

[image: cover]




The Cat Who
Brought Down
the House


Lilian Jackson Braun


[image: image]




Copyright © 2003 Lilian Jackson Braun


The right of Lilian Jackson Braun to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2012


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


eISBN : 978 0 7553 8984 1


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP
An Hachette UK Company
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH


www.headline.co.uk
www.hachette.co.uk




Lilian Jackson Braun composed her first poem at the age of two. She began writing her Cat Who … detective series when one of her own Siamese cats mysteriously fell to its death from her apartment block. Since then thirty Cat Who … novels have been published, all featuring the very talented Koko and Yum Yum, Siamese cats with a bent for detection. Lilian and her husband Earl spent many happy years living in the mountains of North Carolina before Lilian’s death in early 2011.




Also by Lilian Jackson Braun


The Cat Who Could Read Backward


The Cat Who Ate Danish Modern


The Cat Who Turned On & Off


The Cat Who Saw Red


The Cat Who Played Brahms


The Cat Who Played Post Office


The Cat Who Knew Shakespeare


The Cat Who Sniffed Glue


The Cat Who Went Underground


The Cat Who Talked To Ghosts


The Cat Who Lived High


The Cat Who Knew A Cardinal


The Cat Who Moved A Mountain


The Cat Who Wasn’t There


The Cat Who Went Into The Closet


The Cat Who Came To Breakfast


The Cat Who Blew The Whistle


The Cat Who Said Cheese


The Cat Who Tailed A Thief


The Cat Who Sang For The Birds


The Cat Who Saw Stars


The Cat Who Robbed A Bank


The Cat Who Smelled A Rat


The Cat Who Went Up The Creek


The Cat Who Brought Down The House


The Cat Who Dropped A Bombshell


The Cat Who Had 60 Whiskers


The Cat Who Talked Turkey


The Cat Who Went Bananas


Qwilleran’s Short and Tall Tales




Dedicated to Earl Bettinger,
The Husband Who …




One


[image: Image]


Who was Thelma Thackeray?


It was April first, and it sounded like an April Fool’s joke.


Had anyone by that name ever lived in Moose County, 400 miles north of everywhere?


Yet, there it was, in black and white – in the newsbite column of the Moose County Something:


RETURN OF THE NATIVE


Thelma Thackeray, 82, a native of Moose County, has retired after a 55-year career in Hollywood, CA, and is returning to her native soil. ‘I’m coming home to die,’ she said cheerfully, ‘but not right away. First I want to have some fun.’


It was followed by less startling items: The sheriff had purchased a stop-stick to aid deputies in high-speed car chases … The Downtown Beautiful committee had decided on hot-pink petunias for the flower boxes on Main Street … The sow that escaped from a truck on Sandpit Road had been discovered in the basement of the Black Creek Elementary School.


Immediately the lead item was being discussed all over town, via the grapevine. In coffeehouses, on street corners, and over backyard fences the news was spread: ‘A Hollywood star is coming to live in Pickax!’


Jim Qwilleran, columnist for the newspaper, was working at home when his phone started ringing. ‘Who was Thelma Thackeray? … Was she really a movie star? … Did the press know more than they were telling?’


‘It sounds like a hoax,’ he told them. He remembered the April Fool’s prank that his fellow staffers had played on the Lockmaster Ledger a year ago. They phoned a tip that a Triple Crown winner was being retired to a stud farm in Lockmaster under terms of absolute secrecy. Reporters at the Ledger had spent a week trying to confirm it.


Nevertheless, Qwilleran’s curiosity was aroused. He phoned Junior Goodwinter, the young managing editor, and said sternly, ‘What was the source of the Thelma Thackeray newsbite?’


‘She phoned our night desk herself – from California. Why do you ask? Do you have a problem with that?’


‘I certainly do! The name sounds phony! And her remark about dying and having fun is too glib for a person of her apparent age.’


‘So what are you telling me, Qwill?’


‘I’m telling you it’s a practical joke played by those guys in Lockmaster in retaliation for the horse hoax. Have you been getting any reader reaction?’


‘Sure have! Our phones have been ringing off the hook! And – hey, Qwill! Maybe there really is a Thelma Thackeray!’


‘Want to bet?’ Qwilleran grumbled as he hung up.


Qwilleran had a sudden urge for a piece of Lois Inchpot’s apple pie, and he walked to the shabby downtown eatery where one could always find comfort food at comfortable prices – and the latest gossip. Lois herself was a buxom, bossy, hardworking woman who had the undying loyalty of her customers. They took up a collection when she needed a new coffeemaker and volunteered their services when the lunchroom walls needed painting.


When Qwilleran arrived, the place was empty, chairs were upended on tables, and Lois was sweeping up before dinner. ‘Too early for dinner! Too late for coffee!’ she bellowed.


‘Where’s your busboy, Lois?’


Her son, Lenny, usually helped her prepare for dinner.


‘Job hunting! He finished two years at MCCC, and he’d really like to go to one of them universities Down Below, but they’re too expensive. So he’s job hunting.’


Qwilleran said, ‘Tell Lenny to apply to the K Fund for a scholarship. I’ll vouch for him.’ The young man had faced personal tragedy, a frame-up, and betrayal of trust – with pluck and perseverance.


With a sudden change of heart she said, ‘What kind of pie do you want?’


‘Apple,’ he said, ‘and give me that broom and I’ll finish sweeping while you brew the coffee.’


The middle-aged man pushing the broom and righting the chairs would have been recognized anywhere in three counties as James Mackintosh Qwilleran. He had a pepper-and-salt moustache of magnificent proportions, and his photo appeared at the head of the ‘Qwill Pen’ column every Tuesday and Friday. He had been a highly regarded journalist in major cities around the country; then he inherited the vast Klingenschoen fortune based in Moose County and he relocated in the north country. Furthermore, for reasons of his own, he had turned the inheritance over to a philanthropic institution. The Klingenschoen Foundation, popularly called the K Fund, was masterminded by experts in Chicago, where Qwilleran was recognized as the richest man in the northeast central United States. Around Pickax he was Mr Q.


Eventually Lois returned from the kitchen, carrying two orders of apple pie and a coffee server; forks, napkins, and mugs were in her apron pockets. They sat in a booth near the kitchen pass-through, so she could shout reminders to the woman who cooked dinner. Lois herself would wait on tables, take the money, and serve as moderator of the free-for-all talk show carried on among the tables.


‘Well, Mr Q,’ she began, ‘you missed a good chinfest this afternoon. Everybody’s excited about the movie star comin’ to town. Do you think she’ll come in here to eat?’


Still suspecting a Lockmaster trick, he replied evasively, ‘Just because she’s lived in Hollywood for fifty years, it doesn’t make her a movie star. She could be a bookkeeper or policewoman or bank president.’


Whatever she is, he thought, she must be loaded – to buy a house on Pleasant Street.


Lois shouted at the pass-through, ‘Effie! Don’t forget to thaw the cranberry sauce! … Funny thing, though, Mr Q – nobody remembers a Thackeray family in these parts.’


Facetiously he said, ‘It would be interesting to know if she’s related to William Makepeace Thackeray.’


‘Don’t know anybody of that name. Who is he?’


‘A writer, but he hasn’t done anything recently.’


She yelled, ‘And, Effie! Throw some garlic powder in the mashed potatoes!’


Qwilleran said, ‘Sounds delicious. I’d like to take a turkey dinner home in a box.’


Lois yelled, ‘Effie! Fix a box for Mr Q – and put in some dark meat for his kitties.’


‘By the way,’ he said, ‘what’s all the action in the next block? All those trucks coming and going.’


‘They’re movin’ out!’ she said. ‘Good riddance! It don’t make sense to have a place like that downtown.’


He waited for his ‘box’ and walked to the corner of Church and Pine streets, where large cartons were being loaded into trucks and carted away. According to the logos on the cartons they were refrigerators, washers and dryers, kitchen ranges, and television sets.


He said to the man directing the loading, ‘Either you’re moving out, or you’ve sold a lot of appliances this week.’


‘We got a new building on Sandpit Road – steel barn with real loading dock. Plenty of room for trucks.’


The edifice they were vacating was a huge stone hulk, wedged between storefronts of more recent vintage. That meant it was more than a century old, dating back to the days when the county’s quarries were going full blast and Pickax was being built as the City of Stone. It was the first time he had scrutinized it. There were no windows in the side walls, and the front entrance had been boarded up. Qwilleran crossed the street and appreciated the design for the first time: Four columns were part of the architecture, topped by a pediment and the simple words inscribed in the stone: OPERA HOUSE.


Then he realized that the smaller buildings on either side had been vacated also. Something was happening in downtown Pickax!


Qwilleran went home to his converted apple barn, which was as old as the opera house. It occupied a wooded area on the outskirts of town – octagonal, forty feet high, with fieldstone foundation and weathered wood shingles for siding. As he drove into the barnyard two alert cats were watching excitedly in the kitchen window. They were sleek Siamese with pale fawn bodies and seal-brown masks and ears, long slender legs, and whiplike tails. And they had startlingly blue eyes.


Yum Yum was a flirtatious little female who purred, rubbed ankles, and gazed at Qwilleran beseechingly with violet-tinged eyes. She knew how to get what she wanted; she was all cat … Koko was a cat-and-a-half. Besides being long, lithe, and muscular, he had the bluest of blue eyes, brimming with intelligence and something beyond that – an uncanny intuition. There were times when the cat knew the answers before Qwilleran had even thought of the questions. Kao K’o Kung was his real name.


When Qwilleran walked into the barn, Yum Yum was excited about the turkey, but Koko was excited about the answering machine; there was a message waiting.


A woman’s voice said, ‘Qwill, I’m leaving the library early and going to the dinner meeting of the bird club. It’s all about chickadees tonight. I’ll call you when I get home and we can talk about Thelma Thackeray. A bientôt.’


She left no name, and none was needed. Polly Duncan was the chief woman in his life. She was his own age and shared his interest in literature, being director of the Pickax public library. It was her musical voice that had first attracted him. Even now, when she talked, he felt a frisson of pleasure that almost overshadowed what she was saying.


Qwilleran thanked Koko for drawing his attention to the message and asked Yum Yum if she had found any treasures in the wastebasket. Talking to cats, he believed, raised their consciousness.


The dark meat of turkey was minced and arranged on two plates under the kitchen table, where they gobbled it up with rapture. Afterwards it took them a long time to wash up. The tastier the treat, the longer the ablutions, Qwilleran had observed.


Then he announced loudly, ‘Gazebo Express now leaving for all points east!’ Yum Yum and Koko jumped into a canvas tote bag that had been purchased from the Pickax public library. It was the right size for ten books or two cats who are good friends.


The octagonal gazebo stood in the bird garden, screened on all eight sides. In the evening there were birds and small four-legged creatures to amuse the Siamese, and when darkness fell there were night noises and night smells. Qwilleran stayed with them for a while, then went indoors to do some more work on the ‘Qwill Pen’ column.


From time to time he received phone calls from friends who wanted to talk about the Hollywood celebrity: from Wetherby Goode, the WPKX meteorologist; from Celia Robinson O’Dell, his favorite caterer; from Susan Exbridge, antique dealer; the Lanspeaks, owners of the department store.


At one point he was interrupted by a phone call from Lisa Compton, wife of the school superintendent.


‘Lyle and I were wondering if you know what’s going into the old opera house?’


‘No, I know only what’s coming out. Maybe they’re going to bring Mark Twain back. He hasn’t been here since 1895.’


‘I know,’ Lisa said. ‘And my grandmother was still raving about him sixty years later. She loved his moustache – just like yours, Qwill. His wit and humor brought down the house! Her favorite was the one about cross-breeding man with the cat: It would improve the man but be deleterious to the cat.


‘She told me that carriages used to draw up to the entrance of the hall, and women in furs and jewels would step out, assisted by men in opera cloaks and tall hats. Can you imagine that – in Pickax, Qwill?’


‘That was over a hundred years ago,’ Qwilleran said. ‘Things change.’


‘So true! Before World War One the economy had collapsed. Pickax was almost a ghost town, and the opera hall was boarded up. In the Twenties it was a movie theatre for a few years. During World War Two the government took it over – all very hush-hush and heavily guarded. They removed the rows of seats and leveled the raked floor, my family told me.’


Qwilleran said, ‘The old building has had a checkered career.’


‘Yes, since then it’s been a roller rink, a dance hall, a health club, and finally a storage warehouse. Who knows what’s next?’


‘If you get any clues, let me know,’ he said.


‘I’ll do that … How are the kitties, Qwill?’


‘Fine. How’s Lyle?’


‘Grouchy. He’s crossing swords with the school board again.’


Qwilleran was treating himself to a dish of ice cream when Polly phoned. ‘How was your meeting?’ he asked. ‘What did you have for dinner?’


‘Robin-O’Dell catered some meat pies. Food always suffers in the transportation, you know, but they were acceptable.’


‘Did you learn anything about chickadees that you didn’t already know?’


She wailed in exasperation. ‘There was more discussion about that Thackeray woman than about birds! … There was one thing that I found rather amusing, though. The realty agent who sold her the house was there; he and his wife are avid birders. At first he was reluctant to talk – professional confidentiality, you know – but after a few glasses of wine he relaxed. He said she bought it sight unseen, after they sent photos and specifications … They lined up Mavis Adams to check legal details and Fran Brodie to handle the redecorating. In fact, Fran flew to California for a conference.’


Qwilleran asked, ‘Did he say why she needs such a large house?’


‘He claimed not to know. But it would be interesting to talk to Fran, wouldn’t it?’


Feigning a lack of interest, he mumbled something and reminded Polly that they were dining with the Rikers the next night. ‘I’ve made a reservation at the Mackintosh Inn. We’ll meet here at the barn at six o’clock.’


‘I’m looking forward to it,’ she said. ‘A bientôt.’


‘A bientôt.’


Before bringing in the Siamese from the gazebo, Qwilleran flicked the single switch that lighted the entire interior of the barn with uplights and down-lights. A ramp spiraled dramatically around the inside walls, connecting the three balconies. In the center of the main floor stood a giant white fireplace cube with white stacks rising to the cupola.


The Siamese were waiting, torn between the enchantment of the night and the prospect of a bedtime snack. As soon as they were indoors, they jumped out of the tote bag and raced up the ramp – Koko chasing Yum Yum all the way to the top. Then she turned and chased him down again. Qwilleran clocked them: thirty-seven seconds for the entire course.


Then the three of them piled into the big reading chair and listened to a recording of Carmen. It was the cats’ favorite. Qwilleran liked anything by Bizet. Wouldn’t it be sensational, he thought, if the old opera house started bringing in opera companies! But not impossible. Anything could happen in Pickax, 400 miles north of everywhere.
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Just before waking on Wednesday, Qwilleran dreamed about the old opera house. The elite of Pickax were arriving in horse-drawn carriages. Every seat in the house was taken with opera-lovers excited about hearing Tristan and Isolde. Then he opened his eyes! The Siamese were performing a Wagnerian duet outside his door.


Qwilleran leaped out of bed. ‘You demons!’ he scolded. They ran down the ramp, and he took the short cut to the kitchen via a circular staircase.


He prepared the cats’ breakfast absently, having two questions on his mind – both of more interest than chopped chicken livers. Who was Thelma Thackeray? he asked himself. And what was about to happen to the opera house? After a career as a warehouse for household appliances, the old building had nowhere to go but up. Suppose the K Fund were to restore it to its former glamour! Would anyone attend concerts and lectures in this age of TV and videos?


He prepared super-strength coffee in his automated brewer and thawed a breakfast roll. Then he made phone calls.


First he called Amanda’s Studio of Interior Design, hoping Fran Brodie would be in-house, but she was still in California, working with the client, and Amanda was at City Hall, doing the duties of a mayor. Qwilleran left his name, and the new assistant said, ‘Oh! You’re Mr Q! I live in Lockmaster, but I read your column in the Something and it’s neat – really neat!’


Next he phoned the official county historian to inquire about the Thackeray family. Homer Tibbitt was ninety-eight, and he lived with his wife, Rhoda, at Ittibittiwassee Estates, a retirement residence out in the country. They were virtually newlyweds. Neither had been married before, and theirs was considered the romance of the century.


Rhoda answered the phone in her sweet trembling voice and turned it over to Homer, whose vocal delivery was reedy and high-pitched, but vigorous. ‘The only thing I know about the Thackeray family is that Milo was a bootlegger in the Thirties. Thornton Haggis would have all that information. He read a paper at a meeting of the historical society – all about our fair county during Prohibition.’


So Qwilleran phoned the Thornton Haggis residence. Thorn, as he liked to be called, was a fourth-generation stonecutter, now retired from the family’s monument works. He had a degree in art history from a university Down Below and now gave liberally of his time to the local art community. His wife told Qwilleran to call the Art Center; Thorn was helping to hang a new exhibition.


Sure enough, the volunteer was up on a ladder when Qwilleran phoned. ‘I can tell you a thing or two about Moose County’s boozy history. Where are you, Qwill? At the barn? The job here will be finished in a half hour, and I’ll drive up there. Brew some of that lethal coffee you like!’


It was generally assumed that Thornton would take over the unpaid job of county historian when, if ever, Homer retired. The records of the monument works went back to 1850, when tombstones were chiseled with name, the vital statistics, cause of death, and names of survivors and family pets. Also, examples of wit and humor were chipped into the stone at modest price-per-letter.


Qwilleran’s visitor had a rampant shock of snow-white hair visible a block away. The Siamese always became unusually frisky when he appeared. ‘Is that a compliment?’ he asked. ‘Or do they suspect me of something?’


Qwilleran suggested, ‘They associate your last name with something good to eat. Cats have a clever way of putting two and two together.’


‘I drove around by the library and picked up the paper I wrote for the local history collection. It’s the one I read at the meeting of the Old Timers Club. It made some of them cry.’


‘Good! Let’s go out to the gazebo with some refreshments, and you can read it to me. I’ll take a box of tissues.’


It was a pleasantly warm day – and an hour when the wild creatures were not too noisy. What looked like red wine on the refreshment tray was actually Squunk water from a local mineral spring, with a slug of cranberry juice. Thorn smacked his lips. ‘You could bottle this stuff and sell it!’


Qwilleran turned on his tape recorder, and the following was later transcribed for Short & Tall Tales, a collection of local legends.


MILO THE POTATO FARMER


Milo Thackeray and my grandfather were good friends. They played checkers and went hunting together – varmints and deer. Hunting was not a sport in those days. For many struggling families it was a way to put food on the table. Hard times had come to Moose County in the early twentieth century. Yet this had been the richest county in the state when natural resources were being exploited.


Then the ten mines closed, leaving entire villages without hope of work; the forests were lumbered out; there was no market for quarry stone; the ship-building industry went elsewhere when steamboats replaced tall-masted schooners. Thousands of persons fled Down Below, hoping to find work in factories, and those who remained had little money to spend on potatoes and tombstones. Milo was a potato farmer, and Gramps was a stonecutter.


It had been a year of tragedy for the potato farmer. His eldest son was one of the first casualties of World War One; two younger children died in the influenza epidemic; and now his wife died while giving birth to twins, Thelma and Thurston. They were his salvation! Gramps was there when Milo swore an oath to give them a better life than he had known. A sister-in-law came in to care for them, and eventually Milo married her. Eventually, too, his life took a strange turn.


In 1919 the Volstead Act went into effect, and thirsty citizens provided a large market for illegal beverages. Somehow, Milo learned he could make hard liquor from potatoes. Gramps helped him build a distillery, and it worked! Customers came to the farm in Model T cars and horse-drawn wagons. Unfortunately for the jubilant farmer, revenue agents also came. They smashed the still and poured the liquor on the ground. (Even to this day the belief persists that the act accounts for the superior flavor of Moose County potatoes.)


Milo was undaunted! His twins were growing fast, and he had sworn an oath.


Across the lake, a hundred miles away, was Canada, famous for good whiskey. On the shore of Moose County there were scores of commercial fishermen who were getting only a penny a pound for their catch. Milo organized a fleet of rumrunners to bring the whiskey over under cover of darkness. Soon a steady stream of Model T trucks was coming north to haul it away, camouflaged in many ingenious ways.


The poor potato farmer became the rich bootlegger.


Transactions were made in cash, and Gramps held the lantern while Milo buried the money in the backyard.


Every weekend Milo took his family and their young friends to Lockmaster for a picnic and moving picture show. The back of the truck was filled with kids sitting on disguised cases of contraband. Milo never attended the show, and the seats were never there for the return trip.


There was no such entertainment in Moose County. The twins begged their father to open a picture show in Pickax.


Prohibition ended in 1933, but the potato farmer was in a position to indulge his twins. He bought the old opera house, long boarded up, and made it the Pickax Movie Palace. He financed their chosen careers.


Besides their sex, the twins were very different. Thurston was slight of build and more sensitive; he loved dogs and horses and wanted to be a veterinarian. Milo sent him to Cornell, where he earned his D.V.M. degree.


Thelma was taller, huskier, and bolder; she wanted to be ‘in pictures.’ Milo sent her to Hollywood with her stepmother as chaperone. He never saw either of the women again.


Thelma obtained bit parts in two B films and decided she would prefer the food business, playing the leading role as hostess in her own restaurant. Milo first financed a snack shop (the Thackeray Snackery) and then a fine restaurant called simply Thelma’s. She did very well. When Milo died he left his fortune to Thurston, to establish the Thackeray Animal Clinic in Lockmaster, and to Thelma, to realize her dream of a private dinner club for connoisseurs of old movies.


Milo was buried in the Hilltop Cemetery, with Gramps as the sole mourner. And Gramps chiseled the headstone the way his friend wanted it: MILO THE POTATO FARMER.


‘Good story!’ Qwilleran said as he turned off the tape recorder. ‘Is Thelma’s twin still living?’


‘No, Dr Thurston was killed in an accident a year or so ago. There was a rumor that it was murder, but no charges were brought. The gossips said that a group of horse breeders had been trying to buy the Thackeray Clinic but Thurston wouldn’t sell. Right after his death they bought it from the estate and changed the name. I don’t read the Lockmaster Ledger, so I don’t know any details. But the idea of murder didn’t make sense to me.’


‘Well, anyway, the twin sister is returning to her hometown for some “fun,” according to an item in the Something.’


‘My wife told me about it. Am I supposed to get excited about it? Sounds to me as if she’s been out in the sun too long!’


Qwilleran, although feigning a lack of interest, was beginning to have a nagging curiosity about Thelma Thackeray, and he looked forward to Fran Brodie’s return from California.


The Siamese knew something was about to happen – something important, not alarming. Their dinner was served early; the nut bowls on the coffee table were filled; glasses and bottles appeared on the serving bar. The cats watched the preparations, forgoing their usual postprandial meditation in a sunny spot.


Qwilleran was proud of his bartending skills, and he always served his guests with a fillip of formality. Now he had acquired a round silver tray with the merest suggestion of a fluted rim – just enough to keep it from looking like a hubcap. (He disliked anything ornate.) There were modern trays in aluminum, chrome, and stainless steel, and he had served drinks on them all, but silver had soul. Even the Siamese felt it. They jumped on the bar and looked at their reflections in its highly polished surface. It had been a gift from two of his favorite young people!


At six o’clock Polly Duncan was the first to drive into the barnyard, having come directly from the library. ‘You have a new tray! It’s quite lovely. I like the piecrust rim. Is it antique? Where did you find it?’


‘It was a kind of thank-you from the Bambas. I recommended Lori and Nick when the K Fund was looking for a couple to run the Nutcracker Inn. Let me read you the inscription.’


It was: For Qwill with the compliments of the Nutcracker Inn, where all the nuts go.


Another vehicle pulled up to the kitchen door. The Rikers had come directly from the newspaper office. Mildred was the food editor; Arch was editor in chief and Qwilleran’s lifelong friend. The two men had grown up together in Chicago and were secure enough in their friendship to taunt each other at the slightest provocation.


Mildred noticed the new tray on the bar. ‘It’s charming! Where did you find it?’


‘It was a gift. Glad you approve.’


‘It’s not very old,’ said Arch, who considered himself an authority on antiques. ‘And it’s only silver plate.’


‘It will do,’ Qwilleran said, ‘until you give me an eighteenth-century sterling tray for my birthday, which happens to be next month, in case you’ve forgotten.’


When drinks were served and they moved to the deep-cushioned sofas around the fireplace, Arch proposed a toast: ‘To all who slave in the workplace from nine to five – and to those who only do two columns a week.’


There was a quick retort from the author of the ‘Qwill Pen’ column: ‘If I didn’t write my thousand words every Tuesday and Friday, your circulation would drop fifty percent. By the way, do you have any news in tomorrow’s newspaper?’


‘Yes,’ Mildred said. ‘Good news on the food page! Derek Cuttlebrink’s girlfriend and her two brothers in Chicago have purchased the Old Stone Mill, and it will have a new name, a new chef, and a new menu … And Derek will be the manager!’


The other three all talked at once. ‘Wonderful news! … It’s about time! … There’s nothing like having a Chicago heiress for a girlfriend … I wonder if he’ll stop growing now … I remember him when he was only a six-foot-four busboy and his ambition was to be a cop … The boy’s got charisma! … Wait till his groupies hear the news! … What will the new restaurant be called?’


‘The Grist Mill. That was its original purpose. The farmers brought their wheat and corn to be ground into flour.’


Arch said, ‘I hope they get rid of the phony mill wheel! The millstream dried up fifty years ago, they say, and turning the wheel electrically was a harebrained idea! The mechanical creaking and rumbling and groaning gave the diners indigestion … It drove me crazy!’


‘That’s not hard to do,’ Qwilleran observed.


The Siamese had not been in evidence during the conversation, and Mildred asked, ‘Where’s sweet little Yum Yum?’


She was under the sofa, advancing stealthily on Arch’s shoelaces.


‘Where’s King Koko?’ he asked.


Koko heard his name and appeared from nowhere, walking stiffly on his long, elegant legs. When he had everyone’s attention, he looked haughtily from one to another, then turned and left the room.
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