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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.




One
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A Caucasian male – fiftyish, six-feet-two, weight two-thirty, graying hair, bushy moustache – opened his eyes and found himself in a strange bed in a strange room. He lay still, in a state of peculiar lassitude, and allowed his eyes to rove about the room with mild curiosity. Eyes that might be described as mournful surveyed the steel footboard of the bed, the bare window, the hideous color of the walls, the television on a high shelf. Beyond the window a tree was waving its branches wildly.


He could almost hear his mother’s musical voice saying, ‘The tree is waving to you, Jamesy. Wave your hand like a polite little boy.’


Jamesy? Is that my name? It doesn’t sound – exactly – right . . . Where am I? What is my name?


The questions drifted across his consciousness without arousing anxiety – only a vague perplexity.


He had a mental picture of an old man with a Santa Claus beard standing at his bedside and saying, ‘You haff scarlet fever, Jamesy. Ve take you to the hospital and make you vell.’


Hospital? Is this a hospital? Do I have scarlet fever?


Although undisturbed by his predicament, he was beginning to have an uncomfortable feeling that he had neglected something of vital importance; he had failed someone close to him. His mother, perhaps? He frowned, and the wrinkling of his brow produced a slight hurt. He raised his left hand and found a bandage on his forehead. Quickly he checked other parts of his anatomy. Nothing was missing and nothing seemed to be broken, but the movement of his right knee and right elbow was restricted by more bandages. There was also something unusual about his left hand. He counted four fingers and a thumb, and yet something was wrong. It was baffling. He sighed deeply and wondered what it could possibly be that he had neglected to do.


A strange woman – plump, white haired, smiling – bustled into the room with noiseless steps. ‘Oh, you’re awake! You had a good night’s sleep. It’s a beautiful day, but windy. How do you feel, Mr Cue?’


Cue? Jamesy Cue? Is that my name?


It sounded unlikely, if not absurd. He passed his hand over his face experimentally, feeling a familiar moustache and a jaw he had shaved ten thousand times. As a voice test he said aloud to himself, ‘I remember the face but not the name.’


‘My name? Toodle,’ the woman said pleasantly. ‘Mrs Toodle. Is there anything I can do for you, Mr Cue? Dr Goodwinter will be here in a few minutes. I’ll take your jug and bring you some fresh water. Are you ready for brekky?’ As she left the room with the jug in hand, she called over her shoulder, ‘You have bathroom privileges.’


Bathroom privileges. Brekky. Toodle.


They were foreign words that made no sense. The old man with a beard had told him he had scarlet fever. Now this woman was telling him he had bathroom privileges. It sounded like some kind of embarrassing disease. He heaved another sigh and closed his eyes to wait for the old man with a Santa Claus beard. When he opened them again, a young woman in a white coat was standing at his bedside, holding his wrist.


‘Good morning, lover,’ she said. ‘How do you feel?’


The voice had a familiar ring, and he remembered her green eyes and long eyelashes. Around her neck hung a tubular thing, the name of which escaped him. Hesitantly he asked, ‘Are you my doctor?’


‘Yes, and more – much more,’ she said with a wink.


He began to feel familiar sensations. Is she my wife? Am I a married man? Am I neglecting my family? Again he felt a twinge of guilt about the responsibility he was shirking, whatever it might be. ‘Are you – are you my wife?’ he asked in a faltering voice.


‘Not yet, but I’m working on it.’ She kissed an unbandaged spot on his forehead. ‘You still feel groggy, don’t you? But you’ll be A-OK soon.’


He looked at his left hand. ‘Something’s missing here.’


‘Your watch and ring are in the hospital safe until you’re ready to go home,’ she explained gently.


‘Oh, I see . . . Why am I here?’ he asked fearfully, worrying about the indelicate nature of his disease.


‘You fell off your bicycle on Ittibittiwassee Road. Do you remember?’


Ittibittiwassee. Bathroom privileges. Brekky. Groggy. What language, he wondered, were these people speaking? He ventured to ask, ‘Do I have a bicycle?’


‘You did have a bike, lover, but it’s totaled. You’ll have to buy a ten-speed now.’


Totaled. Ten-speed. Toodle. He shook his head in dismay. Clearing his throat, he said, ‘That woman who came in here said I have bathroom privileges. What is that? Is it – is it some kind of—’


‘It means you can get out of bed and walk to the bathroom,’ said the doctor with a smile twitching her lips. ‘I’ll be back when I’ve finished my rounds.’ She kissed him again. ‘Arch Riker is coming to see you. He’s flying up from Down Below.’ Then she walked from the room with a long leggy stride and a chummy wave of the hand.


Arch Riker. Down Below. What was she talking about? And who was she? To ask her name would have been embarrassing under the circumstances. He shrugged in defeat, hoisted himself out of bed, and hobbled to the bathroom. There in the mirror were sad eyes, graying temples and an oversized pepper-and-salt moustache that he recognized. Still, the name eluded him.


When the woman who called herself Toodle brought a tray of what she called brekky, he ate the blob of something soft and yellow, the two brown patties that were salty and chewy, the triangular slabs of something thin and crisp, which he smeared with something red and sweet. But he was glad to lie down again and close his eyes and stop trying to think.


He opened them suddenly. A man was standing at his bedside – a paunchy man with thinning hair and a ruddy face that he had seen many times before.


‘You dirty bird!’ the visitor said genially. ‘You gave us a scare! What were you trying to do? Kill yourself? How do you feel, Qwill?’


‘Is that my name? I can’t remember.’


The man gulped twice and turned pale. ‘All your friends call you Qwill. Short for Qwilleran. Jim Qwilleran, spelled with a Q-w.’


The patient studied the information and nodded slowly.


‘Don’t you remember me, Qwill? I’m Arch Riker, your old sidekick.’


Qwilleran stared at him. Sidekick. Another baffling word.


‘We grew up together in Chicago, Qwill. For the last few years I’ve been your editor at the Daily Fluxion. We’ve had a million lunches at the Press Club.’


The light began to penetrate Qwilleran’s foggy mind. ‘Wait a minute. I want to sit up.’


Riker pressed a button that raised the head of the bed and pulled up a straight chair for himself. ‘Melinda called me and said you fell off your bike. I came right away.’


‘Melinda?’


‘Melinda Goodwinter. Your latest girl, Qwill. Also your doctor, you lucky dog.’


‘What is this place?’ Qwilleran asked. ‘I don’t know where I am.’


‘This is the Pickax Hospital. They brought you here after your accident.’


‘Pickax? What kind of a hospital is that?’


‘Pickax City – four hundred miles north of everywhere. You’ve been living here for the last couple of months.’


‘Oh . . . Is that when I left Chicago?’


‘Qwill, you haven’t lived in Chicago for twenty years,’ Riker said quietly. ‘You’ve lived in New York, Washington – all around the country since then.’


‘Wait a minute. I want to sit in that big chair.’


Riker picked up a red plaid bathrobe with ragged edges. ‘Here, get into this. It looks like yours. It’s the Mackintosh tartan. Does that ring a bell? Your mother was a Mackintosh.’


Qwilleran’s face brightened. ‘That’s right! Where is she? Is she all right?’


Riker drew a deep breath. ‘She died when you were in college, Qwill.’ He paused to formulate a plan. ‘Look here, let’s go back to the beginning. I’ve known you ever since kindergarten. Your mother called you Jamesy. We called you Snoopy. Do you remember why?’


Qwilleran shook his head.


‘You were always snooping into other kids’ lunch boxes.’ He searched Qwilleran’s face for a glimmer of recollection. ‘Do you remember our first-grade teacher? She was thin at the top and fat at the bottom. You said, “Old Miss Blair looks like a pear.” Remember that?’


There was a slight nod and half smile in response.


‘You were always good with words. You were playing with words when the rest of us were playing with water pistols.’ With patience Riker went on with the nostalgic recital, hitting the highlights of his friend’s life. ‘You were spelling champ for three years . . . In junior high school you discovered girls . . . In high school you played baseball – outfield, good slugger. And you edited the school paper.’


‘The North Wind,’ Qwilleran murmured.


‘That’s it! That’s the name!. . . After graduation you went into the service and came out with a trick knee, so that was the end of baseball. In college you sang in the glee club and got interested in acting.’ The years rolled by in a matter of minutes. ‘We both went into journalism, but you got the glamour assignments. You were tops as a crime reporter, and whenever there was any trouble overseas, they sent you to cover the hot spots.’


With each revelation Qwilleran’s mind became sharper, and he responded with more awareness.


‘You won journalism prizes and wrote a book on urban crime. It actually got on the best-seller list.’


‘For about ten minutes.’


Relief showed in Riker’s face. His friend was beginning to sound normal. ‘You were my best man when I married Rosie.’


‘It rained all day. I remember the wet confetti.’


‘You were in Scotland when you married Miriam.’


Again Qwilleran felt the vague uneasiness. ‘Where is she? Why isn’t she here?’


‘You were divorced about ten years ago. She’s somewhere in Connecticut.’


The mournful eyes gazed into space. ‘And after that everything fell apart.’


‘Okay, let’s face it, Qwill. You developed a drinking problem and couldn’t hold a job, but you snapped out of it and came to work for the Daily Fluxion, writing features. You turned out some good stuff. You could write about art, antiques, interior design – anything.’


‘Even if I didn’t know anything about it,’ Qwilleran put in.


‘When you started writing restaurant reviews, you could make food sound as interesting as crime.’


‘Wait a minute, Arch! How long have I been away from my desk? I’ve got to get back to work!’


‘Hey, man, you quit several weeks ago!’


‘What! Why did I quit? I need the job!’


‘Not anymore, my friend. You inherited money – a bundle of it – the Klingenschoen fortune.’


‘I don’t believe it! What am I doing? Where do I live?’


‘Here in Pickax City. Those were the terms of the will. You have to live in Moose County for five years. You inherited a big house in Pickax with a four-car garage and a limousine and—’


Qwilleran grabbed the arms of his chair. ‘The cats! Where are the cats? I haven’t fed the cats!’ That was the thing that had been troubling the edges of his mind. ‘I’ve got to get out of here!’


‘Don’t get excited. You’ll split your stitches. The brats are okay. Your housekeeper is feeding them, and she’s making up a room for me so I can stay overnight.’


‘Housekeeper?’


‘Mrs Cobb. I wouldn’t mind going there right now for a little shut-eye. I’ve been up since four o’clock this morning.’


‘I’ll go with you. Where are my clothes?’


‘Sit down, sit down, Qwill. Melinda wants to run a few tests. I’ll check back with you later.’


‘Arch, no one but you could have dredged up all that ancient history.’


Riker grabbed his friend’s hand. ‘Are you feeling like yourself now?’


‘I think so. Don’t worry.’


‘See you later, Qwill. God! I’m glad to see you functioning again. You gave me a bad scare.’


After Riker had left, Qwilleran tested himself. Sidekick, shut-eye, brekky. Now he knew the meaning of all the words. He could remember his own telephone number. He could spell onomatopoeia. He knew the names of his cats: Koko and Yum Yum, a pair of beautiful but tyrannical Siamese.


Yet, there was a period of a few hours that remained a blank. No matter how intensely he concentrated, he could not recall anything immediately before or immediately after the accident. Why did he fall off his bike? Did he hit a pothole or some loose gravel? Or did he pass out while pedaling? Perhaps that was Melinda’s reason for wanting to run tests.


He was too tired to concentrate further. Recollecting his entire past had been an exhausting chore. In a single morning he had relived more than forty years. He needed a nap. He needed some shut-eye. Smiling to himself because he now knew all the words, he fell asleep.


Qwilleran slept soundly, and he had a vivid dream. He was having lunch in a sunny room, all yellow and green. The housekeeper was serving macaroni-and-cheese flecked with green pepper and red pimiento. He could picture everything distinctly: the brown casserole, the housekeeper’s bright pink sweater. In the dream the colors were so vibrant they were disturbing.


Qwilleran was telling Mrs Cobb that he might take a bike ride on Ittibittiwassee Road.


‘Be careful with that rusty old crate,’ she said in a cheerful voice. ‘You really ought to buy a ten-speed, Mr Q . . . a ten-speed, Mr Q . . . a ten-speed, Mr Q . . .’


Suddenly he was awake; his bandaged brow was cold and wet. The sequence had been so real, he refused to believe it was a dream. There was only one way to be sure.


He reached for the telephone and dialed his home number, and when he heard his housekeeper’s cheery hello he marveled at the audio-fidelity of his dream. ‘Mrs Cobb, how’s everything at the house? How are the cats?’


‘Oh, it’s you, Mr Q,’ she squealed. ‘Thank goodness you’re all in one piece! The cats? They miss you. Koko won’t eat, and Yum Yum cries a lot. They know something’s wrong. Mr Riker is here, and I sent him upstairs to take a nap. Is there anything you want, Mr Q? Anything I can send you?’


‘No, thanks. Not a thing. I’ll be home tomorrow. But just answer a couple of questions, if you will. Did you serve macaroni-and-cheese yesterday?’


‘Oh Lord! I hope it wasn’t the lunch that caused your spill.’


‘Don’t worry. Nothing like that. I’m just trying to recall something. Were you wearing a pink sweater yesterday?’


‘Yes, the one you gave me.’


‘Did I discuss my plans for the afternoon?’


‘Oh, Mr Q! This sounds like one of your investigations. Do you have some suspicions?’


‘No, just curious, Mrs Cobb.’


‘Well, let me think . . . You said you were going to take the old bike out for a ride, and I said you ought to buy a new ten-speed. You’ll have to buy one now, Mr Q. The sheriff found your old one in a ditch, and it’s a wreck!’


‘In a ditch?’ That’s strange, Qwilleran thought, stroking his moustache thoughtfully. He thanked the housekeeper and suggested some delicacies to tempt Koko’s appetite. ‘Where is he, Mrs Cobb? Put him on the phone.’


‘He’s on top of the refrigerator,’ she said. ‘He’s listening to every word I say. Let me see if the phone cord will reach.’


There was an interlude in which Mrs Cobb could be heard making coaxing noises, while Koko’s familiar yowl came through with piercing clarity. Then Qwilleran heard a snuffling sound coming from the receiver.


‘Hello there, Koko old boy,’ he said. ‘Are you taking care of Yum Yum? Are you keeping the house safe from lions and tigers?’


A throaty purr came over the line. Koko appreciated intelligent conversation.


‘Be a good cat and eat your food. You’ve got to keep up your strength to fight off all those jaguars and black buffalos. So long, Koko. I’ll be home tomorrow.’


‘YOW!’ came a sharp cry that stabbed Qwilleran’s eardrum.


He replaced the receiver and turned to find Mrs Toodle standing there in wide-eyed astonishment. Her voice was wary. ‘I came to see . . . if you’d like to have . . . your lunch now, Mr Q.’


‘If there’s no objection,’ he replied, ‘I’d prefer to go down to the cafeteria. Do you suppose they’re serving consommé with poached plover eggs or a salpicon of mussels today?’


Mrs Toodle looked alarmed and hurried out. Qwilleran chuckled. He was feeling euphoric after his brief brush with amnesia.


Before going in search of food he combed his hair and thought about Mrs Cobb’s remark: The sheriff found the bicycle in the ditch! The drainage ditch was a good thirty feet from the pavement to allow for future widening of the new highway. If he had blacked out or if he had hit some obstruction, he and his bike would have toppled over on the gravel shoulder. How did the bicycle end up in the ditch? It was a question he might pursue later, but first he needed food.


Wearing his Mackintosh bathrobe, Qwilleran headed for the elevator, walking with a slow and dignified step dictated by his legful of bandages. He was thankful he had not landed on his bad knee. On second thought, he realized he now might have two bad knees.


Everyone in the corridor seemed to know him. Orderlies and ambulatory patients greeted him by name – or, rather, by initial – and one of the nurses said, ‘Sorry about your room, Mr Q – the color of the walls, I mean. It was supposed to be antique pink, but the painters got their signals crossed.’


‘It’s not very appetizing,’ Qwilleran agreed. ‘It looks like raw veal, but I can live with it for another twenty-four hours.’


In the cafeteria he was greeted with applause from the nurses, technicians, and doctors who were lunching on cottage cheese salads, bowls of chili, and braised cod with poached celery. He acknowledged their greetings with courtly bows and exaggerated salutes before taking his place in line. Ahead of him was a white-haired country doctor with two claims to fame: he was Melinda’s father, and he had swabbed throats, set bones, and delivered babies for half of Moose County.


Dr Halifax Goodwinter turned and said, ‘Ah! The celebrated cyclist! Glad to see you’re still among the living. It would be a pity if my daughter lost her first and only patient.’


A nurse standing behind Qwilleran nudged his elbow. ‘You should wear a helmet, Mr Q. You could’ve been killed.’


He carried a tray of chili and corn muffins to a table occupied by three men he had met at the Pickax Boosters Club: the hospital administrator, a genial urologist, and a banker who served on the hospital board of trustees.


The doctor said, ‘Planning to sue anybody, Qwill? I can steer you to a couple of ingenious ambulance chasers.’


The banker said, ‘You can’t sue the manufacturer. That kind of bike hasn’t been made for fifty years.’


The administrator said, ‘We’re taking up a collection to buy you a new bike – and maybe a new bathrobe.’


Patting the lapels of his ratty red plaid, Qwilleran said in his best declamatory style, ‘This is a vintage robe with a noteworthy provenance, gentlemen. The distress marks merely add to its associative value.’ The truth was that Koko had gone through a wool-eating phase, nibbling chair upholstery, neckties, the Mackintosh robe, and other handy items.


Qwilleran felt at ease with the hospital badinage. It was the same kind of jocular roasting he had enjoyed at the Daily Fluxion. Everyone in Pickax City seemed to like him, and why not? He was an affable companion, a sympathetic listener, and the richest man in the county. He had no delusions on that score. As a feature writer for the Fluxion he had been courted by lobbyists, politicians, businessmen, and media hounds. He accepted their attentions graciously, but he had no delusions.


After lunch the lab took blood samples, and Qwilleran had an EKG, followed by another nap and another dream.


Again it was vivid – painfully so. He was climbing out of a ditch near a lonely highway. His clothing was soaked; his pants were torn; his legs were bleeding. Blood was trickling into his right eye as he stumbled onto the highway and started to walk. Soon a red car stopped, and someone in a blue shirt jumped out. It was Junior Goodwinter, the young managing editor of the Pickax Picayune. Junior gave him a ride back to town and talked incessantly on the journey, but Qwilleran could say nothing. He struggled to answer Junior’s questions, but he could find no words.


The dream ended abruptly, and the dreamer found himself sitting up in bed, sweating and shivering. He mopped his face and then reached for the telephone and called the newspaper office.


‘Qwill! You pulled through!’ shouted Junior into the phone. ‘When I picked you up yesterday, you weren’t exactly dead, but you weren’t alive either. We had the type all set up to print an obit if you kicked off.’


‘Thanks. That was decent of you,’ Qwilleran said.


‘Are you hitting on all eight? You sound okay.’


‘They sewed me together, and I look like the Spirit of ’76. Where was I when you picked me up, Junior?’


‘On Ittibittiwassee Road, beyond the Buckshot mineshaft. You were wandering around in the middle of the pavement in a daze – going in the wrong direction. Your clothes were all ripped and muddy. Your head was bleeding. You really had me worried, especially when you couldn’t talk.’


‘Did you see my bike?’


‘Tell the truth, I wasn’t looking for it. I just concentrated on getting you to the hospital. I hit a hundred ten.’


‘What were you driving?’


‘My Jag, luckily. That’s why I could kick it up to one-ten so fast.’


‘Thanks, Junior. Let’s have lunch next week. I’ll buy.’


Another dream checked out! Even the color of the car was accurate. Qwilleran knew that Junior’s Jaguar was red.


He discussed his dreams with Melinda Goodwinter and Arch Riker that evening when they came to the hospital to have dinner with him in the cafeteria. Without her white coat and stethoscope Melinda looked more like the young woman he had been dating for the last two months.


Qwilleran asked her, ‘Do you kiss all your bedridden male patients?’


‘Only those of advanced age,’ she retorted with a sweetly malicious look in her green eyes.


‘Funny thing,’ he said, ‘but some of the details I couldn’t remember came back to me in dreams this afternoon. There’s only one blank left in my memory – the actual circumstances that caused the accident.’


‘It wasn’t a pothole,’ Melinda said. ‘That’s a brand-new highway, smooth as glass.’


Riker said, ‘It’s my guess that you swerved to avoid hitting something, Qwill, and skidded on the shoulder. A skunk or raccoon, perhaps, or even a deer. I saw a lot of dead animals on the road, coming in from the airport.’


‘We’ll never know for sure,’ Qwilleran said. ‘How’s everything at the house? Did you get some sleep? Did Mrs Cobb give you lunch? Did you see Koko?’


‘Everything’s fine. Koko met me at the front door and gave me a military inspection. I guess I passed muster, because he allowed me to enter.’


Late that night, when the hospital corridor was silent, Qwilleran dreamed his final dream. It was the missing link between the macaroni-and-cheese and the red Jaguar. He saw himself pedaling at a leisurely pace along a deserted highway, appreciating the smooth asphalt and the lack of traffic and the gently rolling hills. Pedaling uphill was easy, and coasting down was glorious.


He passed the abandoned Buckshot Mine with its rotting shaft house and ominous signs: Danger . . . Keep Out . . . Beware of Cave-ins. The deserted mines that dotted the lonely landscape around Pickax City were a source of endless fascination for Qwilleran. They were mysterious – silent – dead.


The Buckshot was different, however. He had been told that, if one listened intently, one could hear an eerie whistling sound coming from the shaft where eighteen miners had been buried alive in 1913.


In the dream he pedaled slowly and silently past the Buckshot. Only a tick-tick in the rear wheel and a grinding sound in the sprocket broke the stillness. He turned his head to gaze at the gray ghost of the shaft house . . . the sloping depression at the site of a cave-in . . . the vibrant green weeds that smothered the whole scene. He was staring so intently that he was unaware of a truck approaching from the opposite direction – unaware until its motor roared. He looked ahead in time to see its burst of speed, its sudden swerve into the eastbound lane, a murderous monster bearing down upon him. In the dream he had a vivid picture of the grille, a big rusty thing that seemed to be grinning. He yanked the handlebars and plunged down toward the roadside ditch, but the front wheel hit a rock and he went sailing over the handlebars. For an interminable moment he was airborne.


Qwilleran wrenched himself from sleep in a fright and found himself sitting up in bed, sweating and shouting.


An orderly hurried into the room. ‘Mr Q! Mr Q! What’s the problem? A bad dream?’


Qwilleran shook himself in an effort to dispel the nightmare. ‘Sorry. Hope I didn’t disturb the other patients.’


‘Want a drink of water, Mr Q?’


‘Thanks. And will you raise the bed? I’d better sit up for a while.’


Qwilleran leaned back against his pillow, reliving the dream. It was as graphic as the others. The sky was blue. The weeds around the deserted mine were poison green. The truck had a rusted grille.


Like the other dreams, it had actually happened, he realized, but there was no one he could phone for verification.


One thing was clear. What happened on Ittibittiwassee Road was no accident. He thought, I’m well liked in Pickax . . . but not by everyone.




Two
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It was midsummer when the richest man in Moose County fell off his antiquated bicycle. Two months before that incident he was far from affluent. He was an underpaid feature writer working for a large midwestern newspaper noted for its twenty-four-point bylines and meager wage scale. As a frugal bachelor he lived in a one-room furnished apartment and was making payments on a used car. He owned a fifty-year-old typewriter with a faulty shift key, and his library consisted of the odd titles found on the twenty-five-cent table in secondhand bookstores. His wardrobe, such as it was, fitted comfortably in two suitcases. He was perfectly content.


Jim Qwilleran’s sole extravagance was the care and feeding of two Siamese cats who shunned catfood, preferring beef tenderloin, lobster, and oysters in season. Not only did they have aristocratic sensibilities and epicurean appetites, but Koko, the male, showed unusual intelligence. Tales of his extrasensory perception had made him legendary at the Daily Fluxion and the Press Club, although nothing of the cat’s remarkable attribute was mentioned outside the profession.


Then, without ever buying a lottery ticket, Qwilleran became a multimillionaire virtually overnight. It was a freak inheritance, and he was the sole heir.


When the astonishing news reached him, Qwilleran and his feline companions were vacationing in Moose County, the northern outpost of the state. They were staying in a lakeshore cabin near the resort town of Mooseville. As soon as he recovered from the shock he submitted his resignation to the Daily Fluxion and made arrangements to move to Pickax City, the county seat, thirty miles from Mooseville.


But first he had to clean out his desk at the Fluxion office, say goodbye to fellow staffers, and have one last lunch with Arch Riker at the Press Club.


The two men walked to the club, mopping their brows and complaining of the heat. It was the first hot spell of the season.


Qwilleran said, ‘I’m going to miss you and all the other guys, Arch, but I won’t miss the hot weather. It’s ninety-five degrees at City Hall.’


‘I suppose the photographers are frying their annual egg on the sidewalk,’ Arch remarked.


‘In Moose County there’s always a pleasant breeze. No need for air-conditioning.’


‘That may be, but how can you stand living four hundred miles from civilization?’


‘Are you under the impression that today’s cities are civilized?’


‘Qwill, you’ve spent less than a month in that northern wilderness,’ Arch said, ‘and already you’re thinking like a sheep farmer . . . Okay, I’ll rephrase that question. How can you stand living four hundred miles from the Press Club?’


‘It’s a gamble,’ Qwilleran admitted, ‘but those are the terms of Miss Klingenschoen’s will: live in Moose County for five years or forfeit the inheritance.’


At the club, where the air conditioner was out of commission, they ordered corned beef sandwiches, gin and tonic for Riker, and iced tea for Qwilleran.


‘If you forfeit the inheritance,’ Riker went on, ‘who gets it?’


‘Some outfit in New Jersey. I don’t mind telling you, Arch, it was a tough decision for me to make. I wasn’t sure I wanted to give up a job on a major newspaper for any amount of money.’


‘Qwill, you’re unique – if not demented. No one in his right mind would turn down millions.’


‘Well, you know me, Arch. I like to work. I like newspapering and press clubs. I’ve never needed a lot of dough, and I’ve never wanted to be encumbered by possessions. It remains to be seen if I’ll be comfortable with money – I mean Money with a capital M.’


‘Try!’ Riker advised. ‘Try real hard. What are the encumbrances that might ruin your life?’


‘Some complicated investments. Office buildings and hotels on the East Coast. A couple of shopping malls. Acreage in Moose County. Half of Main Street in Pickax City. Also the Klingenschoen mansion in Pickax and the log cabin in Mooseville where we spent our vacation.’
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