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Jim Qwilleran is a very rich man—the richest individual in Moose County, to be exact. Moose County, as everyone knows, claims to be 400 miles north of everywhere, a remote rockbound outpost comfortably distant from the crime, traffic, and pollution of densely populated urban areas to the south. The natives have a chauvinistic scorn for what they call Down Below.


Before Qwilleran inherited his enormous wealth he had been a journalist Down Below, covering the crime beat on major newspapers for twenty-five years. His name (spelled with the unconventional Qw) and his photograph (distinguished by a luxuriant moustache) were known to millions. Then, at the uneasy age of fifty, he became heir to the Klingenschoen fortune and retired to Moose County.


Currently he lives quite simply in Pickax City, the county seat (population: 3,000), sharing a modest bachelor apartment with two Siamese cats, writing a column for the local newspaper, driving an energy-efficient car, dating a librarian, and ignoring the fact that he owns half of Moose County and a substantial chunk of New Jersey. The tall husky man with a prominent moustache is frequently seen riding a bicycle in Pickax, dining in restaurants, and going into the secondhand bookstore. He reads much, and although his mournful eyes and drooping moustache give his countenance an aspect of sadness, he has found contentment.


Not surprisingly Qwilleran has retained his interest in crime, possessing a natural curiosity and a journalist’s cynicism that can scent misdoing like a cat sniffing a mouse. Recently he was haunted by private suspicions following an incident that others accepted as a whim of fate. The initial circumstances are best related in his own words. He recorded the following on tape shortly after his midnight ride to North Middle Hummock:


I knew the telephone was about to ring. I knew it a full ten seconds before it interrupted the first act of Otello. It was a Sunday night in early October, and I was in my pajamas, taking it easy, listening to an opera cassette that Polly Duncan had brought me from England. The Siamese also were taking it easy, although not necessarily listening. Koko was on the coffee table, sitting tall and swaying slightly, with a glazed expression in his slanted blue eyes. Opera puts him in a trance. Yum Yum was curled up on my lap with her paws covering her ears—a feline commentary on Verdi, no doubt. I’m not a great opera-lover myself, but Polly is trying to convert me, and I admit that Verdi’s Otello is powerful stuff.


Suddenly, during the tense build-up to the drunken brawl scene, Yum Yum’s body stiffened and her toes contracted. At the same instant Koko’s eyes opened wide and his ears pointed toward the telephone. Ten seconds later … it rang.


I consulted my watch. In Pickax not many persons venture to call after midnight.


“Yes?” I answered brusquely, expecting to hear a befuddled voice asking for Nadine or Doreen or Chlorine against an obbligato of late-night bar hubbub. Or the caller might say abruptly, “Whoozis?” In that case I would say grandly, “Whom are you calling, sir?” And he would hang up immediately without even an expletive. Of all the four-letter words I know, the speediest turn-off in such circumstances is whom.


It was no barfly on the line, however. It sounded like Iris Cobb, although her voice—usually so cheerful—had a distinct tremor that worried me. “Sorry to call so late, Mr. Q, but I’m … terribly upset.”


“What’s the trouble?” I asked quickly.


“I’m hearing … strange noises in the house,” she said with a whimper.


Mrs. Cobb lived alone in an old farmhouse rather far out in the country, where noise is an uncommon factor and any slight sound is magnified at night. The thumps and clicks from a furnace or electric pump, for example, can be unnerving, and a loose shutter banging against the house can drive one up the wall.


“Does it sound,” I asked, “like a mechanical problem or something loose on the outside of the house?”


“No … no … not like that,” she said in a distracted way as if listening. “There! I just heard it again!”


“What kind of noise, Mrs. Cobb?” My curiosity was aroused at that point.


She hesitated before replying timidly, “It’s frightening! Sort of … unearthly!”


How should I react? Mrs. Cobb had always thought it amusing to have a resident ghost in an old house, but tonight her voice expressed abject terror. “Could you describe the sounds specifically?”


“It’s like knocking in the walls … rattling … moaning … and sometimes a scream.”


I ran a questioning hand over my moustache, which always perks up at moments like this. It was October, and Moose County likes to celebrate Halloween for the entire month. Already there were pumpkins on every front porch and ghostly white sheets hanging from trees. The pranksters might be getting an early start—perhaps some kids from the nearby town of Chipmunk, which is noted for its rowdies. “You should call the police,” I advised her calmly. “Tell them you suspect prowlers.”


“I called them the night before last,” she said, “and everything was quiet when the sheriff got here. It was embarrassing.”


“How long has this been going on? I mean, when did you first hear mysterious sounds?”


“About two weeks ago. At first it was just knocking—now and then—not very loud.”


Her voice was more controlled now, and I thought the best course was to keep her on the line. She might talk herself out of her fears. “Have you mentioned the situation to anyone around there?” I asked.


“Well … yes. I told the people who live at the end of the lane, but they didn’t take it seriously.”


“How about reporting it to Larry or Mr. Tibbitt?”


“Somehow I didn’t want to do that.”


“Why not?”


“Well … in the daylight, Mr. Q, when the sun is shining and everything, I feel foolish talking about it. I don’t want them to think I’m cracking up.”


That was understandable. “I suppose you keep the floodlights turned on in the yard after dark.”


“Oh, yes, always! And I keep peeking outside, but there’s nothing there. It seems to be coming from inside the house.”


“I agree it’s a puzzling situation, Mrs. Cobb,” I said, trying to appear interested and helpful but not apprehensive. “Why don’t you jump in your car and drive over to Indian Village and spend the night with Susan? Then we’ll investigate in the morning. There’s sure to be some logical explanation.”


“Oh, I couldn’t!” she said with a faltering cry. “My car’s in the barn, and I’m afraid to go out there. Oh, Mr. Q, I don’t know what to do! … Oh, my God! There it goes again!” Her words ended with a shriek that made my flesh creep. “There’s something outside the window!”


“Get hold of yourself, Mrs. Cobb,” I said firmly. “I’ll pick you up and take you to Indian Village. Call Susan and tell her you’ll be there. Pack a bag. I’ll see you in twenty minutes. And drink some warm milk, Mrs. Cobb.”


I pulled on pants and a sweater over my pajamas, grabbed the car keys and a jacket, and bolted out of the apartment, half stumbling over a cat who happened to be in the way. Mrs. Cobb had a health problem, and the noises might very well be imaginary, the result of taking medication, but that made them no less terrifying.


The farmhouse in North Middle Hummock was thirty minutes away, but I made it in twenty. Fortunately there was no traffic. This was late Sunday night, and all of Moose County was at home, asleep in front of the TV.


The old paving stones of Main Street, wet from a recent shower, glistened like a night scene in a suspense movie, and I barreled through the three blocks of downtown Pickax at sixty-five and ran the town’s one-and-only red light. At the city limits the streetlights ended. There was no moon, and it was hellishly dark on the country roads. This had been a mining region in the nineteenth century. Now the highway is bordered with abandoned mineshafts, rotting shafthouses, and red Danger signs, but on this moonless night they were obliterated by the darkness.


I drove with my country-brights, following the yellow line and watching for the Dimsdale Diner, a lonely landmark that stays open all night. Its lights glimmered faintly through dirty windows, identifying the intersection where I had to turn onto Ittibittiwassee Road. There the highway was straight and smooth. I pushed up to eighty-five.


Beyond the Old Plank Bridge the route became winding and hilly, and I slowed to a cautious sixty-five, thinking about this woman who was depending on me tonight. Poor Mrs. Cobb had survived more than her share of tragedies. A few years ago, when I lived Down Below and wrote for the Daily Fluxion, she was my landlady. I rented a furnished room over her antique shop in a blighted part of the city. After the murder of her husband she sold the shop and moved to Pickax, where she applied her expertise to museum work. Now she was resident manager of the Goodwinter Farmhouse Museum, living in one wing of the historic building.


It was not surprising that she phoned me in her desperation. We were good friends, although in a formal sort of way, always addressing each other as “Mrs. Cobb” and “Mr. Q.” I suspected that she would like a closer relationship, but she was not my type. I admired her as a businesswoman and an expert on antiques, but she played the clinging vine where men were concerned, and it could be cloying. She also played the witch in the kitchen. I’ll admit to being a pushover for her pot roast and coconut cake, and the Siamese would commit murder for her meatloaf.


So here I was, speeding out to North Middle Hummock in my pajamas to rescue a helpless female in distress. For a brief moment it crossed my mind that her agonized phone call might be a ploy to get me out there in the middle of the night. Ever since inheriting all that damned Klingenschoen money I’ve been wary of friendly females. And ever since Mrs. Cobb arrived in Pickax with her vanload of cookbooks and her worshipful attitude, I’ve been on my guard. I enjoy a good meal and have always considered her a great cook, but she wore too much pink and too many ruffles—not to mention those eyeglasses with rhinestone-studded frames. Besides, I was involved with Polly Duncan, who was intelligent, cultivated, stimulating, loving … and jealous.


Hunting for North Middle Hummock in the dark was literally going-it-blind. It had been a thriving community in the old days when the mines were operating, but economic disaster after World War I had reduced it to a ghost town, a pile of rubble overgrown with weeds and totally invisible on a moonless night. With no streetlights and no visible landmarks, all trees and bushes looked alike. Finally my headlights picked out the white rail fence of the Fugtree farm, and I gave three cheers for white paint. After another dark stretch there was a white-painted cottage with a flickering light in the window; someone was watching TV. The cottage marked the entrance to Black Creek Lane, and the lane dead-ended at the Goodwinter place. I felt a flood of relief.


Mrs. Cobb had inherited the historic Goodwinter farmhouse from Herb Hackpole, her third husband, after a shockingly brief marriage. She immediately sold it to the Historical Society for use as a museum—sold it for one dollar! She was that kind of person, good-hearted and incredibly generous.


As I drove down the gravel lane I noticed that the Goodwinter farmyard, which should have been floodlighted, was in darkness. So was the house. Power failures are common in Moose County … and yet, I remembered seeing lights in the Fugtree farmhouse, and someone was watching TV in the cottage up at the corner. I felt a tingling sensation on my upper lip.


Driving around to the west side of the sprawling farmhouse, I parked with the headlights beamed on the entrance to the manager’s apartment and took a flashlight from the glove compartment. First I banged the brass knocker, and when there was no answer I tried the door and was not surprised to find it unlocked. That’s customary in Moose County. Flashing my light around the entrance hall I found a wall switch and flipped it experimentally, still thinking the power might be cut off. Unexpectedly the hall fixture responded—and on went four electric candles in an iron chandelier.


“Mrs. Cobb!” I called. “It’s Qwilleran!”


There was no answer, nor was there any knocking or rattling or moaning. Certainly no screaming. In fact, the rooms were disturbingly silent. An archway at the left led to the parlor, and its antique furnishings were illuminated as soon as I found the wall switch. Why, I asked myself, had this frightened woman turned out all the lights? The roots of my moustache were sending me anxiety signals: Sometimes I wish it were less sensitive.


Across the hall the bedroom door was standing open, and there was an overnight case on the bed, partly packed. The bathroom door was closed. “Mrs. Cobb!” I called again. Somewhat reluctantly I opened the bathroom door and steeled myself to look in the stall shower.


Still calling her name, I continued down the hall to the old-fashioned kitchen with its fireplace and big dining table and pine cabinets. I flipped on the lights, and in that instant my instincts told me what I would find. There was a milk carton on the kitchen counter, and on the floor was a sprawled figure in a pink skirt and pink sweater, the eyes staring, the round face painfully contorted. There were no signs of life.




Two
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When Qwilleran discovered Mrs. Cobb’s lifeless body he reacted with more sorrow than shock. He had sensed the worst as soon as he turned down Black Creek Lane and found the premises in darkness. Now, looking down at the pink-clad figure—pink to the very end!—he pounded his moustache with his fist, pounded it in sadness mixed with anger. It was unthinkable that this good woman should slip away in the prime of life, at the apex of her career, at the height of her joy. She had won the admiration of the community; her last husband had left her well-off; and at the age of fifty-five she was a grandmother for the first time. But then, he reminded himself, Fate had never been known for its good timing.


Finding the kitchen telephone, he punched the police emergency number and reported the incident without emotion, stating all the necessary details. The phone stood on a relic from an old schoolhouse: a cast-iron base supporting a wooden seat and a boxlike desk with lift-up top. The writing surface was grooved for pens and pencils and inkwell, and it was carved with generations of initials. Also on the desk was an alphabetized notebook containing phone numbers; it was open to E. Qwilleran called Susan Exbridge in Indian Village, and she answered on the first ring.


“Susan, this is Qwill,” he said somberly. “Did Iris call you a short time ago?”


“Yes, the poor thing was frightened out of her wits for some reason or other. She was almost incoherent, but I gathered that you’re bringing her over here to spend the night. I’ve just put pink sheets on the guestbed.”


“That was the plan. I’m at the farmhouse now. She won’t be able to make it.”


“Why? What happened, Qwill?”


“I found her on the kitchen floor. Not breathing. No pulse. I’ve called the police.”


Susan wailed into the phone. “How terrible! How perfectly awful! What will we do without her? I’m devastated!” She had a tendency to be dramatic and a personal reason to feel bereft. The two women were partners in a new enterprise in downtown Pickax, and the gold lettering had just been painted on the shop window: Exbridge & Cobb, Fine Antiques. The formal opening was scheduled for Saturday.


Qwilleran said, “We’ll talk tomorrow, Susan. The sheriff will be here momentarily.”


“Is there anything I can do?”


“Get some rest and prepare for a busy day tomorrow. I’m calling Larry, and I’m sure he’ll need your help with arrangements.”


Larry Lanspeak was president of the Historical Society and chairperson of the Goodwinter Farmhouse Museum as well as owner of the local department store. As merchant, civic leader, and talented actor in the Pickax Theatre Club he brought boundless energy to everything he undertook. Qwilleran put in a call to the Lanspeak country house in fashionable West Middle Hummock, and, although it was almost two o’clock, Larry answered the phone as briskly as he would in midday.


“Larry, this is Qwill. Sorry to disturb you. We have trouble. I’m calling from the museum. Iris called me in hysterics not long ago, and I rushed out here. You know about her heart condition, don’t you? I was too late. I found her dead on the kitchen floor. I’ve called the police.”


There was a prolonged silence at the other end of the line.


“Larry …?”


In a hollow voice Larry said, “It can’t be! We need her! And she was too young to go!”


“She was our age.” Qwilleran’s tone was understandably morose.


“I’ll throw on some clothes and get there as soon as possible. God! This is terrible news. Carol will be floored!”


Qwilleran turned on the yardlights and turned off his headlights just as the sheriff’s car came down the lane.


A young officer in a wide-brimmed hat stepped out. “Somebody report a dead body?”


“It’s Mrs. Cobb, manager of the museum. She called me in a panic, and I came out to see if I could help. I’m Jim Qwilleran from Pickax.”


The deputy nodded. Everyone knew the outsize moustache that belonged to the richest man in the county.


They went indoors, and Qwilleran pointed the way to the kitchen.


“Emergency’s on the way,” said the deputy. “They’ll take the body to Pickax Hospital. The medical examiner will have to sign the death certificate.”


“He might want to check with Doctor Halifax. She was being treated for a heart condition.”


The deputy nodded, writing up his report.


Qwilleran explained, “Mrs. Cobb called me because she was hearing strange noises and was afraid to stay here.”


“She put in a call a couple of nights ago. I checked it out, but I couldn’t find anything irregular. No evidence of prowlers on the grounds. Are you next of kin?”


“No. She has a son in St. Louis. He’ll have to decide where we go from here. I’d better call him and break the news.”


At that moment the emergency vehicle arrived, and silent attendants removed the pink-clad remains of one who had captivated the community with her generosity, her cheerful personality, and her encyclopedic knowledge of antiques. And her baking, Qwilleran thought. Whenever there was a charity bazaar or civic reception, Mrs. Cobb stayed up all night baking cookies—not just chocolate chip but an array of lemon-coconut squares, butterscotch pecan meringues, apricot-almond crescents, and more. Ironically, there were Moose County citizens who would remember Iris Cobb chiefly for her cookies.


Qwilleran leafed through the notebook on the school desk in search of her son’s phone number. Unfortunately he was unable to remember the young man’s name. He had a vague recollection that it was Dennis. The last name was not Cobb but something like Gough, pronounced Goff … or Lough, pronounced Luff … or Keough, pronounced Kyow. Under H he found a listing with a St. Louis area code, and he punched the number. A man’s sleepy voice answered.


Many a time Qwilleran had been enlisted to notify a victim’s next of kin, and he did it with sensitivity. His voice had a richness of timbre and a sympathetic gentleness that gave the impression of genuine feeling.


“Dennis?” he said in a sober monotone. “Sorry to wake you at this hour. I’m Jim Qwilleran, a friend of your mother, calling from North Middle Hummock.”


The young man was immediately alarmed. “What’s wrong?” he demanded. His gulp was audible.


“I received a phone call from Iris after midnight. She was afraid to stay at the farm alone, so I offered to drive her to a friend’s house . . .”


“What’s happened? Tell me what’s happened!”


“I found her on the kitchen floor. No doubt she’d had a heart attack. It pains me to bring you this news, Dennis.”


Her son groaned. “Oh, God! I was flying up there to see her tomorrow—I mean, today. Her doctor suggested it.”


“Her going is a great loss. She made many friends here and won over the entire community.”


“I know. She told me in her letters how happy she was. For the first time in her life she felt as if she really belonged.”


“That brings up the matter of funeral arrangements, Dennis. What should we do! It’s your decision, although the Klingenschoen Memorial Fund would consider it a privilege to cover all expenses. Had Iris ever expressed her wishes?”


“Gosh, no,” said her son. “She was too busy living! I don’t know what to say. This is so totally unexpected. I’ve got to think about it—talk it over with Cheryl.”


“Call me back, here at the farmhouse, soon as possible. The hospital is waiting for instructions.”


Returning the receiver to the cradle Qwilleran noticed the shelf of paperback cookbooks on the wall—a sad substitute for the three-dozen hardbound cookbooks she had lost in a disastrous fire. Other shelves displayed antique pewter plates, porringers, and tankards; the overhead beams were hung with copper pots and baskets; around the fireplace were wrought-iron utensils used in the days of open-hearth cooking. It was a warm and friendly place. Mrs. Cobb loved her kitchen.


Absently he browsed through her phone book, where the listings were written with bold-tip pen in large block letters, a sign of her failing eyesight. The book contained the numbers of museum volunteers for the most part … also someone named Kristi … and Vince and Verona, whoever they were … and Dr. Halifax. Both his home and office numbers were listed. In Pickax one could call the doctor at home in the middle of the night. HB&B obviously was the law firm of Hasselrich, Bennett and Barter. No doubt they had handled her inheritance and drawn up her will. Mrs. Cobb had realized a sizable estate from her third husband, although she chose not to use his name.


As he waited Qwilleran wandered about the apartment, looking for clues to the final minutes of her life. In the open luggage on her bed were a pink robe and pink slippers. The milk carton was still on the kitchen counter, and he put it in the refrigerator. There was a mug of milk in the microwave; the oven had been turned off, but the milk was warm. He poured it down the drain and rinsed the mug. The door leading from the kitchen into the main part of the museum was unlocked, and he was browsing through the exhibit rooms when the phone rang. He was pleased that Dennis would call back so soon. The voice he heard, however, was that of a woman.


“This is Kristi at the Fugtree farm,” she said. “Is Iris all right? I saw a police car and ambulance going down the lane.”


“I regret to say,” he announced solemnly, “that Mrs. Cobb has had a fatal attack.”


“Oh, no! I’m so sorry. I knew she was seeing Doctor Hal, but I didn’t know it was so serious. Is this Mr. Lanspeak?”


“No, just a friend from Pickax.”


“How did it happen?” She sounded young and breathless.


“The details will be in tomorrow’s paper, I believe.”


“Oh … Well, I’m very sorry. I really am! I was sitting up with my sick kids and I saw the flashing lights, so I just had to call.”


“That’s all right.”


“Well, thank you. What’s your name?”


“Jim Qwilleran,” he mumbled.


Most women would have reacted with an excited “Ooooooh!” as they realized they were talking to an eligible and very wealthy bachelor, but this young woman merely said, “My name is Kristi Waffle.”


“It was good of you to call. Good night.”


He heard a car pulling into the farmyard and went to meet Larry Lanspeak. Despite the man’s elevated standing in the community he was unprepossessing. Ordinary height, ordinary coloring, and ordinary features gave him an anonymity that enabled him to slip into many different roles for the Theatre Club.


“What a tragedy!” he said, shaking his head and speaking in the well-modulated tones of an actor. He walked into the apartment with the deliberate and elongated stride of a man who wishes he were taller. “No one will ever appreciate how much that woman has done for our community! And she wouldn’t take a penny for it! We’ll never find a manager to equal—”


He was interrupted by the telephone bell.


“This will be her son calling from St. Louis,” Qwilleran said as he picked up the receiver, but he winced at the first words he heard.


“Say! This is Vince Boswell!” It was a loud piercing voice with a nasal twang. “I called to see about Iris. Something happen to her? The wife and me, we were sort of watching a video, and we saw the ambulance lights.”


Qwilleran replied coolly, “I regret to say that Mrs. Cobb has had a fatal attack.”


“No kidding! That’s a damn shame!” said the ear-shattering voice, adding with muffled volume as he turned away from the mouthpiece, “Some guy says Iris had a fatal attack, honey!” Then he shouted into the phone, “We liked Iris a helluva lot, my wife and me. Anything we can do?”


Qwilleran was holding the receiver six inches from his ear. “I don’t believe so, but thanks for calling.”


“We’re right close by if you need any help at the museum, understand? Glad to pitch in at a time like this.”


“That’s kind of you. Good night, Mr. Bosworth.”


“Boswell,” the man corrected him. “We’re staying in the cottage up at the corner, the wife and me. Larry Lanspeak is a friend of ours.”


“I see. Well, good night, Mr. Boswell. We appreciate your concern.”


Qwilleran hung up and said to Larry, “Who’s Boswell?”


“Haven’t you met Vince and Verona? She’s one of our volunteers, and Vince is cataloguing the antique printing presses in the barn. He’s writing a book on the history of printing.”


Qwilleran thought, Does the world need another book on the history of printing? “Where did you find this guy, Larry?”


“He came up here from Pittsburgh.”


Must have been a coach for the Steelers, Qwilleran thought.


Larry went on, “Vince offered to do the job gratis, so we let him live in the hired man’s cottage rent-free. Now that Iris is gone we should have someone living on the premises for security reasons. I’m thinking the Boswells might fill in temporarily.”


“I’ll be willing to move in until you locate a permanent resident,” Qwilleran said.


“That’s a kind offer, Qwill, but it would be an imposition.”


“Not at all. I’ve been wanting to spend some time at the museum—especially in the document collection—digging up material for my column.”


“If you’re serious, Qwill, it would solve our problem, and you wouldn’t have to be involved with the museum operation. It’s a separate telephone line, and the volunteers come and go with their own key. No one would bother you.”


“I’d have the cats with me, of course,” Qwilleran pointed out. “Koko is a self-appointed security officer, and Yum Yum once distinguished herself by catching a museum mouse. Iris used to invite them over here once in a while, and they never did any damage.”


“I’m not worried about that,” Larry said. “I know they’re well-behaved, and they could have a ball, socializing with the barncats and stuffing themselves with fieldmice.”


“They’re indoor cats,” Qwilleran quickly corrected him. “I’m very careful not to let them out.”


The telephone rang again, and this time it was Dennis. “We’ve talked it over, Mr. Qwilleran, and Cheryl and I think the funeral and burial should be up there, where Mother had so many friends. I’ll fly up today as I originally planned, and in the meantime you can make whatever decisions have to be made. She always wrote about you in her letters. You were very good to her.”


“I’m glad you’re coming up, Dennis. I’ll meet your plane at the airport and make a reservation for you at the Pickax Hotel, but I don’t have your last name.”


“It’s H-o-u-g-h, pronounced Huff.”


“Are you catching the five o’clock shuttle out of Minneapolis?”


“That’s right … and Mr. Qwilleran, there’s something I want to tell you when I arrive, something that was happening to my mother in the last week or so. It had to do with the museum. She was greatly disturbed.”


Qwilleran touched his moustache tentatively. “I certainly want to hear about it.”


“Thanks for everything, Mr. Q. Isn’t that what Mother always called you?”


“Most people call me Qwill. You do the same, Dennis.”


As he slowly hung up the phone, questions about Iris Cobb’s mental state raced through his mind. It had to be the medication!


“What’s the decision?” Larry asked.


“The arrangements are all up to us. Funeral and burial here. Her son will arrive this evening. I’ll have the Klingenschoen Fund cover expenses, and I want everything done right.”


“I agree. We’ll use the Dingleberry funeral home and have the service at the Old Stone Church.”


“Would you be good enough to make a couple of phone calls while I rustle up some instant coffee?” Qwilleran asked. “We should line up Dingleberry and inform the hospital. If they need to know the next of kin, it’s Dennis H-o-u-g-h, pronounced Huff. Then I’ll call WPKX and the night desk at the paper. They can run a bulletin on page one, and I’ll write an obituary for Tuesday.”


Larry said, “Tell them the museum will be closed for the entire week.”


They sat at the dining table in the kitchen, pushing aside the pink candles in milk-glass holders and swigging coffee from majolica mugs as they worked out the details: friends invited to call at Dingleberry’s Tuesday evening, final rites to be held at the church on Park Circle Wednesday morning, the Pickax Funeral Band to lead the procession of cars to the cemetery. As past president of the chamber of commerce Larry was sure that all places of business would close on the morning of the funeral. As current president of the board of education he would ask that schools also close for half a day.


“Grades K to twelve have all made field trips to the muyseum,” he said, “and Iris always had cookies and lemonade for the kids.”


For a century or more, funerals had been events of moment in Pickax. The townspeople always turned out en masse to pay their respects and count the number of vehicles in the procession. These statistics became a matter of record, to be memorized and quoted: ninety-three cars for Senior Goodwinter’s funeral the year before; seventy-five when Captain Fugtree was buried. Most spectacular of all was Ephraim Goodwinter’s funeral in 1904; fifty-two buggies, thirty-seven carriages, more than a hundred mourners on foot, and seventeen on bicycles. “Everything but camels and elephants,” one irreverent bystander was heard to remark on that occasion. Ephraim, owner of the Goodwinter Mine, was intensely disliked, and his funeral procession resembled a march of triumph, but that was a long story, veiled in hearsay and prejudice—one that Qwilleran hoped eventually to research.


Next came the question of flowers or no flowers. “I’m sure Iris would like flowers,” he said. “There’s a certain sentimentality in floral tributes, and our friend was a sentimental soul.”


“And how about eulogies? Iris was modest to a fault.”


“Yes, but she craved approval. When she first came to Pickax I introduced her at a city council meeting, and the audience applauded as a matter of courtesy. Iris was so touched by the applause that she went home and cried. So I vote for eulogies.”


“Good! We’ll line up the mayor and the president of the county commissioners. Or should we have a woman give one of the eulogies? Susan, perhaps. Or Carol.”


“Knowing Iris, I’d say the eulogies should be given by men.”


“Maybe you’re right. We’ll ask Susan to pick out the casket and something for Iris to wear.” Larry leaned back in his chair. “Well, I believe that’s all we can do tonight. I have Columbus Day specials at the ’store tomorrow—I mean, today—and if I rush home now I can snatch about three hours of sleep.”


Qwilleran said, “I’d like to mention one thing: Iris complained of hearing peculiar noises after dark. Did you ever hear anything unusual?”


“Can’t say that I did. I’ve been here many times at a late hour when we were setting up exhibits, and all I ever heard was crickets and frogs and maybe a loon.”


“When I arrived tonight, Larry, the whole place was in darkness. I thought it was a power failure, but when I tried the wall switches, everything worked. How do you explain that?”


“I don’t know,” said Larry, obviously tired and impatient to leave. “When we found out her eyesight was getting bad, we told Iris not to try to conserve electricity, but she had thrifty habits. I’ll get you some keys from the office.” He went through the doorway to the museum and soon returned, holding up two keys. “This one is for the front door of the apartment, and this one is for the barn. You might want to put your car in the barn in bad weather. There’s a good supply of wood for the fireplaces, too.”


“Which bam?”


“The new steel barn. The old barn is full of printing presses.”


“How about this door to the museum? Does it lock?”


“No, we’ve never bothered to install a lock, and Iris always left it open except when she was cooking.”


“I’ll keep it closed,” Qwilleran said, “because of the cats. I don’t want them prowling around the museum.”


“Do whatever you wish, Qwill. I don’t know how to thank you for coming to our rescue. I hope you’ll be comfortable. Let me know how it works out.”


The two men walked to their cars and drove up Black Creek Lane, Larry in the long station wagon that signified a moneyed country estate, and Qwilleran in his economy-model compact. He drove back to Pickax at a normal speed, thinking:


Someone turned off the lights—switch by switch, room by room, indoors and out.


Someone turned off the microwave oven.


Someone closed the door between the kitchen and the museum.




Three


[image: image]


It was almost dawn when Qwilleran arrived at his apartment in Pickax. The city was eerily silent. Soon alarm clocks would jolt the populace awake, and the seven o’clock siren on the roof of the city hall would rout late sleepers out of bed. They would turn on their radios and hear about the death of Iris Cobb, whereupon the Pickax grapevine would go into operation, relaying the shocking news via telephone lines, across back fences, and over coffee cups at Lois’s Luncheonette near the courthouse.


Qwilleran labored wearily up the steep narrow stairs to his rooms over the Klingenschoen garage. Waiting for him at the top of the flight were two disgruntled Siamese—Yum Yum giving him her reproachful look and Koko giving him a piece of his mind. With glaring eyes, switching tail and stiff-legged stance he delivered a single high-intensity syllable, “YOW!” that said it all: Where have you been? The lights were on all night! Nobody fed us! You left the window open!


“Quiet!” Qwilleran protested. “You sound like Vince Boswell. And don’t weary me with petty complaints. I have news that will turn your ears inside out. We’ve lost Mrs. Cobb! No more homemade meatloaf for you two reprobates!”


He shooed them into their own apartment—a room with soft carpet, cushions, baskets, and TV—and then fell into bed. He slept through the seven o’clock wailing of the siren, and he slept through the first blast of the pneumatic drill on Main Street, where the city was digging up the pavement again.


At eight o’clock he was jerked back to consciousness by a phone call from Arch Riker, his lifelong friend, now publisher of the local newspaper.


Without greeting or apology Riker blurted, “Did you hear the newscast, Qwill? Iris Cobb was found dead at her apartment last night!”


“I know,” Qwilleran replied, grumpy and hoarse. “I was the one who found the body, called the police, notified next of kin, planned the funeral, phoned the news to the radio station and your news desk, and got home at five o’clock this morning. Got any more hot breaking news?”
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