probe his psyche and find out why he’s goofy.”

Bill looked exasperated. “I can’t figure out what’s really wrong with my squirrelly patients. I just sit there and think about what I want to watch on TV after dinner. It’s the only way I can stay awake.”

Renie gazed at her husband. “Tell them about the Hindi woman you had the other day.”

“What’s to tell?” Bill replied with a shrug. “It took me fifteen minutes to realize she was speaking in Hindi. Or something. The only odd thing was that I closed the window on her sari. Then she really became unraveled. Kind of interesting.” He shot a sly glance at his wife.

Renie’s brown eyes snapped. “Stop. Or you’ll be the one who’s sorry about the sari.”

Bill shrugged again and attacked his boysenberry pie à la mode.

Judith looked at Joe. “Will you talk to Rodney tonight?”

“That depends,” he replied, “if they get back before eleven. I’m not staying up to interrogate your latest loonies. I can do that at breakfast.”

“Okay,” Judith agreed. “But they should be back fairly early. Their dinner reservation was for seven. I won’t stay up late either. I refuse to have to listen to Rodney insist I’m his mother just before I go to bed. I might have nightmares. Why would he do such a thing?”

“Maybe,” Renie suggested, “as Uncle Al would say, he’s ‘got an angle.’ Are you sure he’s a motivational speaker? I don’t think Schmuck could motivate me to leave a burning building.”

“I only know what he told me,” Judith admitted. “I didn’t get a chance to ask if other guests were coming to the wedding.”

“Forget it for now,” Joe advised. “Maybe the guy’s delusional. Or he’s got you mixed up with somebody else. You can’t be the only Judith Grover in this country. Both names are common. When your parents had you, Judith was a very popular name for girls.”

Renie had forked in a mouthful of noodles and ground beef, but it didn’t stop her from jumping out of her chair. “Ahmgundchwakrdznaw.” She hurried into the kitchen.

Joe looked at Bill. “What did she say?”

“Who knows?” he responded. “She doesn’t always make sense when her mouth isn’t full.”

Judith glared at both men. “She’s going to check the name via the Internet. I can translate when Renie’s eating. We’re only assuming that my maiden name is the one Rodney researched, but it makes sense.”

Renie’s return was quick, mercifully after she’d swallowed her food. “There are pages of Judith Grovers. And Judy Grovers. I stopped after the first two. They’re all over the place.”

“That’s a relief,” Judith said. Then she added softly, “I think.”

By five to eleven, the wedding party had not returned. The Flynns headed up to bed on the third floor’s family quarters. Just as Judith was about to drop off to sleep she heard voices through the open bedroom window. The Schmucks and their companions let themselves in and apparently headed to the second floor. There had been no opportunity to give them their room assignments, but they could sort that out for themselves. Judith nestled her head into the pillow and fell asleep. Tomorrow was another day—and a busy one. She needed her rest.

But when she dreamed, it was of a baby version of Rodney in a bonnet and diaper, grinning as he shook a blue rattle and shrieked, “Mama, Mama, Mama!” Judith woke up just after two. Joe was snoring softly while the wind rustled the cherry tree in the backyard. She stayed awake for what seemed like a long time. When she finally went back to sleep, she dreamed her mother was trying to run over Sweetums with the wheelchair. That was ordinary and somehow comforting. Judith awoke, feeling reasonably refreshed.

Joe was already in the kitchen when Judith arrived downstairs a little before seven. Unfortunately, so was Millie Schmuck, who was wearing a crimson Japanese robe.

“You can read, can’t you?” she was saying to Joe, who was holding a typed sheet of paper.

“Only if I run my finger under the words,” he replied, his round face innocent. “We have had guests with allergies and other dietary restrictions before. How do you feel about gruel?”

Millie sniffed. “As you can see, some members of our party have restrictions about what they eat. Is it gluten-free?”

Joe kept a straight face. “Yes. I was a dietitian before I retired.”

“Very well.” Millie ignored Judith with a swish of satin and left the kitchen. “No mistakes,” she called over her shoulder. “Stuart is a lawyer.”

“And I’m not,” Joe muttered.

“You certainly weren’t a dietitian,” Judith murmured. “When did you start telling lies to people?”

Her husband shrugged. “I guess your knack for lying has rubbed off on me.”

“I never lie,” Judith declared. “I only tell small fibs to be tactful or to explain my reasons for asking questions that might seem inappropriate or what—”

Joe waved an impatient hand. “Skip the excuses, I get it. What if I make my own version of Joe’s Special and call it Something for Everyone with Gastrogut Gripes?”

“You’re going to lie to guests again?” Judith asked in a tone of reproach.

“Why not? You do. And I don’t usually have them hovering over the stove while I’m making breakfast,” he asserted, his usual morning cheer absent. “Are you sure the Schmucks’ credit card went through?”

“Yes. They must have money. The stretch limo didn’t come cheap.”

Joe removed a ham from the refrigerator. “Let me handle the so-called proof Schmuck says he has about being your son. You don’t need that kind of hassle. Then I’ll see if I can get somebody at headquarters to run him through the system.”

Judith frowned. “You think he’s a crook?”

“I don’t know what to think,” Joe said. “But I’d like to find out if he has a rap sheet. If not, we could deal with him merely being nuts.”

Judith, who was mixing waffle batter, was briefly silent. “Let me talk to Rodney first. I’d like to see his alleged proof for myself. Then you can take over and check out whatever he shows me.”

Joe smiled. “You think your people skills are better than mine?”

“Well . . . in this setting, I am the innkeeper,” Judith replied diffidently.

“You are at that,” Joe conceded. “Okay, but I’m still going to chat him up. I haven’t had a chance to meet the guy yet.”

Judith nodded. “That so-called pleasure is all yours.”

After they’d eaten their own breakfast and Judith had delivered Gertrude’s scrambled eggs, ham, toast, grapefruit, and coffee, the first of the guests entered the dining room. Guessing that the skinny man with the shaved head and the long-haired shapeless woman were the doctor and her husband, Judith extended her hand and introduced herself.

“I’m Sophie,” the woman said, keeping her hands at the side of her dun brown sacklike dress. “I don’t shake hands. I’m a surgeon.”

“Oh,” Judith said as Clayton Ormsby’s grip proved rather flaccid, “I understand. What kind of surgery do you perform?” she inquired of his wife.

“Cutting edge,” Sophie replied with what might have been a smile. “Clayton blogs.” She turned to her husband. “What’s your topic today?”

“Gloom,” he replied. “In all its forms.”

Judith thought that was an apt subject for the long-faced Mr. Ormsby. “By midmorning the clouds will lift,” she said for lack of a more cogent comment. “Most of breakfast is already on the buffet. French toast and muffins are on the way.”

Back in the kitchen, Joe asked if Rodney had shown up yet. Judith informed him he hadn’t, but heard more guests entering the dining room. She peeked over the half doors. “The bride and groom,” she whispered. “And the Crumps. They’re both short and stocky, like matching salt and pepper shakers. He’s also got a bad comb-over. At least I think I’m getting these people sorted out. I heard someone greet Agnes.”

“I figure she’s the dumpy, frumpy woman,” Joe said as Judith joined him at the stove where he was taking out the muffins. “What did Millie Schmuck do after she got up so early? Go back to bed?”

“I guess,” Judith said. “Maybe it takes her that long to put herself together. She didn’t look so hot when she was down here earlier.”

Judith put the muffins in a basket and carried them into the dining room. “Just out of the oven,” she announced.

Dr. Sophie set down her glass of tomato juice. “Are they whole wheat?” she inquired.

“No,” Judith replied. “They’re corn-bread muffins.”

Dr. Sophie didn’t comment. Nor did she look up when Reverend Kindred and his wife, Elsie, arrived. The couple offered everyone a blessed morning. The man Judith thought was Charles Crump voiced a hearty “Amen, brother!” He slapped the Reverend on the back, almost toppling the gaunt man of the cloth. Judith suppressed a sigh and went back to the kitchen.

“Still no sign of . . .” she began, but stopped when she saw Millie Schmuck coming down the hall from the back stairs. Mrs. Schmuck was dressed in a lime-green pantsuit, her makeup applied with a considerable amount of care.

“My husband is ailing this morning,” she told the Flynns. “Too much excitement, perhaps. He’s very sensitive to the feelings of others. I do hope he improves in time for the wedding ceremony. It means so much to him to give our daughter away.”

“I can understand that,” Joe said with only a faint touch of irony.

“Do you have a daughter?” Millie asked, somehow making it sound like an incredulous possibility.

“I do,” Joe replied, “from my first marriage. Caitlin’s still single. She’s a dedicated career woman who works at a laboratory in Switzerland.”

Millie looked askance. “How very ambitious of her. Excuse me. I’m going to fetch some juice to take up to Rodney. It may help settle his stomach.”

Both Flynns watched her passage from the kitchen to the dining room. “Tied one on last night, I’ll bet,” Joe murmured.

Judith shrugged. “That’s what wedding parties often do.”

“We didn’t,” Joe pointed out, giving his wife a quick hug. “We had a nice rehearsal dinner and a church wedding like respectable people. I don’t remember the Vegas ceremony with Herself. For all I know, the JP could’ve been Howard Hughes.” He sniffed the air. “Damn! I left the French toast in the oven! I’ll bet it’s ruined.”

As soon as he opened the oven, a cloud of smoke billowed into the middle of the kitchen. Joe swore under his breath as he rescued the charred French toast. Before he could dump it in the garbage can under the sink, the smoke alarm went off.

Judith hurried into the dining room. “It’s okay,” she asserted calmly. “Just a minor mishap. No need to panic.”

But several of the guests did just that. Clayton Ormsby began to cough. Dr. Sophie hauled him out of his chair and insisted they go to the front porch. Stuart and Cynthia Wicks followed them to make sure Clayton wasn’t choking to death. The Crumps glared at each other as if one of them were somehow responsible for whatever had gone wrong in the kitchen. The Reverend Kindred’s call to prayer went unheeded, while Belle Schmuck and Clark Stone kept eating.

“We should smoke some weed before the wedding,” Belle said to her groom. “You got that good stuff? This place smells like bad stuff.”

Judith returned to the kitchen. “This,” she whispered to Joe, “is a fiasco! I wish these people had never come here. They’re a hex.”

“Relax,” Joe said, chuckling. “They’re a peculiar bunch, but all that happened is some damage to half a loaf of bread. Stop fussing. You’ll wear yourself out before the ceremony.”

Judith put her hand on his arm. “You’re right. It’s not as if the oven hasn’t smoked before. I should’ve reminded Phyliss to clean it yesterday. It was overdue for a scrubbing.”

Five minutes later, the guests had reassembled in the dining room. After a few more remarks about how unsettling breakfast had been, their conversation turned to the wedding and the reception. Judith eavesdropped, hoping to learn if more people would be on hand. Finally she went back into the dining room, and after apologizing for any inconvenience, she asked Belle if they planned to hold a reception when they returned to L.A.

“Not the formal kind,” Belle replied. “After we get back from Japan, maybe we’ll throw a big pool party. How come you don’t have a pool?”

“The backyard’s not that big,” Judith replied. “My mother has her own apartment out there.”

“Your mother?” Belle said in surprise. “She must be a thousand years old.”

“She’s working on it,” Judith murmured, noticing that someone had opened the dining room window that looked on to the Rankerses’ imposing hedge. “Good,” she said to no one in particular. “It’s airing out.”

By a little after nine, the guests had returned to their rooms. Or so Judith assumed. “I suppose,” she said to Joe while they cleared the dining room table, “they’re preparing for the wedding. I heard Cynthia Wicks say something to Dr. Sophie about getting manis and pedis. I wonder if they’re going to that new spa where . . .” She paused, seeing Rodney Schmuck come down the hall clutching at his plaid bathrobe. “Good morning,” she greeted him. “Are you feeling better?”

“Not as good as I should,” he replied, leaning against the fridge. “I’ve got a problem.” He grimaced. “I think Millie’s dead.”





Chapter 3

Judith thought she must have misunderstood. “You think your wife is . . . what?”

Rodney was obviously weak in the knees. He started sliding to the floor, but Joe caught him before he hit bottom. “Here, sit,” he advised Rodney, pulling out a chair from the kitchen table. “I’m going up to check on your wife. Which room are you in?”

“Ahhh . . . the first one on your left,” Rodney replied. “Room One, maybe? But Millie’s not there. She’s outside by the birdbath.”

“Are you certain she’s . . . dead?” Judith asked, leaning against the counter for support.

Rodney nodded. “No pulse. Not breathing. Odd color. Poor Millie!”

“I’ll check,” Joe said, moving briskly to the back door.

Maybe Rodney was mistaken. But even so, given Judith’s vast experience with dead people, she was surprisingly flustered. It had been a long time since anyone had died or even fallen ill on the premises. It took her a moment to find the phone, though it was in its cradle on the counter. “I’ll call 911,” she said. To her relief, she didn’t recognize the voice of the operator who answered. Help would be dispatched at once. That was much better than having some sarcastic grump at the other end who knew her history with corpses.

Judith disconnected. “Would you like a drink of water?” she asked Rodney, who was slumped in the chair, holding his head.

A grim-faced Joe came back inside before the question could be answered. “He’s right. No response. She’s dead.” He looked at Rodney. “I’m sorry.”

“I called 911,” Judith said.

Joe nodded. “I’ll go back outside and stay with . . . Mrs. Schmuck. I wouldn’t want your mother to come outside and get upset. She might have a stroke.” The idea seemed to cheer him.

“I need a real drink,” Rodney declared. “A stiff one. Bourbon’ll do.”

Judith poured almost an inch of Jack Daniel’s into a glass and added a couple of ice cubes. “What happened?” she asked.

Rodney downed half the bourbon in one huge gulp. “I’m not sure. I was in the can across the hall. When I came back to the room, she was gone.” He made a face and shook his head. “I thought she’d headed back for breakfast. I had a pounding headache, so I came down to see if you had some aspirin. I got to the bottom of those stairs and felt light-headed. I opened the back door to get some air and—” He broke off.

“Take your time,” Judith cautioned. “There’s no rush.”

Rodney licked dry lips. “I didn’t know why Millie went outside. I thought she’d fallen down. So I went to help her . . . but she didn’t move. I mean, she wasn’t even breathing. I couldn’t feel a pulse. Dang!” He drained the glass. “More, okay?”

Judith hesitated, but Rodney was obviously distressed. “Of course.” She poured a refill. “Has your wife been sick lately?”

“Millie? Sick?” He shook his head. “She hardly ever gets a cold.”

Sirens could be heard in the distance. “The emergency people are almost here,” Judith said. “The fire station’s only a few blocks away.”

The phone rang. Judith snatched it off the counter.

“It’s me,” Joe said. “I’m staying with the body. The cops are pulling into the cul-de-sac. Oh, damn! Arlene and Carl are welcoming them. Maybe she’ll bake them a cake. I’d better make sure they come out back instead of stampeding through the house.” He clicked off.

But someone had already rung the doorbell. “I’d better let them in,” Judith muttered, exiting the kitchen.

To her relief, she didn’t recognize the two on-duty officers. “Are you the one who called?” the tall, rangy, young African American patrolman inquired.

Judith noticed his name tag identified him as Roland Pugh. “Yes. This is a B&B and I’m the innkeeper, Judith Flynn.”

Roland exchanged a quick glance with his burly, fair-haired partner, who Judith noted was Ivar Soderstrom. Maybe her reputation had preceded her. “Where is the deceased?” Ivar asked as the fire trucks and the medic van pulled in.

“Out back,” she replied. “My husband, Joe Flynn, is with the body.”

“Joe Flynn?” Roland said in surprise. “He’s not the one who was Captain Price’s partner, is he?”

“The same,” Judith responded. Maybe, she thought, they’ll show me a little respect instead of
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