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    This book is dedicated to Linda and Mike Chase, 

who welcomed me onto their farm and into the loving embrace of every 

peacock, chicken, duck, quail, and guinea fowl on the place.
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Whether ’tis nobler in the mind to suffer the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune, 

Or to take arms against a sea of troubles, and by opposing end them.

—William Shakespeare, Hamlet
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●  Gertrude “Goose” Fulton — Sister of Penny, retired Victorian Literature professor

○  Geese: Tomi and Tuppence

●  Penelope “Penny” Wilcox — Sister of Goose, cataloger at the Paca Springs Museum

○  Chicken: Henny

●  Constance “Connie” Wilcox — Aunt to Goose and Penny, owner of the Quaint Quail Café

○  Quail

●   Beatrice Johnson — Costume designer

○  Peacocks

●  Mary “Sable” Amsel — Professor of agriculture

○  Raven: Hugin

●  Alice Ledford — Psychiatrist

○  Guinea fowl

●  Ruth Collingwood — Retired Army nurse

○  Ducks

●  Maya Grove — Professional performer

○  Cockatiel: Casper
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Chapter One: In Which Cock Robin Comes to an Untimely Demise
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The day Cock Robin was murdered started like any other day, with the peacock crowing up the morning sun.

Yes, the peacock. 

“You know,” I said, “royalty used to consider peacock a delicacy. Perhaps it’s about time we brought the custom back.”

“Don’t say such things!” my sister Penny cried, covering the ears of her comfort chicken, Henny, as though she might take offense.

So like I said, it was like any other day.

I didn’t notice anything was wrong until it was too quiet during breakfast. I was sitting there, drinking my orange juice and eating my bagel, reading The Paca Springs Gazette, when I realized I could hear my own thoughts. They weren’t being drowned out by the latest rendition of “Edelweiss” being whistled by—no, not by a canary, good guess—a cockatiel.

Our latest renter, Maya, had trained her cockatiel from a young age to sing, and he was good.

And boy, didn’t he know it. Every time I saw him—the few brief times Maya let me peek at His Majesty before covering him up for his “beauty sleep”—he was usually standing there, his white feathered chest and red cheeks puffed up with his own perfection, his yellow-feathered mohawk sticking straight into the sky, his beady eyes glinting with his own excellence.

He was a regular Cock Robin, though Maya insisted he should be referred to by his professional stage name, Casper the Whistling Cockatiel. She said he was named after Casper Reardon, a famous harpist. But I think most people’s thoughts, like mine, went directly to the cartoon “friendly ghost.”

Which he’d just become, apparently, as Maya came running in, her dyed brown hair with ombre bronze highlights a strangled mess, yelling, “Someone’s killed Casper!”

Maya had what we Victorian literature professors might describe as a Rubenesque figure, meaning even at sixty, she had curves in all the right places. This might have made some people dislike her from the start. She was really quite sweet, though you wouldn’t have known it to look at her now: her tan cheeks were flushed with anger.

I slowly set down the paper, folding it in half to hide the story I’d been reading—a rather disturbing report about some famous boxer named Mike Tyson who had just been banned for biting someone’s ear off. Nevertheless, whatever Maya was on about sounded a lot more interesting.

“Killed? That’s a bit of a jump. I’m sure he just died in his sleep,” I said.

“Why would you say that? You must have killed him!”

“Me?”

“Yes. I know you never liked him.”

“Now, Maya,” Penny said softly, her grip on Henny tightening enough to make her give a small cluck. “I’m certain no one has killed Casper. Least of all Goose. She’d never hurt a flea.”

I nodded in affirmation. “I would never kill a bird. Not even for Thanksgiving.” I took a sip of orange juice. “And I’m still confused why you’re convinced someone killed him. What makes you think he didn’t die of natural causes?”

“He has an arrow through his breast.”

“What?!” I jumped up and pushed past Maya to the sunroom where Casper had his own private birdhouse along the south wall.

I nearly bit my lip in shock when I saw she was right. Someone had pierced Casper with something long and sharp, right through his chest. I looked about for something the weapon might have come from, some bit of a tomato cage or a loose part of his own birdcage. But nothing around him was missing a thin, sharp fragment that could pierce a cockatiel through.

He lay in the bottom of his cage, his little feet curled as though still clinging to his perch, his beak pointing straight up at the sky. 

It was honestly a rather terrible sight.

My sister stood on the other side of me, paler than usual and covering Henny’s eyes.

I came in close and opened the door to his cage slowly.

“Please, let me,” Maya said, pushing me aside.

She reached through the opening and gently removed the body.

“My poor, sweet Casper,” Maya cried, her eyes welling up with tears. “Who would do such a thing? Why would someone do such a thing?” she asked accusatorially, as though one of us had done this senseless act.

She turned, carried Casper to a chair, and sat down, cradling his broken body in her palm. My sister and I watched reverently as Maya pulled the sharp fragment smoothly out of his body and held it up.

It was a hatpin about six inches long. At that length, it would normally be used for decorating a hat, unlike the ten-inch ones which were used for holding a hat to the wearer’s head. Only someone of our generation would realize the difference, or someone fascinated by a bygone era when hatpins were used regularly.

I looked from the pin to Maya and back again.

“I knew it,” she murmured. “Beatrice.”

I hadn’t wanted to say it myself, but I only knew one person who used pins like that. Beatrice used them to pin her decorative peacock feathers to the hats she sold at craft fairs and farmers markets. She also made earrings, necklaces, brooches, pens, hair barrettes, and more from the long, luxurious feathers her birds molted every summer.

“Beatrice would never hurt a bird,” I said defensively. “None of the OBS ladies would.”

The fact was, we were all too fond of birds and knew what it would be like if someone hurt ours, so we’d never think of hurting someone else’s. It was our fondness for our feathered friends that had caused my sister and I to turn our land on the PA side of Maryland’s narrow waist into the OBS in the first place.

It started with Penny and me, Goose. Penny had called me “Goose”  since we were children, I think because my favorite book to read to her was a collection of Mother Goose rhymes. Plus, I tended to mother her a bit. It wasn’t my fault. I couldn’t help myself. Our mother died when we were three and five years old, so someone had to step in to the role. Of course it was the older sister.

Penny always needed help. She often struggled with feeling anxious—even these days, and we were in our sixties now. Although it became popular in the ’50s for doctors to prescribe drugs, when we were growing up in the ’40s it was more common to hear something akin to today’s “suck it up, buttercup.” I don’t know why Dad came home with a hen one day, but Penny was fourteen and she’d had what I like to call a “comfort chicken” ever since. She always named them Henny, so together they were Henny Penny, like the Chicken Little character, forever on the lookout for the next piece of sky that might fall.

This most recent version of Henny loved being cuddled and carried under one arm. No purse or carrier for this chicken. She wanted to be nestled right up close to Penny. Henny was a silver-laced Cochin, a relatively new breed that had first appeared in the ’60s and was still holding strong thirty years later. I wasn’t surprised, seeing as she was the fluffiest, cutest chicken out there. She was quiet, too, not making a sound except to practically purr when she was happy with the attention she was getting.

I preferred geese. Loud, obnoxious, and in-your-face though they were, at least you knew what you were getting into when it came to them. I had two Embden geese named Tomi and Tuppence who waddled about gabbing all day long, sharing stories and thrilling tales of derring-do just like their namesakes. I absolutely adored the series of books by Agatha Christie featuring the original comedic detecting duo and their insanely witty banter.

Now, seeing our trend toward poultry, my Aunt Connie had decided it would be a good idea to send our way anyone who drank a pot of tea at her café who was about our age who owned a bird or two. After my friend Beatrice with her peacocks came Sable with her raven, Alice with her guinea fowl, and Ruth with her ducks, ranging in age from Alice in her late fifties to Ruth in her late sixties. Each gal rented a bit of land and a home somewhere on our sixty-seven acres, and they each came with a bird. So what else could we call ourselves but a bird sanctuary?

Course we couldn’t call it “BS,” so we called ourselves the “OBS” for “Old Bird Society.” 

Sure, one might argue for “Middle-Aged Birds” or “Birds of a Certain Age” but honestly, they just didn’t have the same ring to them. The point was: we didn’t mind laughing at ourselves once in a while and truth-be-told, we were a bunch of old birds with our birds. So there you go.

Maya was our newest addition with Casper. While they were building her home, she was renting a room with us. Naturally, Casper moved in, too.

You’d think I’d have built up a tolerance for bird sounds, from Tomi and Tuppence’s constant gabbling to the peacocks yelping like car alarms whenever someone approached. I honestly hadn’t realized a professional whistling bird would get on my nerves so quickly. Three weeks in and I was ready to kill the bird myself.

But I didn’t. I wasn’t sure who did, but I intended to find out.

“It must have been an accident,” Penny murmured softly behind me, running an agitated hand over Henny’s back feathers.

Maya glared at the pair of them. 

“You’re saying one of Beatrice’s hatpins accidentally impaled him?”

“Well, when you put it that way,” Penny said so quietly only I heard her.

“No more accusations or assumptions,” I declared, taking control. “There’s nothing to be done. Casper is dead. It’s sad, but true.”

Maya’s face went bright red as she rose from her chair. 

“Someone will pay for this,” she growled.

With a flutter, she left the room, the tiny broken body cradled in her hands.
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Chapter Two: In Which We’re On Pins and Needles
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“Well, Penny, looks like you got your wish.” 

I sidled up and wrapped an arm around Penny, Henny burping a soft cluck as she was sandwiched between us.

“I never wished for Casper to die,” she half whispered.

“Meh, perhaps not aloud, but I know in your heart of hearts waking up to sliding vocal warm-ups was starting to bother even you.” I looked down at the top of Henny’s head. “Or at least Henny. But no, what I meant was: you finally have your own personal murder mystery to solve!”

Penny glanced at me out of the corner of her eye. I could tell she was fighting the fact that I was right, as usual. There are some things sisters never grow out of.

“I’d rather not get excited about a murder,” she said quietly, staring at the empty cage that had once held the professional songbird.

“Oh, come on. Even Sherlock admits he’d rather have a case to solve than ‘die of stagnation.’ And I’m pretty sure Poirot gets happy every time someone attempts to outwit his ‘little gray cells.’” I gave my best attempt at a Belgian accent. 

Penny wasn’t the only one who enjoyed a good detective novel. I loved an evening curled up with a good Golden Age mystery just as much as she did, though lately I found myself drawn more to Anna Katharine Green and Wilkie Collins, and the early detective stories that inspired authors like Agatha Christie, G.K. Chesterton, and Dorothy L. Sayers.

I, therefore, had a million other references I might have made to spur Penny on, but in the end I just said, “The point is: murder is terrible, but detection is fun.” 

I gave Penny’s shoulders a squeeze again and let her go. I was done arguing and ready to move on, whether Penny decided to help me or not. I rubbed my hands together gleefully.

Penny frowned and ran a hand over Henny’s back. Then she sighed. “Oh, all right,” she said. “I suppose we should start with the facts. What can we learn from the scene of the crime?”

I gave the cage a good looking over. “There’s no blood spatter. And no bird droppings on the newspaper covering the bottom, so that means the cage had been recently cleaned.”

“I concur.”

I gave a sniff. “Smells clean, too. The brass bars have a dull shine to them, though, so it’s not a new cage.”

“I’m almost certain this is the same cage Casper arrived in. Do you know how long Casper and Maya have been Casper and Maya?”

I shook my head. “Something to ask her later.” 

I looked closer at the bottom of the cage. “Odd,” I said, but left my sister hanging like any book-worthy detective.

“What?” she asked, coming closer and trying to see what I’d seen.

I reached into the cage and picked up the two things I’d found, holding them out on my palm for Penny and Henny to see. 

“More pins,” Penny said.

I nodded. “But not hatpins. They’re too small.”

“I wonder what they were for?”

I looked back at the cage, at the perch, lifting my glasses so I could see clearly without the distraction of my bifocals. 

“I see now why detectives use magnifying glasses,” I muttered. I asked Penny to take a look for me. “Do you see anything on the perch? Any markings?”

Penny studied the wooden dowel. “Yes!” she said excitedly. “There are two small holes a couple inches apart.”

I pointed to the bottom of the pins. “This size?”

“Yes. What does it mean, Goose?”

“It means: he’s a dead parrot!”

“He’s a cockatiel,” Penny said with a confused look.

“Casper is no more, he has ceased to be, he is bereft of life, he rests in peace.” I turned and looked Penny in the eyes. “He is an ex-cockatiel.”

“Oh!” squeaked Penny, smiling at Henny as though wondering if she’d caught the reference, too. “I get it! The Monty Python sketch!”

I presented an open palm to her in congratulations. “Exactly.”

Penny slapped my hand. “But...why? Why would someone nail this poor bird’s feet to its perch?”

“To give them a non-moving target for shooting a hatpin?” I suggested.

Penny leaned over the pins in my palm again. “They look like mounting pins for insects or something.” Henny clucked in agreement.

“Does anyone in the OBS collect butterflies?”

Penny bit her lip. “Not that I know of. But if I had to guess, I’d say Sable might.”

Beatrice, Sable, and I had met in a Victorian Gothic literature class in college. It was while studying Poe, Shelley, Radcliffe, and the like we’d noticed Sable starting a trend toward wearing only black. In fact, she’d continued to do so even as a professor, possibly inspiring her students to follow in her dressing habits, and becoming the bellwether of the goth movement in the ’80s. No matter what, I could always count on Sable for a fantastic discussion of the mysterious and the macabre.

“Now why would you say that?” I asked. 

“Doesn’t she seem like the type to pin helpless insects to a board for the good of scientific research?”

To be fair, Sable was a scientist, but her focus was on agriculture and horticulture. Unless she thought butterflies might tell her why her cabbage was covered in slugs, I didn’t think she’d care to collect them.

“Where would she have space for such a hobby?” I countered. Sable lived in a tiny home—no more than two hundred square feet—with her raven. Her life was lived outside, so she had little use for indoor living and therefore little space for large boards full of pinned insects.

Penny shrugged. “That’s true.” Her hand was still methodically rubbing down the back of Henny. “Then perhaps Ruth?”

Ah, Ruth. Ruth was a retired Army nurse and she never let you forget it. She insisted that her flock of ducks were “battle-ready”—which sounded like a punchline until you talked to her. I once asked her if she thought a goose might join their ranks and she practically quacked in my face. Never suggested that again.

What all that had to do with butterfly pins, however, I wasn’t too sure.

“She just seems like the more...aggressive type,” Penny said tentatively. She glanced about, as though afraid Ruth had placed recording devices behind the potted plants filling the sunroom.

“What about Beatrice?” I asked. “After all, the larger pin looked to be one of hers. Perhaps she uses these smaller mounting pins for something costume-oriented, as well?”

Even as I said it I realized I may be on the right track, though I still couldn’t imagine Beatrice in her voluminous Edwardian skirts getting so aggressive. But, then again, you’d never think a peacock would get aggressive either and then wham! One attacks the other and you learn even the prettiest bird in the world has a dark side.

“You’re thinking about when Beatrice’s peacock killed another male for going after his mate, aren’t you?” Penny asked, no doubt reading the crease in my brow. We may not be twins, but it was eerie how often Penny read my mind.

I could still see Beatrice’s tear-stained face as she’d held the wounded bird. The peacock who’d been killed was named Don Pedro, after the character in Much Ado About Nothing. He had been her third peacock. Her second peacock, Claudio, had gotten it into his head that Don Pedro was after his mate, Hero, and had continually attacked him. One day, he’d been successful. Interesting how their given names seemed to affect their fates.

Beatrice had cradled him in her arms, sobbing quietly, her mascara leaving black lines down her chestnut cheeks. It was the way of the bird world, but it was still difficult for some of us to accept. We were forever trying to anthropomorphize our animal friends, giving them aspects of our humanity. This was why I had a difficult time believing any of the ladies would have done such a horrible thing as murder another woman’s bird. 

I looked about for the long pin Maya had pulled from Casper. Penny held it out to me. I picked it up with a thankful smile and placed it next to the other two, much smaller pins. It wasn’t a matched set, but how many pins were?

“I’m afraid we’re going to have to question Beatrice,” I said.

“You’re going to have to question Beatrice,” Penny clarified, with a glance at her wristwatch. “I have to get to work.”

I waved her off with my empty hand. “Surely the museum can make it one day without their cataloger. It’s not like you have to go in.”

Penny pursed her lips and squeezed Henny. “Of course I do. It’s Saturday.”

Right. Penny had worked at the museum every Tuesday through Saturday since she was sixteen. Lately, she’d cut back her hours to part-time, but that was the most she’d ever do. There was no way a little thing like Casper’s murder would keep her from cataloging the latest Civil War memorabilia that someone had donated to the old tollhouse-turned-museum.

Paca Springs was a town of about one thousand, named for William Paca, one of the signatories of the Declaration of Independence, whose name I only knew because I lived in a town named after him. I wasn’t sure exactly what could be interesting enough about our town to warrant an entire museum, but all East Coast towns had one. It was just what you did. The Civil War alone had ensured there was someone important who had died somewhere nearby.

My sister loved cataloging the numerous effects of the past. She would say museums were the only real way to time travel.

“Besides,” said Penny, “it’ll give me some time to get my ‘little gray cells’ working on our problem.”
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Chapter Three: In Which Grief Hangs Like a Curtain
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When we were younger, Penny and I had more in common. In fact, people often asked if we were twins, we were so close in size and shape. No one ever asked that these days.

When I hit puberty I kept growing up, while my sister grew out. We had the same hair color now, of course, and as kids we were both pure blondes. But in the middle of life we were different: my hair going darker toward brown and Penny’s going redder toward a beautiful strawberry-blonde. I was always envious of her hair color. I even dyed or highlighted my hair for awhile there to try to imitate hers, but nothing beats natural color.

Which was what I was thinking when I finally found Maya sitting on the bench out by the pond, still holding Casper, her obviously dyed bronze-brown hair creating a mourning curtain as she murmured softly to him.

I approached cautiously, well aware that we all grieve in different ways and uncertain whether Maya was one of the sort that liked to be left alone or liked to have someone to talk to.

I was pleased to see that Tomi and Tuppence had been quietly drawn to her in her time of grief. I absolutely loved my geese. They were extremely friendly and well-mannered. Their yellow-orange beaks looked like snowmen’s carrot noses, and their striking, wide orange feet popped out from beneath their white-feathered bodies. The Embden breed of goose was the tallest of geese, known for its swan-like neck and ocean blue eyes. But don’t let their good looks fool you: they can protect themselves when they want to. Hissing attack geese were no laughing matter, except for me when I watched them chase off the latest cat that got too crafty for its own good.

Grieving geese, on the other hand, were about as sad as you could get. Their eyes looked so sorrowful, and the way their necks drooped down as they stood beside Maya told me that they were as perceptive of human emotions as any dog. They looked up as I approached, but didn’t honk in greeting like usual.

As I neared, I realized Maya wasn’t talking, but singing. It was a beautiful song in a foreign language—French or Italian.

She stopped when I sat down next to her.

I didn’t say anything, just waited for her to speak while I looked around. The bench she’d chosen was in the holler north of our pond. The pond was not very large, and shallow enough to freeze in the winter so you could ice skate across it. Aunt Connie loved to have her children, grandchildren, and greats out to enjoy it in the snow, though my own grandkids preferred wading and swimming in the pond in the summer.

My son had never shown much interest in it. He was much more fascinated by books. Derrick never had a problem filling the silence, and as a working mother I never would have survived if he hadn’t learned to read at the age of six. Now, I know you’re thinking every six-year-old learns to read, but not every six-year-old can read The Audubon Society Field Guide to North American Birds, much less have it hold their attention.

Derrick’s favorite thing to do was to surprise me with little facts he’d learned. 

“Did you know the Snow Goose makes a high, nasal sound like ‘how-wow?’”

“Did you know the Swainson’s Hawk flies in a dihedral or V-angled gliding pattern when soaring on thermal air currents?”

“Did you know the Lawrence’s Goldfinch’s song incorporates both its own call notes and those of other species?”

After my son moved his family to Colorado Springs and my husband, Sam, passed away, I suppose it was no surprise that geese ended up being my bird of choice. Something had to fill all that irritating silence.

My sister was never interested in marriage. Maybe if she’d found a guy who didn’t mind being third wheel to a chicken he’d have had a chance. 

When we’d interviewed Maya before she joined the OBS, she’d told us she’d been married and divorced long ago. Said she’d never looked back after realizing making decisions for herself was rather nice. Clearly, she was a woman who liked to be in control.

I wondered if that was the part of Casper’s death she was struggling with. The part where she realized she couldn’t control life and death. It was probably the most difficult lesson to learn, but we all did, one way or another.

“He was all I had left,” Maya whispered to Casper.
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