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 Real Murders

To Mother and Father




 Chapter One

‘Tonight I want to tell you about that most fascinating of murder mysteries, the Wallace case,’ I told my mirror Enthusiastically.

I tried Sincere after that; then Earnest.

My brush caught in a tangle. ‘Shoot!’ I said, and tried again.

‘I think the Wallace case can easily fill our whole program tonight,’ I said Firmly.

We had twelve regular members, which worked out well with twelve programs a year. Not all cases could fill up a two-hour program, of course. Then the member responsible for presenting the Murder of the Month, as we jokingly called it, would have a guest speaker - someone from the police department in the city, or a psychologist who treated criminals, or the director of the local rape crisis center. Once or twice, we’d watched a movie.

But I’d come up lucky in the draw. There was more than enough material on the Wallace case, yet not so much that I’d be compelled to hurry over it. We’d allocated two meetings for Jack the Ripper. Jane Engle had taken one for the victims and the circumstances surrounding the crimes and Arthur Smith had taken another on the police investigation and the suspects. You can’t skimp Jack.

‘The elements of the Wallace case are these,’ I continued. ‘A man who called himself Qualtrough, a chess tournament, an apparently inoffensive woman named Julia Wallace, and of course the accused, her husband, William Herbert Wallace himself.’ I gathered all my hair into a brown switch and debated whether to put it in a roll on the back of my head, braid it, or just fasten a band around it to keep it off my face. The braid. It made me feel artsy and intellectual. As I divided my hair into clumps, my eyes fell on the framed studio portrait of my mother she’d given me on  my last birthday with an offhand, ‘You said you wanted one.’ My mother, who looks a lot like Lauren Bacall, is at least five-foot six, elegant to her fingertips, and has built her own small real estate empire. I am four-foot eleven, wear big round tortoise-rimmed glasses, and have fulfilled my childhood dream by becoming a librarian. And she named me Aurora, though to a woman herself baptized Aida, Aurora may not have seemed so outrageous.

Amazingly, I love my mother.

I sighed, as I often do when I think of her, and finished braiding my hair with practiced speed. I checked my reflection in the big mirror; brown hair, brown glasses, brown eyes, pink cheeks (artificial), and good skin (real). Since it was, after all, Friday night, I’d shucked my work clothes, a plain blouse and skirt, and opted for a snug white knit top and black slacks. Deciding I wasn’t festive enough for William Herbert Wallace, I tied a yellow ribbon around the top of my braid and pulled on a yellow sweater.

A look at the clock told me it was finally time to go. I slapped on some lipstick, grabbed my purse, and bounded down the stairs. I glanced around the big den/dining/kitchen area that took up the back half of the ground floor of the townhouse. It was neat; I hate to come home to a messy place. I tracked down my notebook and located my keys, muttering facts about the Wallace case all the while. I had thought about xeroxing the indistinct old pictures of Julia Wallace’s body and passing them out to show the murder scene, but I decided that would perhaps be ghoulish and certainly disrespectful to Mrs Wallace.

A club like Real Murders seemed odd enough to people who didn’t share our enthusiasms, without adding the charge of ghoulishness. We kept a low profile.

I flipped on the outside light as I shut the door. It was already dark this early in spring; we hadn’t switched to daylight savings time yet. In the excellent light over the back door, my patio with its high privacy fence looked swept and clean, the rose trees in their big tubs just coming into bud.

‘Heigh ho, heigh ho, it’s off to crime I go,’ I hummed tunelessly, shutting the gate behind me. Each of the four townhouses  ‘owns’ two parking spaces: there are extra ones on the other side of the lot for company. My neighbor two doors down, Bankston Waites, was getting into his car, too.

‘I’ll see you there,’ he called. ‘I’ve got to pick up Melanie first.’

‘Okay, Bankston. Wallace tonight!’

‘I know. We’ve been looking forward to it.’

I started up my car, courteously letting Bankston leave the lot first on his way to pick up his lady fair. It did cross my mind to feel sorry for myself that Melanie Clark had a date and I always arrived at Real Murders by myself, but I didn’t want to get all gloomy. I would see my friends and have as good a Friday night as I usually had. Maybe better.

As I backed up I noticed that the townhouse next to mine had bright windows and an unfamiliar car was parked in one of its assigned spaces. So that was what Mother’s message taped to my back door had meant.

She’d been urging me to get an answering machine, since the townhouse tenants (her tenants) might need to leave me (the resident manager) messages while I was at work at the library. Actually, I believe my mother just wanted to know she could talk to me while I wasn’t even home.

I’d had the townhouse next door cleaned after the last tenants left. It had been in perfect condition to show, I reassured myself. I’d go meet the new neighbor tomorrow, since it was my Saturday off.

I drove up Parson Road far enough to pass the library where I worked, then turned left to get to the area of small shops and filling stations where the VFW Hall was. I was mentally rehearsing all the way.

But I might as well have left my notes at home.




 Chapter Two

Real Murders met in the VFW Hall and paid the Veterans a small fee for the privilege. The fee went into a fund for the annual VFW Christmas party, so everyone was pleased with our arrangement. Of course the building was much larger than a little group like Real Murders needed, but we did like the privacy.

A VFW officer would meet a club member at the building thirty minutes before the meeting and unlock it. That club member was responsible for restoring the room to the way we’d found it and returning the key after the meeting. This year the ‘opening’ member was Mamie Wright, since she was vice president. She would arrange the chairs in a semicircle in front of the podium and set up the refreshments table. We rotated bringing the refreshments.

I got there early that evening. I get almost everywhere early.

There were already two cars in the parking lot, which was tucked behind the small building and had a landscaped screening of crepe myrtles, still grotesquely bare in the early spring. The arc lamps in the lot had come on automatically at dusk. I parked my Chevette under the glow of the lamp nearest the back door. Murder buffs are all too aware of the dangers of this world.

As I stepped into the hall, the heavy metal door clanged shut behind me. There were only five rooms in the building; the single door in the middle of the wall to my left opened into the big main room, where we held our meetings. The four doors to my right led into a small conference room, then the men’s, the ladies’, and, at the end of the corridor, a small kitchen. All the doors were shut, as usual, since propping them open required more tenacity than any of us were able to summon. The VFW Hall had been constructed to withstand enemy attack, we had decided, and those heavy doors kept the little building very quiet. Even now, when I  knew from the cars outside that there were at least two people here, I heard nothing.

The effect of all those shut doors in that blank corridor was also unnerving. It was like a little beige tunnel, interrupted only by the pay phone mounted on the wall. I recalled once telling Bankston Waites that if that phone rang, I’d expect Rod Serling to be on the other end, telling me I had now entered the ‘Twilight Zone.’ I half smiled at the idea and turned to grasp the knob of the door to the big meeting room.

The phone rang.

I swung around and took two hesitant steps toward it, my heart banging against my chest. Still nothing moved in the silent building.

The phone rang again. My hand closed around it reluctantly.

‘Hello?’ I said softly, and then cleared my throat and tried again. ‘Hello,’ I said firmly.

‘May I speak to Julia Wallace, please?’ The voice was a whisper.

My scalp crawled. ‘What?’ I said shakily.

‘Julia . . .’ whispered the caller.

The other phone was hung up.

I was still standing holding the receiver when the door to the women’s room opened and Sally Allison came out.

I shrieked.

‘God almighty, Roe, I don’t look that bad, do I?’ Sally said in amazement.

‘No, no, it’s the phone call . . .’ I was very close to crying, and I was embarrassed about that. Sally was a reporter for the Lawrenceton paper, and she was a good reporter, a tough and intelligent woman in her late forties. Sally was the veteran of a runaway teenage marriage that had ended when the resulting baby was born. I’d gone to high school with that baby, named Perry, and now I worked with him at the library. I loathed Perry; but I liked Sally a lot, even if sometimes her relentless questioning made me squirm. Sally was one of the reasons I was so well prepared for my Wallace lecture.

Now she elicited all the facts about the phone call from me in a  series of concise questions that led to a sensible conclusion; the call was a prank perpetrated by a club member, or maybe the child of a club member, since it seemed almost juvenile when Sally put it in her framework.

I felt somehow cheated, but also relieved.

Sally retrieved a tray and a couple of boxes of cookies from the small conference room. She’d deposited them there, she explained, when she entered and suddenly felt the urgency of the two cups of coffee she’d had after supper.

‘I didn’t even think I could make it across the hall into the big room,’ she said with a roll of her tan eyes.

‘How’s life at the newspaper?’ I asked, just to keep Sally talking while I got over my shock.

I couldn’t dismiss the phone call as lightly and logically as Sally. As I trailed after her into the big meeting room, half listening to her account of a fight she’d had with the new publisher, I could still taste the metallic surge of adrenaline in my mouth. My arms had goosepimples, and I pulled my sweater tightly around me.

As she arranged the cookies on her tray, Sally began telling me about the election that would be held to select someone to fill out the term of our unexpectedly deceased mayor. ‘He keeled over right in his office, according to his secretary,’ she said casually as she realigned a row of Oreos. ‘And after having been mayor only a month! He’d just gotten a new desk.’ She shook her head, regretting the loss of the mayor or the waste of the desk, I wasn’t sure which.

‘Sally,’ I said before I knew I was going to, ‘where’s Mamie?’

‘Who cares?’ Sally asked frankly. She cocked one surprised eyebrow at me.

I knew I should laugh, since Sally and I had discussed our mutual distaste of Mamie before, but I didn’t bother. I was beginning to be irritated with Sally, standing there looking sensible and attractive in her curly bronze permanent, her well-worn expensive suit, and her well-worn expensive shoes.

‘When I pulled in the parking lot,’ I said quite evenly, ‘there were two cars, yours and Mamie’s. I recognized Mamie’s, because  she’s got a Chevette like mine, but white instead of blue. So you are here and I am here, but where is Mamie?’

‘She’s set the chairs up right and made the coffee,’ Sally said after looking around. ‘But I don’t see her purse. Maybe she ran home for something.’

‘How’d she get past us?’

‘Oh, I don’t know.’ Sally was beginning to sound irritated with me, too. ‘She’ll show up. She always does!’

And we both laughed a little, trying to lose our displeasure with each other in our amusement at Mamie Wright’s determination to go to everything her husband attended, be in every club he joined, share his life to the fullest.

Bankston Waites and his light of love, Melanie Clark, came in as I put my notebook on the podium and slid my purse underneath it. Melanie was a clerk at Mamie’s husband’s insurance office, and Bankston was a loan officer at Associated Second Bank. They’d been dating about a year, having become interested in each other at Real Murders meetings, though they’d gone through Lawrenceton High School together a few years ahead of me without striking any sparks.

Bankston’s mother had told me last week in the grocery store that she was expecting an interesting announcement from the couple any day. She made a particular point of telling me that, since I’d gone out with Bankston a few times over a year ago, and she wanted me to know he was going to be out of circulation. If she was waiting in suspense for that interesting announcement, she was the only one. There wasn’t anyone in Lawrenceton Bankston and Melanie’s age left for them to marry, except each other. Bankston was thirty-two, Melanie a year or two older. Bankston had scanty blond hair, a pleasant round face, and mild blue eyes; he was Mr Average. Or at least he had been; I noticed for the first time that his shoulder and arm muscles were bulging underneath his shirt sleeves.

‘Have you been lifting weights, Bankston?’ I asked in some amazement. I might have been more interested if he’d shown that much initiative when I’d dated him.

He looked embarrassed but pleased. ‘Yeah, can you tell a difference?’

‘I certainly can,’ I said with genuine admiration. It was hard to credit Melanie Clark with being the motivation for such a revolutionary change in Bankston’s sedentary life, but undoubtedly she was. Perhaps her absorption in him could be all the more complete since she had no family to claim her devotion. Her parents, both ‘only’ children, had been dead for years - her mother from cancer, her father hit by a drunk driver.

Right now Melanie the motivator was looking miffed.

‘What do you think about all this, Melanie?’ I asked hastily.

Melanie visibly relaxed when I acknowledged her proprietorship. I made a mental note to speak carefully around her, since Bankston lived in one of ‘my’ townhouses. Melanie must surely know Bankston and I had gone out together and it would be too easy for her to build something incorrect out of a landlady-tenant relationship.

‘Working out’s done wonders for Bankston,’ she said neutrally. But there was an unmistakable cast to her words. Melanie wanted me to get a specific message, that she and Bankston were having sex. I was a little shocked at her wanting me to know that. There was a gleam in her eyes that made me realize Melanie had banked fires under her sedate exterior. Under the straight dark hair conservatively cut, under the plain dress, Melanie was definitely feeling her oats. Her hips and bosom were heavy, but suddenly I saw them as Bankston must, as fertility symbols instead of liabilities. And I had a further revelation; not only were Bankston and Melanie having sex, they were having it often and exotically.

I looked at Melanie with more respect. Anyone who could pull the wool over the collective eye of Lawrenceton as effectively as Melanie had earned it.

‘There was a phone call before you got here,’ I began, and they focused on me with interest. But before I could tell them about it, I heard a luscious ripple of laughter from the opening door. My friend Lizanne Buckley came in, accompanied by a very tall red-haired man. Seeing Lizanne here was a surprise. Lizanne  didn’t read a book from one year to the next, and her hobbies, if she had any, did not include crime.

‘What on earth is she doing here?’ Melanie said. She seemed really put out, and I decided we had here another Mamie Wright in the making.

Lizanne (Elizabeth Anna) Buckley was the most beautiful woman in Lawrenceton. Without Lizanne exerting herself in the slightest (and she never did) men would throw themselves on the floor for her to saunter on; and saunter she would, calm and smiling, never looking down. She was kind, in her passive, lazy way; and she was conscientious, so long as not too much was demanded of her. Her job as receptionist and phone answerer at the Power and Light Company was just perfect for her - and for the utility company. Men paid their bills promptly and smilingly, and anyone who got huffy over the telephone was immediately passed to someone higher on the totem pole. No one ever sustained a huff in person. It was simply impossible for ninety percent of the population to remain angry in Lizanne’s presence.

But she required constant entertainment from her dates, and the tall red-haired man with the beaky nose and wire-rimmed glasses seemed to be making heavy weather of it.

‘Do you know who he is, the man with Lizanne?’ I asked Melanie.

‘You don’t recognize him?’ Melanie’s surprise was a shade overdone.

So I was supposed to know him. I re-examined the newcomer. He was wearing slacks and a sport coat in light brown, and a plain white shirt; he had huge hands and feet, and his longish hair flew around his head in a copper nimbus. I had to shake my head.

‘He’s Robin Crusoe, the mystery writer,’ Melanie said triumphantly.

The insurance clerk beats the librarian in her own bailiwick.

‘He looks different without the pipe in his mouth,’ John Queensland said from behind my right shoulder. John, our wealthy real-estate-rich president, was immaculate as usual; an expensive suit, a white shirt, his creamy white hair smooth and the part sharp as an  arrow. John had become more interesting to me when he’d started dating my mother. I felt there must be substance below the stuffed-shirt exterior. After all, he was a Lizzie Borden expert . . . and he believed she was innocent! A true romantic, though he hid it well.

‘So what’s he doing here?’ I asked practically. ‘With Lizanne.’

‘I’ll find out,’ said John promptly. ‘I should greet him anyway, as club president. Of course visitors are welcome, though I don’t believe we’ve ever had any before.’

‘Wait, I need to tell you about this phone call,’ I said quickly. The newcomer had distracted me. ‘When I came in a few minutes ago—’

But Lizanne had spotted me and was swaying over to our little group, her semi-famous escort in tow.

‘Roe, I brought you all some company tonight,’ Lizanne said with her agreeable smile. And she introduced us all around with facility, since Lizanne knows everyone in Lawrenceton. My hand was engulfed in the writer’s huge boney one, and he really shook it, too. I liked that; I hate it when people just kind of press your hand and let it drop. I looked up and up at his crinkly mouth and little hazel eyes, and I just liked him altogether.

‘Roe, this is Robin Crusoe, who just moved to Lawrenceton,’ Lizanne said. ‘Robin, this is Roe Teagarden.’

He gave me an appreciative smile but he was with Lizanne, so I realistically built nothing on that.

‘I thought Robin Crusoe was a pseudonym,’ Bankston murmured in my ear.

‘I did too,’ I whispered, ‘but apparently not.’

‘Poor guy, his parents must have been nuts,’ Bankston said with a snigger, until he remembered from my raised eyebrows that he was talking to a woman named Aurora Teagarden.

‘I met Robin when he came in to get his utilities turned on,’ Lizanne was telling John Queensland. John was saying all the proper things to Robin Crusoe, glad to have such a well-known name in our little town, hope you stay a while, ta-dah ta-dah ta-dah. John edged Robin over to meet Sally Allison, who was  chatting with our newest member, a police officer named Arthur Smith. If Robin was built tall and lanky, Arthur was short and solid, with coarse curly pale hair and the flat confrontive stare of the bull who knows he has nothing to fear because he is the toughest male on the farm.

‘You’re lucky to have met such a well-known writer,’ I said enviously to Lizanne. I still wanted to tell someone about the phone call, but Lizanne was hardly the person. She sure didn’t know who Julia Wallace was. And she didn’t know who Robin Crusoe was either, as it turned out.

‘Writer?’ she said indifferently. ‘I’m kind of bored.’

I stared at her incredulously. Bored by Robin Crusoe?

One afternoon when I’d been at the Power and Light Company paying my bill, she’d told me, ‘I don’t know what it is, but even when I pretty much like a man, after I date him a while, he gets to seem kind of tiresome. I just can’t be bothered to act interested anymore, and then finally I tell him I don’t want to go out anymore. They always get upset,’ she’d added, with a philosophical shake of her shining dark hair. Lovely Lizanne had never been married, and lived in a tiny apartment close to her job, and went home to her parents’ house for lunch every day.

Robin Crusoe, desirable writer, was striking out with Lizanne even now. She looked - sleepy.

He reappeared at her side.

‘Where do you live in Lawrenceton?’ I asked, because the newcomer seemed dolefully aware he wasn’t making the grade with our local siren.

‘Parson Road. A townhouse. I’m camping there until my furniture comes, which it should do tomorrow. The rent here is so much less for a nicer place than I could find anywhere in the city close to the college.’

Suddenly I felt quite cheerful. I said, ‘I’m your landlady,’ but after we’d talked about the coincidence for a moment, a glance at my watch unsettled me. John Queensland was making a significant face at me over Arthur Smith’s shoulder. Since he was president, he had to open the meeting, and he was ready to start.

I glanced around, counting heads. Jane Engle and LeMaster Cane had come in on each other’s heels and were chatting while preparing their coffee cups. Jane was a retired school librarian who substituted at both the school and the public libraries, a surprisingly sophisticated spinster who specialized in Victorian murders. She wore her silver hair in a chignon, and never, never wore slacks. Jane looked sweet and fragile as aged lace, but after thirty years of school children she was tough as a marine sergeant. Jane’s idol was Madeleine Smith, the highly sexed young Scottish poisoner, which sometimes made me wonder about Jane’s past. LeMaster was our only black member, a stout middle-aged bearded man with huge brown eyes who owned a dry cleaning business. LeMaster was most interested in the racially motivated murders of the sixties and early seventies, the Zebra murders in San Francisco and the Jones-Piagentini shooting in New York, for example.

Sally’s son, Perry Allison, had come in, too, and had taken a seat without speaking to anyone. Perry had not actually joined Real Murders, but he had come to the past two meetings, to my dismay. I saw quite enough of him at work. Perry showed a rather unnerving knowledge of modern serial murderers like the Hillside Stranglers and the Green River killer, in which the motivation was clearly sexual.

Gifford Doakes was standing by himself. Unless Gifford brought his friend Reynaldo, this was a pretty common situation, since Gifford was openly interested in massacres - St Valentine’s Day, the Holocaust, it didn’t make any difference to Gifford Doakes. He liked piled bodies. Most of us were involved in Real Murders for reasons that would probably bear the light of day; gosh, who doesn’t read the articles about murders in the newspaper? But Gifford was another story. Maybe he’d joined our club with the idea that we swapped some sickening sort of bloody pornography, and he was only sticking with the club in the hope that soon we’d trust him enough to share with him. When he brought Reynaldo, we didn’t know how to treat him. Was Reynaldo a guest, or Gifford’s date? A shade of difference there, and one which had us  all a little anxious, especially John Queensland, who felt it his duty as president to speak to everyone in the club.

And Mamie Wright wasn’t anywhere in the room.

If Mamie had been here long enough to set up the chairs and make the coffee, and her car was still in the parking lot, then she must be here somewhere. Though I didn’t like Mamie, her non-appearance was beginning to seem so strange that I felt obliged to pin down her whereabouts.

Just as I reached the door, Mamie’s husband, Gerald, came in. He had his briefcase under his arm and he looked angry. Because he looked so irate, and because I felt stupid for being uneasy, I did a strange thing; though I was searching for his wife, I let him pass without speaking.

The hall seemed very quiet after the heavy door shut off the hum of conversation. The white-with-speckles linoleum and beige paint almost sparkled with cleanliness under the harsh fluorescent lights. I was praying the phone wouldn’t ring again as I looked at the four doors on the other side of the hall. With a fleeting, absurd image of ‘The Lady or the Tiger’ I went to my right to open the door to the small conference room. Sally had told me she’d already been in the room, but just to temporarily park the tray of cookies, so I checked the room carefully. Since there was practically nothing to examine except a table and chairs, that took seconds.

I opened the next door in the hall, the women’s room, even though Sally had also been in there. Since there were only two stalls, she’d have been pretty sure to know of Mamie’s presence. But I bent over to look under the doors. No feet. I opened both doors. Nothing.

I didn’t quite have the guts to check the adjoining men’s room, but since Arthur Smith entered it while I hesitated, I figured I’d hear about it soon if Mamie was in there.

I moved on, and out of all the glaring beigeness I caught a little glimpse of something different, so I looked down at the base of the door and saw a smear. It was red-brown.

The separate sources of my uneasiness suddenly coalesced into  horror. I was holding my breath when my hand reached out to open that door to the last room, the little kitchen used for fixing the refreshments . . .

. . . and saw an empty turquoise shoe upright on its ridiculous high heel, right inside the door.

And then I saw the blood spattered everywhere on the shining beige enamel of the stove and refrigerator.

And the raincoat.

Finally I made myself look at Mamie. She was so dead. Her head was the wrong shape entirely. Her dyed black hair was matted with clots of her blood. I thought, the human body is supposed to be ninety percent water, not ninety percent blood. Then my ears were buzzing and I felt very weak, and though I knew I was alone in the hall, I felt the presence of something horrible in that kitchen, something to dread. And it was not poor Mamie Wright.

I heard a door swoosh shut in the hall. I heard Arthur Smith’s voice say, ‘Miss Teagarden? Anything wrong?’

‘It’s Mamie,’ I whispered, though I’d intended a normal voice. ‘It’s Mrs Wright.’ I ruined the effect of all this formality by simply folding onto the floor. My knees seemed to have turned to faulty hinges.

He was behind me in an instant. He half bent to help me up but was frozen by what he saw over my head.

‘Are you sure that’s Mamie Wright?’ he asked.

The working part of my brain told me Arthur Smith was quite right to ask. Perhaps coming on this unsuspicious, I would have wondered too. Her eye - oh my God, her eye.

‘She’s missing from the big room, but her car is outside. And that’s her shoe.’ I managed to say that with my fingers pressed to my mouth.

When Mamie had first worn them, I’d thought those shoes the most poisonous footwear I’d ever seen. I hate turquoise anyway. I let myself enjoy thinking about hating turquoise. It was a lot more pleasing than thinking about what was right in front of me.

The policeman stepped over me very carefully and squatted  with even more care by the body. He put his fingers against her neck. I felt bile rise up in my throat - no pulse, of course. How ridiculous! Mamie was so dead.

‘Can you stand up?’ he asked after a moment. He dusted his fingers together as he rose.

‘If you help.’

Without further ado, Arthur Smith hauled me to my feet and out the doorway in one motion. He was very strong. He kept one arm around me while he shut the door. He leaned me against that door. Deep blue eyes looked at me consideringly. ‘You’re very light,’ he said. ‘You’ll be all right for a few seconds. I’m going to use the phone right here on the wall.’

‘Okay.’ My voice sounded weird; light, tinny. I’d always wondered if I could keep my head if I found a body, and here I was, keeping my head, I told myself insanely as I watched him go down the hall to the pay phone. I was glad he didn’t have to leave my sight. I might not be so level if I were standing in that hall alone, with a body behind me.

While Arthur muttered into the phone I kept my eyes on the door to the large room across the hall where John Queensland must be itching to open the meeting. I thought about what I’d just seen. I wasn’t thinking about Mamie being dead, about the reality and finality of her death. I was thinking about the scene that had been staged, starring Mamie Wright as the corpse. The casting of the corpse had been deliberate, but the role of the finder of the body had by chance been taken by me. The whole thing was a scene deliberately staged by someone, and suddenly I knew what had been biting at me underneath the horror.

I thought faster than I’d ever thought before. I didn’t feel sick anymore.

Arthur crossed the hall to the door of the large room and pushed it open just enough to insert his head in the gap. I could hear him address the other members of the club.

‘Uh, folks, folks?’ The voices stilled. ‘There’s been an accident,’ he said with no emphasis. ‘I’m going to have to ask you all to stay  in this room for a little while, until we can get things under control out here.’

The situation, as far as I could see, was completely under control.

‘Where’s Roe Teagarden?’ John Queensland’s voice demanded.

Good old John. I’d have to tell Mother about that, she’d be touched.

‘She’s fine. I’ll be back with you in a minute.’

Gerald Wright’s thin voice. ‘Where’s my wife, Mr Smith?’

‘I’ll get back with all of you in a few minutes,’ repeated the policeman firmly, and shut the door behind him. He stood lost in thought. I wondered if this detective had ever been the first on the scene of a murder investigation. He seemed to be ticking steps off mentally, from the way he was waggling his fingers and staring into space.

I waited. Then my legs started trembling and I thought I might fold again. ‘Arthur,’ I said sharply. ‘Detective Smith.’

He jumped; he’d forgotten me. He took my arm solicitously.

I whacked at him with my free hand out of sheer aggravation. ‘I’m not trying to get you to help me, I want to tell you something! ’

He steered me into a chair in the little conference room and put on a waiting face.

‘I was supposed to lecture tonight on the Wallace case, you remember? William Herbert Wallace and his wife, Julia, England, 1931?’

He nodded his curly pale head and I could see he was a million miles away. I felt like slapping him again. I knew I sounded like an idiot, but I was coming to the point. ‘I don’t know how much you remember about the Wallace case - if you don’t know anything, I can fill you in later.’ I waved my hands to show that was inconsequential, here came the real meat. ‘What I want to tell you, what’s important, is that Mamie Wright’s been killed exactly like Julia Wallace. She’s been arranged.’

Bingo! That blue gaze was almost frighteningly intense now. I felt like a bug impaled on a pin. This was not a lightweight man.

‘Point out a few comparisons before the lab guys get here, so I can have them photographed.’

I blew out a breath of relief. ‘The raincoat under Mamie. It hasn’t rained here in days. A raincoat was found under Julia Wallace. And Mamie’s been placed by the little oven. Mrs Wallace was found by a gas fire. She was bludgeoned to death. Like Mamie, I think. Mr Wallace was an insurance salesman. So is Gerald Wright. I’ll bet there’s more I haven’t thought of yet. Mamie’s about the same age as Julia Wallace . . . There are just so many parallels I don’t think I could’ve imagined them.’

Arthur stared at me thoughtfully for a few long seconds. ‘Are there any photographs of the Wallace murder scene?’ he asked.

The xeroxed pictures would have come in handy now, I thought.

‘Yes, I’ve seen one, there may be more.’

‘Was the husband, Wallace, arrested?’

‘Yes, and convicted. But later the sentence was overturned somehow or other, and he was freed.’

‘Okay. Come with me.’

‘One more thing,’ I said urgently. ‘The phone rang when I got here tonight and it was someone asking for Julia Wallace.’




 Chapter Three

The silent hall was not silent anymore. As we left the conference room, the law came in the back door. It was represented by a heavy-set man in a plaid jacket who was taller and older than Arthur, and two men in uniform. As I stood back against the wall, temporarily forgotten, Arthur led them down the hall and opened the door to the kitchen. They crowded around the door looking in. They were all silent for a moment. The youngest man in uniform winced and then wrenched his face straight. The other uniformed man shook his head once and then stared in at Mamie with a disgusted expression. What disgusted him, I wondered? The mess that had been made with the body of a human being? The waste of a life? The fact that someone living in the town he had to protect had seen fit to do this terrible thing?

I realized the man in the plaid jacket was the sergeant of detectives; I’d seen his picture in the paper when he’d arrested a drug pusher. Now he pursed his mouth briefly and said, ‘Damn,’ with little expression.

Arthur began telling them things, going swiftly and in a low voice. I could tell what point in his narrative he’d reached when their heads swung toward me simultaneously. I didn’t know whether to nod or what. I just stared back at them and felt a thousand years old. Their faces turned back to Arthur and he continued his briefing.

The two men in uniform left the building while Arthur and the sergeant continued their discussion. Arthur seemed to be enumerating things, while the sergeant nodded his head in approval and occasionally interjected some comment. Arthur had a little notebook out and was jotting in it as they spoke.

Another memory about the sergeant stirred.

His name was Jack Burns. He’d bought his house from my mother. He was married to a school teacher and had two kids in college. Now Jack Burns gave Arthur a sharp nod, as clear as a starting gun. Arthur went to the door to the meeting room and pushed it open.

‘Mr Wright, could you come here for a minute, please?’ Detective Arthur Smith asked, in a voice so devoid of expression that it was a warning in itself.

Gerald Wright came into the hall hesitantly. No one in the big room could fail to know by now that something was drastically wrong, and I wondered what they’d been saying. Gerald took a step toward me, but Arthur took his arm quite firmly and guided Gerald into the little conference room. I knew he was about to tell Gerald that his wife was dead, and I found myself wondering how Gerald would take it. Then I was ashamed.

At moments I understood in decent human terms what had happened to a woman I knew, and at moments I seemed to be thinking of Mamie’s death as one of our club’s study cases.

‘Miss Teagarden,’ said Jack Burns’s good-old-boy drawl, ‘you must be Aida Teagarden’s child.’

Well, I had a father, too: but he’d committed the dreadful sin of coming in from foreign parts (Texas) to work on our local Georgia paper, marrying my mother, begetting me, and then leaving and divorcing Lawrenceton’s own Aida Brattle Teagarden. I said, ‘Yes.’

‘I’m mighty sorry you had to see something like that,’ Jack Burns said, shaking his heavy head mournfully.

It was almost like a burlesque of regret, it was laid on so heavily; was he being sarcastic? I looked down, and for once said nothing. I didn’t need this right now; I was shaken and confused.

‘It just seems so strange to me that a sweet young woman like you would come to a club like this,’ Jack Burns went on slowly, his tone expressing stunned bewilderment. ‘Could you just kind of clarify for me what the purpose of this - organization - is?’

I had to answer a direct question. But why was he asking me? His own detective belonged to the same club. I wished this  middle-aged man with his plaid suit and his cowboy boots would melt through the floor. As slightly as I knew Arthur, I wanted him back. This man was scary. I pushed my glasses back up my nose with shaking fingers.

‘We meet once a month,’ I said in an uneven voice. ‘And we talk about a famous murder case, usually a pretty old one.’

The sergeant apparently gave this deep thought. ‘Talk about it—?’ he inquired gently.

‘Ah . . . sometimes just learn about it, who was killed and how and why and by whom.’ Our members favored different w’s.

I was most interested in the victim.

‘Or sometimes,’ I stumbled on, ‘depending on the case, we decide if the police arrested the right person. Or if the murder was unsolved, we talk about who may have been guilty. Sometimes we watch a movie.’

‘Movie?’ Raised beetly brows, a gentle inquiring shake of the head.

‘Like The Thin Blue Line. Or a fictionalized movie based on a real case. In Cold Blood . . .’

‘But not ever,’ he asked delicately, ‘what you would call a - snuff movie?’

‘Oh my God,’ I said sickly. ‘Oh my God, no.’ In my naivete, I said, ‘How could you think that?’

‘Well, Miss Teagarden, this here is a real murder, and we have to ask real questions.’ And his face was not nice at all. Our club had offended something in Jack Burns. How would Arthur fare, a policeman who was actually a member? But it seemed he would be working on the investigation in some capacity.

‘Now, Miss Teagarden,’ Jack Burns went on, his mask back in place, his voice as buttery as a waffle, ‘I am going to head up this investigation, and my two homicide detectives will work on this, and Arthur Smith will assist us, since he knows all you people. I know you’ll cooperate to the fullest with him. He tells me you know a little more about this than the others, that you got some kind of phone call and you found the body. We may have to talk to you a few times about this, but you just have patience with us.’  And I knew from his face I had better be willing to turn over my every waking minute, if that was required of me.

By this time I felt that Arthur Smith was my oldest and dearest friend, so much safer did he seem than this terrifying man with his terrifying questions. And he stepped out from behind his sergeant now, his face blank and his eyes cautious. He’d heard at least some of this conversation, which would have sounded almost routine without Burns’s menacing manner.

‘Miss Teagarden,’ Arthur said brusquely, ‘will you go into the room with the others now? Please don’t discuss with them what’s happened out here. And thanks.’ With Gerald presumably grieving in the small conference room and Mamie dead in the kitchen, I had to join the others unless he wanted me to stand in the bathroom.

With a medley of feelings, relief predominating, I was pushing open the door when I felt a hand on my arm. ‘Sorry,’ murmured Arthur. Over his shoulder, I saw the plaid back of Sergeant Burns’s jacket as he held open the back door to admit uniformed policemen loaded down with equipment. ‘If you don’t mind, I’ll come to see you tomorrow morning about this Wallace thing. Will you be at work?’

‘Tomorrow’s my day off,’ I said. ‘I can be at home tomorrow morning.’

‘Nine o’clock too early?’

‘No, that’s fine.’

As I went in the larger room where my fellow club members were clustered anxiously, I thought about the intelligence pitted against Arthur Smith’s. Someone was painstaking and artistic in a debased and imaginative way. Someone had issued a challenge to whoever cared to take it up. ‘Figure out who I am if you can, you amateur students of crime. I’ve graduated to the real thing. Here is my work.’

I felt an instinctive urge to hide what I was thinking. I wiped my mind clean of my nasty thoughts and tried not to meet the eyes of any of my fellow club members, who were all waiting tensely for me in the big room. But Sally Allison was a pro at catching  reluctant eyes, and I saw her mouth open when she caught mine. I knew beyond a doubt she was going to ask me if I’d found Mamie Wright. Sally was no fool. I shook my head firmly, and she came no closer.

‘Are you all right, child?’ John Queensland asked, advancing with the dignity that was the keystone of his character. ‘Your mother will be terribly upset when she hears . . .’ But since John, who was after all a wee mite pompous, realized he had no idea what my mother was going to hear, he had to trail off into silence. He asked me a question with a look.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said in a tiny squeak. I shook my head in irritation. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said more strongly, ‘I don’t think Detective Smith wants me to talk until he talks to you.’ I gave John a small smile and went to sit by myself in a chair by the coffee urn, trying to ignore the indignant looks and mutters of dissatisfaction cast in my direction. Gifford Doakes was walking back and forth as if he were pacing a cage. The policemen outside seemed to be making him extremely nervous. The novelist Robin Crusoe was looking eager and curious; Lizanne just looked bored. LeMaster Cane, Melanie and Bankston, and Jane Engle were talking together in low voices. For the first time, I realized another club member, Benjamin Greer, was missing. Benjamin’s attendance was erratic, like his life in general, so I didn’t put any particular weight on that. Sally was sitting by her son Perry, whose thin slash of a mouth was twisted into a very peculiar smile. Perry’s elevator did not stop at every floor.

I poured myself a cup of coffee, wishing it were a shot of bourbon. I thought of Mamie getting to the meeting early, setting everything up, making this very coffee so we wouldn’t have to drink Sally’s dreadful brew . . . I burst into tears, and slopped coffee all down my yellow sweater.

Those awful turquoise shoes. I kept seeing that empty shoe sitting upright in the middle of the floor.

I heard a soft sweet soothing murmur and knew Lizanne Buckley had come to my aid. Lizanne generously blocked me from the view of the room with an uncomfortable hunch of her  tall body. I heard the scrape of a chair and saw a pair of long thin trousered legs. Her escort, the red-headed novelist, was helping her out, and then he tactfully moved away. Lizanne lowered herself into the chair and hitched it closer to me. Her manicured hand stuffed a handkerchief into my stubby one.

‘Let’s just think about something else,’ Lizanne said in a low, even voice. She seemed quite sure I could think about something else. ‘Stupid ole me,’ said Lizanne charmingly. ‘I just can’t get interested in the things this Robin Crusoe likes, like people getting murdered. So if you like him, you’re welcome to him. I think maybe you and him would suit each other. Nothing wrong with him,’ she added hastily, in case I should assume she was offering me something shoddy. ‘He’d just be happier with you, I think. Don’t you?’ she asked persuasively. She just knew a man would make me feel better.

‘Lizanne,’ I said, with a few gasps and sobs interposed here and there, ‘you’re wonderful. I don’t know anyone to top you. There aren’t too many single men our age in Lawrenceton to date, are there?’

Lizanne looked puzzled. She’d obviously noticed no lack of single men to date. I wondered where all her men came from. Probably drove from as far away as two hundred miles. ‘Thanks, Lizanne,’ I said helplessly.

Sergeant Burns appeared in the doorway and scanned the room. I had no doubt he was memorizing each and every face. I could tell by his scowl when he saw her that he knew Sally Allison was a reporter. He looked even angrier when he saw Gifford Doakes, who stopped his pacing and stared back at Burns with a sneering face.

‘Okay, folks,’ he said peremptorily, eyeing us as if we were rather degenerate strangers caught half-dressed, ‘we’ve had a death here.’

That could hardly have been a bombshell - after all, the people in this group were adept at picking up clues. But there was a shocked-sounding buzz of conversation in the wake of Burns’s announcement. A few reactions were marked. Perry Allison got a  strange smirk on his face, and I was even more strongly reminded that in the past Perry had had what people called ‘nervous problems, ’ though he did his work at the library well enough. His mother Sally was watching his face with obvious anxiety. The red-haired writer’s face lit with excitement, though he decently tried to tone it down. None of this could touch him personally, of course. He was new in town, had barely met a soul, and this was his first visit to Real Murders.

I envied him.

He saw me watching him, observing his excitement, and he turned red.

Burns said clearly, ‘I’m going to take you out of the room one by one, to the smaller room across the hall, and one of our uniformed officers will take your statement. Then I’m going to let you go home, though we’ll need to talk to you all again later, I imagine. I’ll start with Miss Teagarden, since she’s had a shock.’

Lizanne pressed my hand when I got up to leave. As I crossed the hall, I saw the building was teeming with police. I hadn’t known Lawrenceton had that many in uniform. I was learning a lot tonight, one way or another.

The business of having my statement taken would have been interesting if I hadn’t been so upset and tired. After all, I’d read about police procedure for years, about police questioning all available witnesses to a crime, and here I was, being questioned by a real policeman about a real crime. But the only lasting impression I carried away with me was that of thoroughness. Every question was asked twice, in different ways. The phone call, of course, came in for a great deal of attention. The pity of it was that I could say so little about it. I was faintly worried when Jack Burns stepped in and asked me very persistently about Sally Allison and her movements and demeanor; but I had to face the fact that since Sally and I were first on the scene (though we didn’t know it at the time) we would be questioned most intensely.

I had my fingerprints taken, too, which would have been very interesting under other circumstances. As I left the room I glanced toward the kitchen without wanting to. Mamie Wright, housewife  and wearer of high heels, was being processed as the murder victim. I didn’t know where Gerald Wright was; since the small conference room had been free, he must have been driven home or even to the police station. Of course he would be the most suspected, and I knew chances were he’d probably done it, but I could find no relief in the thought.

I didn’t believe Gerald had done it. I thought the person, man or woman, who’d called the VFW Hall had done it, and I didn’t believe Gerald Wright would have resorted to such elaborate means if he’d wanted to kill Mamie. He might have buried her in his cellar, like Crippen, but he would not have killed her at the VFW and then called to alert the rest of the club members to his actions. Actually, Gerald didn’t seem to have enough sense of fun, if that was what you wanted to term it. This murder had a kind of bizarre playfulness about it. Mamie’d been arranged like a doll, and the phone call was like a childish ‘Nyah, nyah, you can’t catch me.’

As I went out to my car very slowly, I was mulling over that phone call. It was a red flag, surely, to alert the club to the near certainty that this murder had been planned and executed by a club member. Mamie Wright, wife of an insurance salesman in Lawrenceton, Georgia, had been battered to death and arranged after death to copy the murder of the wife of an insurance company employee in Liverpool, England. This had been done on the premises where the club met, on the night it met to discuss that very case. It was possible someone outside the club had a grudge against us, though I couldn’t imagine why. No, someone had decided to have his own kind of fun with us. And that someone was almost surely someone I knew, almost surely a member of Real Murders.

I could scarcely believe I had to walk out to my car by myself, drive it home by myself, enter my dark home - by myself. But then I realized that all the members of Real Murders, alive or dead, with the exception of Benjamin Greer, were under police scrutiny at this very moment.

I was the safest person in Lawrenceton.

I drove slowly, double-checked myself at stop signs, and used my turn signals long before I needed to. I was so completely tired I was afraid I’d look drunk to any passing patrol officers . . . if there were any left on the streets. I was so glad to turn the car into my familiar slot, put my key in my own lock, and plod into my own territory. Functioning through a woolly fog of fatigue, I dialed Mother’s number. When she answered I told her that no matter what she heard, I was just fine and nothing awful had happened to me. I cut off her questions, left the phone off the hook, and saw by the kitchen clock that it was only 9:30. Amazing.

I trudged up the stairs, pulling off my sweater and shirt as I went. I just managed to shuck the rest of my clothes, pull on my nightgown, and crawl into bed before sleep hit me.

At 3 A.M. I woke in a cold sweat. My dream had been one big close-up of Mamie Wright’s head.

Someone was crazy; or someone was unbelievably vicious.

Or both.




 Chapter Four

I turned the water on full force, let it get good and hot, and stepped into the shower. It was 7 A.M. on a cool, crisp spring morning, and my first conscious thought was: I don’t have to go to work today. The next thought was: my life has changed forever.

Not much had ever really happened to me; not big things, either wonderful or horrible. My parents getting divorced was bad, but even I had been able to see it was better for them. I had already gotten my driver’s license by then, so they didn’t need to shuttle me back and forth. Maybe the divorce had made me cautious, but caution is not a bad thing. I had a neat and tidy life in a messy world, and if sometimes I suspected I was trying to fulfill the stereotype of a small-town librarian, well, I had yearnings to play other roles, too. In the movies, sometimes those dry librarians with their hair in buns suddenly let their juices gush, shook their hair loose, threw off their glasses, and did a tango.

Maybe I would. But in the meantime, I could have a small pride in myself. I had done okay the night before, not great but okay. I had gotten through it.

I went through the tedious business of drying my mass of hair and pulled on some old jeans and a sweater. I padded downstairs in my moccasins and brewed some coffee, a big pot. I’d gotten my lawn chairs and table set up on the patio a week before, when I’d decided it was going to stay spring for good, so after getting my papers from the little-used front doorstep, I carried my first cup out to the patio. It was possible to feel alone there, though of course the Crandalls on one side and Robin Crusoe on the other could see my patio from their second floor back bedroom. The back bedroom was small and I knew everyone used it as a guest room, so the chances were good that no one was looking.

Sally hadn’t managed to get the story in the local paper. I was sure that had been printed before the meeting even started. But the local man employed by the city paper had had better luck. ‘Lawrenceton Woman Murdered’ ran the uninspired headline in the City and State section. A picture of Mamie accompanied the article, and I was impressed by the stringer’s industry. I scanned the story quickly. It was necessarily short, and had little in it I didn’t know, except that the police hadn’t found Mamie’s purse. I frowned at that. It didn’t seem to fit somehow. There was no hint of this murder being like any other murder. I wondered if the police had requested that fact be withheld. But it would be all over Lawrenceton soon, I was sure. Lawrenceton, despite its new population of commuters to Atlanta, was still a small town at heart. My name was included: ‘Ms Teagarden, anxious at Mrs Wright’s continued absence, searched the building and found Mrs Wright’s body in the kitchen.’ I shivered. It sounded so simple in print.

I’d put the phone back on the hook, and now it rang. Mother, of course, I thought, and went back into the kitchen. I picked up the receiver as I poured more coffee.

‘Are you all right?’ she asked immediately. ‘John Queensland came over last night after the police let him go, and he told me all about it.’

John Queensland was certainly making a determined effort to endear himself to Mother. Well, she’d been on her own (but not always alone) for a long time.

‘I’m pretty much all right,’ I said cautiously.

‘Was it awful?’

‘Yes,’ I said, and I meant it. It had been horrible, but exciting, and the more hours separated me from the event, the more exciting and bearable it was becoming. I didn’t want to lose the horror; that was what kept you civilized.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said helplessly. Neither of us knew what to say next. ‘Your father called me,’ she blurted out. ‘You must have had your phone off the hook?’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘He was worried, too. About you. And he said you were going to keep Phillip next weekend? He wondered if you would be able; he said if you didn’t feel like it, just give him a call, he’d change his plans.’ Mother was doing her best not to call her ex-husband a selfish bastard for mentioning such a thing at a time like this.

I had a half-brother, Phillip, six, a scary and wonderful boy whom I could stand for whole weekends occasionally without my nerves completely shattering. I’d completely forgotten that Dad and his second wife, Betty Jo, (quite a reaction to an Aida Teagarden) were leaving for a convention in Chattanooga in a few days.

‘No, that’ll be okay, I’ll give him a call later today,’ I said.

‘Well. You will call me if you need me to do anything? I can bring you some lunch, or you can come stay with me.’

‘No, I’m fine.’ A slight exaggeration, but close enough to the truth. I suddenly wanted to say something real, something indelible, to my mother. But the only thing I could think of wouldn’t bear uttering. I wanted to say I felt more alive than I had in years; that finally something bigger than myself had happened to me. Now, instead of reading about an old murder, seeing passion and desperation and evil in print on a page, I knew these things to be possessed by people around me. And I said, ‘Really, I’m okay. And the police are coming by this morning; I’d better go get ready.’

‘All right, Aurora. But call me if you get scared. And you can always stay here.’

I had a sudden flood of nervous energy after I hung up. I looked around me, and decided to put it to good use picking up. First my den/dining room/kitchen right off the patio, then the formal front room that I seldom used. I checked the little downstairs bathroom for toilet paper, and ran up the stairs to make my bed and straighten up. The guest bedroom was pristine, as usual. I gathered up my dirty clothes and trotted downstairs with the bundle, tossing it unceremoniously down the basement stairs to land in front of the washer. Lawrenceton is on high enough ground for basements to be feasible.

When I looked at the clock and saw I had fifteen minutes left  before Arthur Smith was due to come, I checked the coffee level and went back upstairs to put on some makeup. That was simple enough, since I wore little, and I hardly had to look in the mirror to do it. But out of habit I did, and I didn’t look any more interesting or experienced than I had the day before. My face was still pale and round, my nose short and straight and suitable for holding up my glasses, my eyes magnified behind those glasses and round and brown. My hair unbound flew all around my head in a waving brown mass halfway down my back, and for once I let it be. It would get in my way and stick to the corners of my mouth and get caught in the hinges of my glasses, but what the hell! Then I heard the double ring of the front doorbell and flew downstairs.

People almost always came to the back door instead of the front, but Arthur had parked on the street instead of in the parking area behind the apartments. Under the fresh suit, shaved jaw, and curling pale hair still damp from the shower, he looked tired.

‘Are you all right this morning?’ he asked.

‘Yes, pretty much. Come in.’

He looked all around him, openly, when he passed through the living room, missing nothing. He paused at the big room where I really lived. ‘Nice,’ he said, sounding impressed. The sunny room with the big window overlooking the patio with its rose trees did look attractive. Exposed brick walls and all the books make an intelligent-looking room, anyway, I thought, and I waved him onto the tan suede love seat as I asked him if he wanted coffee.

‘Yes, black,’ he said fervently. ‘I was up most of the night.’

When I bent over to put his cup on the low table in front of him, I realized with some embarrassment that his eyes weren’t on the coffee cup.

I settled opposite him in my favorite chair, low enough that my feet can touch the floor, wide enough to curl up inside, with a little table beside it just big enough to hold a book and a coffee cup.

Arthur took a sip of his coffee, eyed me again as he told me it was good, and got down to business.

‘You were right, the body was definitely moved after death to the position it was in when you found it,’ he said directly. ‘She was killed there in the kitchen. Jack Burns is having a hard time swallowing this theory, that she was deliberately killed to mimic the Wallace murder, but I’m going to try to convince him. He’s in charge though; I’m assisting on this one since I know all the people involved, but I’m really a burglary detective.’

Some questions flew through my head, but I decided it wouldn’t be polite to ask them. Sort of like asking a doctor about your own symptoms at a party. ‘Why is Jack Burns so scary?’ I asked abruptly. ‘Why does he make an effort to intimidate you? What’s the point?’

At least Arthur didn’t have to ask me what I meant. He knew exactly what Jack Burns was like.

‘Jack doesn’t care if people like him or not,’ Arthur said simply. ‘That’s a big advantage, especially to a cop. He doesn’t even care if other cops like him. He just wants cases solved as soon as possible, he wants witnesses to tell him everything they know, and he wants the guilty punished. He wants the world to go his way, and he doesn’t care what he has to do to make it happen.’

That sounded pretty frightening to me. ‘At least you know where you are with him,’ I said weakly. Arthur nodded matter-of-factly.

‘Tell me everything you know about the Wallace case,’ he said.

‘Well, I’m up on it of course, since it was supposed to be the topic last night,’ I explained. ‘I wonder if - whoever killed Mamie - picked it for that reason?’

I was actually kind of glad I’d finally get to deliver part of my laboriously prepared lecture. And to a fellow aficionado, a professional at that.

‘The ultimate murder mystery, according to several eminent crime writers,’ I began. ‘William Herbert Wallace, Liverpool insurance salesman,’ I raised a finger to indicate one point of similarity, ‘and married with no children,’ I raised a second finger. Then I thought Arthur could probably do without me telling him his job. ‘Wallace and his wife Julia were middle aged and hadn’t much  money, but did have intellectual leanings. They played duets together in the evening. They didn’t entertain much or have many friends. They weren’t known to quarrel.

‘Wallace had a regular schedule for collecting insurance payments from subscribers to his particular company, and he’d bring the money home with him for one night, Tuesday. Wallace played chess, too, and was entered in a tournament at a local club. There was a play-off chart establishing when he’d be playing, posted on the wall at the club. Anyone who came in could see it.’ I raised my eyebrows at Arthur to make sure he marked that important point. He nodded.

‘Okay. Wallace didn’t have a phone at home. He got a call at the chess club right before he arrived there one day. Another member took the message. The caller identified himself as “Qualtrough.” The caller said that he wanted to take out a policy on his daughter and asked that Wallace be given a message to come around to Qualtrough’s house the next evening, Tuesday.

‘Now, the bad thing about this call, from Wallace’s point of view,’ I explained, warming to my subject, ‘is that it came to the club when Wallace wasn’t there. And there was a telephone booth Wallace could have used, close to his home, if he himself placed the “Qualtrough” call.’

Arthur scribbled in a little leather notepad he produced from somewhere.

‘Now - Wallace comes in very soon after Qualtrough has called the club. Wallace talks about this message to the other chess players. Maybe he means to impress it on their memory? Either he is a murderer and is setting up his alibi, or the real murderer is making sure Wallace will be out of the house Tuesday evening. And this dual possibility, that almost hanged Wallace, runs throughout the case.’ Could any writer have imagined anything as interesting as this? I wanted to ask.

But instead I plunged back in. ‘So on the appointed night Wallace goes looking for this man Qualtrough who wants to take out some insurance. Granted, he was a man who needed all the business he could get, and granted, we know what insurance salesmen are still  like today, but even so, Wallace went to extreme lengths to find this potential customer. The address Qualtrough left at the chess club was in Menlove Gardens East. There’s a Menlove Gardens North, South, and West, but no Menlove Gardens East; so it was a clever false address to give. Wallace asks many people he meets - even a policeman! - if they know where he can find this address. He may be stubborn, or he may be determined to fix himself in the memories of as many people as possible.

‘Since there simply was no such address, he went home.’

I paused to take a long drink of my tepid coffee.

‘She was already dead?’ Arthur asked astutely.

‘Right, that’s the point. If Wallace killed her, he had to have done it before he left on this wild goose chase. If so, what I’m about to tell you was all acting.

‘He gets home and tries to open his front door, he later says. His key won’t work. He thinks Julia has bolted the front door and for some reason can’t hear him knock. Whatever was the case, a couple who live next door leave their house and see Wallace at his back door, apparently in distress. He tells them about the front door being bolted. Either his distress is genuine, or he’s been hanging around in the back alley waiting for someone else to witness his entrance.’

Arthur’s blond head shook slowly from side to side as he contemplated the twists and turns of this classic. I imagined the Liverpool police force in 1931 sitting and shaking their heads in exactly the same way. Or perhaps not; they’d been convinced early on that they had their man.

‘Was Wallace friendly with those neighbors?’ he asked.

‘Not particularly. Good, but impersonal, relationship.’

‘So he could count on their being accepted as impartial witnesses,’ Arthur observed.

‘If he did it. Incidentally, the upshot of all this about the front door lock, which Wallace said resisted his key, turned out to be a major point in the trial, but the testimony was pretty murky. Also iffy was the evidence of a child who knocked on the door with the day’s milk, or a newspaper or something. Mrs Wallace answered  the door, alive and well; and if it could have been proved Wallace had already left, he would have been cleared. But it couldn’t be.’ I took a deep breath. Here came the crucial scene. ‘Be that as it may. Wallace and the couple do enter the house, do see a few things out of place in the kitchen and another room, I think, but no major ransacking. The box where Wallace kept the insurance money had been rifled. Of course, this was a Tuesday, when there should’ve been a lot of money.

‘The neighbors by this time are scared. Then Wallace calls them into the front room, a parlor, rarely used.

‘Julia Wallace is there, lying in front of the gas fire, with a raincoat under her. The raincoat, partially burned, is not hers. She’s been beaten to death, with extreme brutality, unnecessary force. She has not been raped.’ I stopped suddenly. ‘I assume Mamie wasn’t?’ I said finally, frightened of the answer.

‘Doesn’t look like it right now,’ Arthur said absently, still taking notes.

I blew my breath out. ‘Well, Wallace theorizes that “Qualtrough,” who of course must be the murderer if Wallace is innocent, called at the house after Wallace left. He was evidently someone Julia didn’t know well, or at all, because she showed him into the company parlor.’ Just like I would an insurance salesman, I thought. ‘The raincoat, an old one of Wallace’s, she perhaps threw over her shoulders because the disused room was cold until the gas fire, which she apparently lit, had had a chance to heat it. The money that had been taken hadn’t actually been much, since Wallace had been ill that week and hadn’t been able to collect everything he was supposed to. But no one else would have known that, presumably.

‘Julia certainly hadn’t been having an affair, and had never personally offended anyone that the police could discover.

‘And that’s the Wallace case.’

Arthur sat lost in thought, his blue eyes fixed intently on some internal point. ‘Wobbly, either way,’ he said finally.

‘Right,’ I agreed. ‘There’s no real case against Wallace, except that he was her husband, the only person who seemed to know  her well enough to kill her. Everything he said could’ve been true . . . in which case, he was tried for killing the one person in the world he loved, while all the time the real killer went free.’

‘So Wallace was arrested?’

‘And convicted. But after he spent some time in prison, he was released by a unique ruling in British law. I think a higher court simply ruled that there hadn’t been enough evidence for a jury to convict Wallace, no matter what the jury said. But prison and the whole experience had broken Wallace, and he died two or three years later, still saying he was innocent. He said he suspected who Qualtrough was, but he had no proof.’

‘I’d have gone for Wallace, too, on the basis of that evidence,’ Arthur said unhesitatingly. ‘The probability is with Wallace, as you said, because it’s usually the husband who wants his wife out of the way . . . yet since there’s no clear-cut evidence either way, I’m almost surprised the state chose to prosecute.’

‘Probably,’ I said without thinking, ‘the police were under a lot of pressure to make an arrest.’

Arthur looked so tired and gloomy that I tried to change the subject. ‘Why’d you join Real Murders?’ I asked. ‘Isn’t that a little strange for a policeman?’

‘Not this policeman,’ he said a little sharply. I shrank in my chair.

‘Listen, Roe, I wanted to go to law school, but there wasn’t enough money.’ Arthur’s family was pretty humble, I recalled. I thought I’d gone to high school with one of his sisters. Arthur must be three or four years older than I. ‘I made it through two years of college before I realized I couldn’t make it financially, because I just couldn’t work and carry a full course load. School bored me then, too. So I decided to go into law from another angle. Policemen aren’t all alike, you know.’

I could tell he’d given this lecture before.

‘Some cops are right out of Joseph Wambaugh’s books, because he was a cop and he writes pretty good books. Loud, drinkers, macho, mostly uneducated, sometimes brutal. There are a few nuts, like there are in any line of work, and there are a few Birchers.  There aren’t many Liberals with a capital ‘L’, and not too many college graduates. But within those rough lines, we’ve got all kinds of people. Some of my friends - some cops - watch every cop show on television they can catch, so they’ll know how to act. Some of them - not many - read Dostoevsky.’ He smiled, and it looked almost strange on him. ‘I just like to study old crimes, figure out how the police thought on the case, pick apart their procedure - ever read about the June Anne Devaney case, Blackburn, England, oh, about late 1930’s?’

‘A child murder, right?’

‘Right. You know the police persuaded every adult male in Blackburn to have his fingerprints taken?’ Arthur’s face practically shone with enthusiasm. ‘That’s how they caught Peter Griffiths. By comparing thousands of fingerprints with the ones Griffiths left on the scene.’ He was lost in admiration for a moment. ‘That’s why I joined Real Murders,’ he said. ‘But what could a woman like Mamie Wright get out of studying the Wallace case?’

‘Oh, a chaperoned husband!’ I said with a grin, and then felt a sharp pang of dismay as Arthur reopened his little notebook.

Almost gently, Arthur said, ‘Now, this murder is real. It’s a new murder.’

‘I know,’ I said, and I saw Mamie again.

‘Did they quarrel much, Gerald and Mamie?’

‘Never, that I saw or heard,’ I said firmly and truthfully. I’d always believed Wallace was innocent. ‘She just seemed to be keeping an eye on him around other women.’

‘Do you think her suspicions were correct?’

‘It never occurred to me they could be. Gerald is just so stuffy and . . . Arthur? Could Gerald have done this?’ I didn’t mean emotionally, I meant practically, and Arthur realized it.

‘Do you know why Gerald says he was late to the meeting, why Mamie came on her own instead of riding with him? He got a call from a man he didn’t know, asking Gerald to talk with him about some insurance for his daughter.’

I know my mouth was hanging open. I slowly shut it, but feared I looked no more intelligent.

‘Someone’s really slapping us in the face, Arthur,’ I said slowly. ‘Maybe especially challenging you. Mamie wasn’t even killed because she was Mamie.’ That was especially horrible. ‘It was just because she was an insurance salesman’s wife.’

‘But you’d figured it out last night. You know that.’

‘But what if there are more? What if he copies the June Anne Devaney murder, and kills a three-year-old? What if he copies the Ripper murders? Or kills people like Ed Gein did, to eat?’

‘Don’t go imagining nightmares,’ Arthur said briskly. He was so matter of fact I knew he’d already thought of the possibility himself. ‘Now, I’ve got to write down everything you did yesterday, starting from when you left work.’

If he meant to jolt me out of the horrors, he succeeded. Even if only on paper, I was someone who had to account for her movements; not exactly a suspect, but a possibility. Then too, my arrival time at the meeting would help pinpoint the time of death. Though I’d gone over this all the night before, once more I carefully related my trivial doings.

‘Do you have a good account of the Wallace killing I could borrow?’ he asked, rising from the couch reluctantly. He looked even more worn, as if relaxing for a while hadn’t helped, just made him feel his exhaustion. ‘And I need a list of club members, too.’

‘I can help you with the Wallace killing,’ I said. ‘But you’ll have to get the list from Jane Engle. She’s the club secretary.’ I had the book on hand I’d used to prepare my lecture. I checked to make sure my name was written inside, told Arthur I’d have him arrested if he didn’t return it, and walked with him to the front door.

To my surprise, he put his hands on my shoulders and gripped them with no mean pressure.

‘Don’t look so dismal,’ he said. The wide blue eyes caught mine. I felt a jolt tingle up my spine. ‘You caught something last night most people wouldn’t have. You were tough and smart and  quick-thinking.’ He caught a loose strand of my hair and rolled it between his fingers. ‘I’ll talk to you soon,’ he said. ‘Maybe tomorrow.’

As it turned out, we spoke somewhat sooner than that.




 Chapter Five

I’d noticed a moving van parked in front of Robin Crusoe’s apartment when I let Arthur out. Out of sheer curiosity, when the phone began to ring, I decided to take my calls on my bedside phone, which had a long cord, so I could stare out the front windows at the unloading. And the phone was ringing nonstop, as the news about Mamie Wright’s murder spread among friends and co-workers. Just when I was about to dial his number, my father called. He seemed about equally concerned with my emotional health and with whether or not I still felt I could keep Phillip.

‘Are you okay?’ Phillip himself said softly. He is a shrieker in person, but unaccountably soft-spoken over the telephone.

‘Yes, brother, I’m okay,’ I answered.

‘ ’Cause I really want to come see you. Can I?’

‘Sure.’

‘Are you going to make pecan pie?’

‘I might, if I was asked nicely.’

‘Please, please, please?’

‘That’s pretty nice. Count on the pie.’

‘Yahoo!’

‘Do you feel I’m blackmailing you?’ Father asked when Phillip relinquished the phone.

‘Well, yes.’

‘Okay, okay, I feel guilty. But Betty Jo really wants to go to this convention. Her best friend from college married a newspaperman, too, and they’re going to be there.’

‘Tell her I’ll still keep him.’ I loved Phillip, though at first I’d been terrified to even hold him, having no experience whatsoever with babies. To give Betty Jo credit, she’s always been all for Phillip’s getting to know his big sister.

After I’d hung up, the rest of the day gaped ahead of me like a black cave. Since it was my day off I tried to do day-off things; I paid bills, did my laundry.

My best friend, Amina Day, had just moved to Houston to take such a good job that I couldn’t grudge her the move; but I missed her, and I’d felt very much an unadventurous village bumpkin before I’d stepped into the VFW kitchen. Amina wasn’t going to believe I’d had a bona fide shocking experience right in Lawrenceton. I decided to call her that night, and the prospect cheered me.

Now that the first shock of last night had worn off, it all seemed curiously unreal, like a book. I’d read so many books, both fiction and nonfiction, in which a young woman walked into a room (across a field, down the stairs, in an alley) and found the body. I could distance myself from the reality of a dead Mamie by thinking of the situation, rather than the person.

I picked out all these distinctions while eating a nutritious lunch of Cheezits and tuna fish. All this thinking led me back to the depressing conclusion that so little had happened in my life for so long, that when something did I had to pick at it over and over. No moment was going to sneak by me unobserved and unanalyzed.

Clearly, some action was called for.

With the taste of lunch in my mouth it was easy to decide that that action should take the form of going to the grocery store. I made one of my methodical little lists and gathered up my coupons.

Of course the store was extra crowded on Saturday, and I saw several people who knew what had happened the night before. I found myself reluctant to talk about it to people who hadn’t been there. I hadn’t been asked to avoid mentioning the murder’s connection to an old murder case, but I didn’t see any sense in having to explain it to ten people in a row, either. Even the minimal responses I made slowed me down considerably, and forty minutes later I was only halfway through my list. As I stood at the meat counter debating between ‘lean’ and ‘extra lean’  hamburger, I heard a tapping noise. It grew more and more imperative, until I looked up. Benjamin Greer, the only member of Real Murders who hadn’t been at the meeting the night before, was tapping on the clear glass that separated the butchers from the refrigerated meat counter. Behind him, gleaming steel machines were doing their job, and another butcher in a bloodstained apron like Benjamin’s was packing roasts.

Benjamin was stout with wispy blond hair that he swept up and over his premature bald spot. He’d tried to grow a mustache to augment his missing scalp hair, but it had given the impression that his upper lip was dirty, and I was glad to see he’d shaved the thing off. He wasn’t very tall, and he wasn’t very bright, and he tried to make up for these factors with a puppylike friendliness and willingness to do whatever one asked. On the down side, if his help was not needed, no matter how tactfully you expressed it, he turned sullen and self-pitying. Benjamin was a difficult person, one of those people who make you feel ashamed of yourself if you dislike him, while making it almost impossible to like him.

I disliked him, of course. He’d asked me out three times, and every time, feeling deeply ashamed of myself, I’d told him no. Even as desperate for a date as I was, I couldn’t stomach the thought of going out with Benjamin.

He’d tried a fundamentalist church, he’d tried coaching Little League, and now he was trying Real Murders.

I smiled at him falsely and damned the hamburger meat that had led me into his sight.

He hurried through the swinging door to the right of the meat. I steeled myself to be nice.

‘The police came to my apartment last night,’ he said breathlessly. ‘They wanted to know why I hadn’t come to the meeting.’

‘What did you say?’ I asked bluntly. The bloodstained apron was making me feel unwell. Suddenly hamburger seemed quite distasteful.

‘Oh, I hated to miss your presentation,’ he assured me, as if I’d been worried, ‘but I had something else I had to do.’ Put that in your pipe and smoke it, his expression said. Benjamin’s words  were as mild and apologetic and his voice was as abased as usual, but his face was another matter.

I looked inquiring and waited. Definitely not the hamburger. Maybe no red meat at all.

‘I’m in politics,’ Benjamin told me, his voice modest but his face triumphant.

‘The mayoral race?’ I guessed.

‘Right. I’m helping out Morrison Pettigrue. I’m his campaign manager.’ And Benjamin’s voice quivered with pride.

Whoever Morrison Pettigrue was, he was sure to lose. The name rang a faint bell, but I wasn’t willing to stand there waiting to recall what I knew.

‘I wish you luck,’ I said with as good a smile as I could scrape together.

‘Would you like to go to a rally with me next week?’

My God, he wanted me to kick him in the face. That was the only explanation. I looked at him and thought, you pathetic person. Then I felt ashamed, of course, and that made me angry at myself, and him.

‘No, Benjamin,’ I said with finality. I could not offer an excuse. I did not want this to happen again.

‘Okay,’ he said, with martyrdom in his voice. ‘Well . . . I’ll be seeing you.’ The hurt quivered dramatically just under his brave smile.

The old reply came to the tip of my tongue, and I bit it back. But as I wheeled my cart away, I whispered, ‘Not if I see you first.’ As I slowed down to stare at the dog food bags, just so he wouldn’t look out the window and see me speeding away as fast as I could move, I realized there were a couple of funny things about our conversation.

He hadn’t asked any questions about last night. He hadn’t asked who had been at the meeting, he hadn’t said how strange it was that the only night he’d missed was the night something extraordinary happened. He hadn’t even asked how it felt to discover Mamie’s body, something everyone I’d seen today had been trying to ask me in roundabout ways.

I puzzled over it while I selected shampoo, and then decided not to worry about Benjamin Greer. Instead, I would get mad at the shelf stockers. Naturally, every kind of heavily sugared cereal based on a cartoon show was at my eye level, while cereal bought by grown-ups was stacked way above my head. I could reach them, but then the stockers had laid other boxes down on top of the row of upright boxes. If I pulled out the one I could reach, the others on top of it would come toppling down, making lots of noise and attracting lots of attention. You can tell I know from experience.

I turned sideways to maximize my stretch and stood on my tiptoes. No go. I was just going to have to switch brands or start eating cereal that tasted like bubble gum. That horrible thought galvanized me into another attempt.

‘Here, young lady, let me get that for you,’ said an unbearably patronizing voice from somewhere above me. A huge hand reached over my head, grasped the box easily, and like a crane lowered the box into my cart.

I gripped the cart handle as if it were my temper. I breathed out once deeply, and then in again. I slowly turned to face my benefactor. I looked up - and up - into a comically dismayed face topped by a thatch of longish red hair.

‘Oh, gosh, I’m sorry,’ said Robin Crusoe. Hazel eyes blinked at me anxiously from behind his wire-rims. ‘I thought - from the back, you know, you look about twelve. But certainly not from the front.’

He realized what he’d just said, and his eyes closed in horror.

I was beginning to enjoy this.

A fleeting image crossed my mind of us in an intimate situation, and I wondered if it would work at all. I couldn’t help it; I began to smile.

He smiled back, relieved, and I saw his charm instantly. He had a crooked smile, a little shy.

‘I don’t think we should talk like this,’ he said, indicating the difference in our heights. ‘Why don’t I come over after I get my  groceries put up? You live right by me, I think you said last night? You make me want to pick you up so I can see you better.’

That so closely matched a certain image crossing my mind that I could feel my face turning red. ‘Please do come over. I’m sure you have a lot of questions after last night,’ I said.

‘That would be great. My place is in such a mess that I need a break from looking at boxes.’

‘Okay, then. About an hour?’

‘Sure, see you then - your name’s really Roe?’

‘Short for Aurora,’ I explained. ‘Aurora Teagarden.’

He didn’t seem to think my name was unusual at all.

 



‘Coffee? Soft drink? Orange juice?’ I offered.

‘Beer?’ he countered.

‘Wine.’

‘Okay. I don’t usually drink at this hour, but if anything will drive you to drink, it’s moving.’

Feeling naughty at having a drink before five in the afternoon, I filled two glasses and joined him in the living room. I sat in the same chair I’d taken that morning when Arthur had been there, and felt incredibly female and powerful at entertaining two men in my home on the same day.

Robin, like Arthur, was impressed with the room. ‘I hope mine looks half this good when I’ve finished unpacking. I have no talent at all for making things look nice.’

My friend Amina would have said I didn’t either. ‘Are you settled in?’ I asked politely.

‘I got my bed put together while the moving men were unloading the rest of the van, and I’ve hung my clothes in the closet. At least I had a chair for the detective to sit in this morning. They carried it in right as he walked to the door.’

‘Arthur Smith?’ I was surprised. He hadn’t told me he was going to interview Robin after he left my place. I’d shut the door assuming he’d get in his car and drive off. He must have left Robin’s apartment before I started spying out the front upstairs window.

‘Yes, he was checking up on the way I happened to come to the club meeting—’

‘How did you know about it?’ I interrupted with intense curiosity.

‘Well,’ he said with reddening face, ‘when I went to the utility company, I got to talking with Lizanne, and when she found out I write mysteries, she remembered the club. Evidently you told her about it one time.’ I hadn’t imagined Lizanne was listening. She’d looked, as usual, bored. ‘So Lizanne called John Queensland, who said Real Murders was meeting that very night and visitors could come, so I asked her . . .’

‘Just wondered,’ I said neutrally.

‘That Sergeant Burns, he’s a grim kind of man,’ Robin said thoughtfully. ‘And Detective Smith is no lightweight.’

‘You didn’t even know Mamie, it’s out of the question you could be suspected.’

‘Well, I guess I could have known her before. But I didn’t, and I think Smith believes that. But I bet he’ll check. That’s a guy I wouldn’t like to have on my trail.’

‘Mamie wouldn’t have gotten there before 7:00,’ I said thoughtfully. ‘And I have no alibi for 7:00 to 7:30. She had to meet the VFW president at the VFW Hall to get the key. And I think after every meeting she had to run by his house to return the key.’

‘Nope. Yesterday she dropped by the president’s house and picked up the key. She told them she needed to get in early, she had some kind of appointment to meet someone there before the meeting.’

‘How’d you know that?’ I was agog and indignant.

‘The detective asked to use the phone to call the station and I pieced that together from listening to his end of the conversation,’ he said frankly. Aha, another person who was curious by nature.

‘Oh. So,’ I said slowly, thinking as I went, ‘whoever killed her actually had plenty of time to fix everything up. He got her to come early somehow, so he’d have buckets of time to kill her and arrange her and go home to clean up.’ I drained my glass and shuddered.

Robin said hastily, ‘Tell me about the other club members.’

I decided that question was the real purpose of his visit. I felt disappointed, but philosophical.

‘Jane Engle, the white-haired older lady,’ I began. ‘She’s retired but works from time to time substitute teaching or substituting at the library. She’s an expert on Victorian murders.’ And then I ran down the list on my fingers: Gifford Doakes, Melanie Clark, Bankston Waites, John Queensland, LeMaster Cane, Arthur Smith, Mamie and Gerald Wright, Perry Allison, Sally Allison, Benjamin Greer. ‘But Perry’s only just started coming,’ I explained. ‘I guess he’s not really a member.’

Robin nodded, and his red hair fell across his eyes. He brushed it back absently.

That absorption in his face and the small gesture did something to me.

‘What about you?’ he asked. ‘Give me a little biography.’

‘Not much to tell. I went to high school here, went to a small private college, did some graduate work at the university in library science and came home and got a job at the local library.’

Robin looked disconcerted.

‘All right, it never occurred to me not to come back,’ I said after a moment. ‘What about you?’

‘Oh, I’m going to teach a course at the university. The writer they had lined up had a heart attack . . . Do you ever do impulsive things?’ Robin asked suddenly.

One of the strongest impulses I’d ever felt urged me to put down my wineglass, walk over to Robin Crusoe, a writer I’d known only a few hours, sit on his lap, and kiss him until he fainted.

‘Almost never,’ I said with real regret. ‘Why?’

‘Have you ever experienced . . .’

My doorbell chimed twice.

‘Excuse me,’ I said with even deeper regret, and answered the front door.

Mr Windham, my mail carrier, handed me a brown-wrapped package. ‘I couldn’t fit this in your box,’ he explained.

I glanced at the mailing label. ‘Oh, it’s not to me, it’s to Mother,’ I said, puzzled.

‘Well, we have to deliver by addresses, so I had to bring it here,’ Mr Windham said righteously.

Of course, he was right; my address was on the package. The return address was my father’s home in the city. The label itself was typed, as usual for Father. He’s gotten a new typewriter, I thought, surprised. His old Smith-Corona had been the only typewriter he’d ever used. ‘Maybe he’d mailed it to Mother from his office and used a typewriter there? Then I noticed the date.

‘Six days?’ I said incredulously. ‘It took six days for this to travel thirty miles?’

Mr Windham shrugged defensively.

My father hadn’t said a word about mailing us anything. As I shut the front door, I reflected that Father hadn’t sent Mother a package in my memory, certainly never since the divorce. I was eaten up with curiosity. I stopped at the kitchen phone on my way back to the living room. She was in her office, and said she’d stop by on her way to show a house. She was as puzzled as I was, and I hated to hear that little thread of excitement in her voice.

Robin seemed to be dozing in his chair, so I quietly picked up our wineglasses and washed them so I could put them away before Mother got there. I didn’t need her arching her eyebrows at me. Actually, I was glad to have a breather. I’d almost done something radical earlier, and it was almost as much fun to think about nearly having done it as it would have been (maybe) to do it.

When Mother came through the gate, Robin woke up - if he’d really been asleep - and I introduced them.

Robin stood courteously, shook hands properly, and admired Mother as she was used to being admired, from her perfectly frosted hair to her slim elegant legs. Mother was wearing one of her very expensive suits, this one in a champagne color, and she looked like a million-dollar saleswoman. Which she was, several times over.

‘So nice to see you again, Mr Crusoe,’ she said in her husky  voice. ‘I’m sorry you had such a bad experience your first evening in our little town. Really, Lawrenceton is a lovely place, and I’m sure you won’t regret living here and commuting to the city.’

I handed her the box. She looked at the return address sharply, then began ripping open the wrapping while she kept up an idle conversation with Robin.

‘Mrs See’s!’ we exclaimed simultaneously when we saw the white and black box.

‘Candy?’ Robin said uncertainly. He sat back down when I did.

‘Very good candy,’ Mother said happily. ‘They sell it out west, and in the Midwest too, but you can’t get it down here. I used to have a cousin in St Louis who’d send me a box every Christmas, but she passed away last year. So Roe and I were thinking we’d never get a box of Mrs See’s again!’

‘I want the chocolate-almond clusters!’ I reminded her.

‘They’re yours,’ Mother assured me. ‘You know I only like the creams . . . hum. No note. That’s odd.’

‘I guess Dad just remembered how much you liked them,’ I offered, but it was a weak offering. Somehow the gesture just wasn’t like my father; it was an impulse gift, since Mother’s birthday was months away, and he hadn’t been giving her a birthday present since they divorced, anyway. So, a nice impulse. But my father never did impulsive things; I came by my caution honestly.

Mother had offered the box to Robin, who shook his head. She settled down to the delightful task of choosing her first piece of Mrs See’s. It was one of our favorite little Christmas rituals, and the spring weather felt all wrong suddenly.

‘It’s been so long,’ she mused. She finally sighed and lifted a piece. ‘Aurora, isn’t this the one with caramel filling?’

I peered at the chocolate in question. I was sitting down, Mother was standing up, so I could see what she hadn’t. There was a hole in the bottom of the chocolate.

It had gotten banged around in shipment?

Abruptly I leaned forward and pulled another chocolate out of its paper frill. It was a nut cluster and it was pristine. I breathed  out a sigh of relief. Just in case, I picked up another cream. It had a hole in the bottom, too.

‘Mom. Put the candy down.’

‘Is this a piece you wanted?’ she asked, eyebrows raised at my tone.

‘Put it down.’

She did, and looked at me angrily.

‘There’s something wrong with it, Mom. Robin, look.’ I poked at the piece she’d relinquished with my finger.

Robin lifted the chocolate delicately with his long fingers and peered at the bottom. He put it down and looked at several more. My mother looked cross and frightened.

‘Surely this is ridiculous,’ she said.

‘I don’t think so, Mrs Teagarden,’ Robin answered finally. ‘I think someone’s tried to poison you, and maybe Roe, too.’




 Chapter Six

So Arthur came to my apartment on official business twice in one day, and he brought another detective with him this time, or maybe she brought him. Lynn Liggett was a homicide detective, and she was as tall as Arthur, which made her tall for a woman.

I can’t say I was afraid right then. I was confused at the label apparently addressed by my father, I was indignant that someone had tried to trick us into eating something unhealthy, but I was sure that with poisons being so hard to obtain, whatever was in the candy would prove to be something that might have caused us to have a few bad hours, but simply couldn’t have killed Mother or me.

Arthur seemed pretty grim about the whole thing, and Lynn Liggett asked us questions. And more questions. I could see the lapel pin on Mother’s jacket heave. When Detective Liggett bagged the candy and carried it out to Arthur’s car, Mother said to me in a furious whisper, ‘She acts like we are people who don’t live decent lives!’

‘She doesn’t know us, Mother,’ I said soothingly, though to tell the truth I was a little peeved with Detective Liggett myself. Questions like, ‘Have you recently finished a relationship that left someone bitter with you, Mrs Teagarden?’ and ‘Miss Teagarden, how long have you known Mr Crusoe?’ had not left a good taste in my mouth either. I’d never before been able to understand why good citizens didn’t cooperate with the police - after all, they had their job to do, they didn’t know you personally, to them all citizens should be treated alike, blah blah blah, right?

Now I could understand. Jack Burns looking at me like I was a day-old catfish corpse had been one thing, an isolated incident maybe. I wanted to say, Liggett, romantic relationships don’t  figure in this, some maniac mailed this candy to Mother and dragged me into it by addressing it to me! But I knew Lynn Liggett was obliged to ask us these questions and I was bound to answer them. And still I resented it.

Maybe it wouldn’t have bothered me if Lynn Liggett hadn’t been a woman.

Not that I didn’t think women should be detectives. I certainly did think women should be detectives, and I thought many women I knew would be great detectives - you should see some of my fellow librarians tracking down an overdue book, and I’m not being facetious.

But Lynn Liggett seemed to be evaluating me as a fellow woman, and she found me wanting. She looked down at me and found me smaller than her ‘every whichaways,’ as I remembered my grandmother saying. I conjectured that since being tall must have given Detective Liggett problems, she automatically assumed I felt superior to her as a woman, since I was so short and therefore more ‘feminine.’ Since she couldn’t compete with me on that level, Liggett figured she’d be tougher, more suspicious, coldly professional. A strong frontier woman as opposed to me, the namby-pamby, useless stay-back-in-the-effete-east toy woman.

I know a lot about role-playing, and she couldn’t pull that bull on me. I was tempted to burst into tears, pull out a lace handkerchief - if I had possessed such a useless thing - and say, ‘Ar-thur! Little ole me is just so scared!’ Because I could see that this had little to do with me, but much to do with Arthur.

Getting right down to the nitty-gritty, Homicide Detective Liggett had the hots for Burglary Detective Smith, and as Detective Liggett saw it, Detective Smith had the hots for me.

It’s taken me a long time to spell out what I sensed in a matter of minutes. I was disappointed in Lynn Liggett, because I would have liked to be her friend and listen to her stories about her job. I hoped she was a more subtle detective than she was a woman. And I had to answer the damn questions anyway, even though I knew, Mother knew, and I believe Arthur knew, that they were a waste of time.

Robin stayed the whole time, though his presence was not absolutely necessary once he’d told his simple story to the detectives. ‘I ran into Roe Teagarden in the grocery, and asked her if I could come over here to relax a little since my place is such a mess. When the candy came, she seemed quite surprised, yes. I also saw the hole in the bottom of the piece of candy when Mrs Teagarden held it up. No, I didn’t know either Roe or Mrs Teagarden until the last two days. I met Mrs Teagarden briefly when I went by her real estate office to rendezvous with the lady who was going to show me the apartment next door, and I didn’t meet Roe until the Real Murders meeting last night.’

‘And you’ve been here since when?’ Arthur asked quietly. He was standing in the kitchen talking to Robin, while Detective Liggett questioned Mother and me as we sat on the couch and she crouched on the love seat.

‘Oh, I’ve been here about an hour and a half,’ Robin said with a slight edge.

Arthur’s voice had had absolutely no overtone whatsoever (Liggett was not quite that good), but I had the distinct feeling that everyone here was following his or her own agenda, except possibly my mother. She was certainly no dummy when a sexual element entered the air, however, and in fact she suddenly gave me one of her dazzling smiles of approval, which I could have done without since Detective Liggett seemed to intercept it and interpret it as some kind of reflection on her.

My mother rose and swept up her purse and terminated the interview. ‘My daughter is fine and I am fine, and I cannot imagine that my former husband sent this candy or ever intended to hurt either of us,’ she said decisively. ‘He adores Aurora, and he and I have a civil relationship. Our little family habits are no secret to anyone. I don’t imagine our little Christmas custom of a box of candy has gone unremarked. Probably, I’ve bored people many times by talking about it. We’ll be interested to hear, of course, when you all find out what is actually in the candy - if anything. Maybe the holes in the bottom are just to alarm us, and this is some practical joke. Thanks for coming, and I have to be getting  back to the office.’ I stood up too, and Lynn Liggett felt forced to walk to the door with us.

My mother got into her car first, while Arthur and Lynn conferred together on the patio. Robin was clearly undecided about what he should do. Arthur throwing out his male challenge, in however subdued a way, had struck Robin by surprise, and he was squinting thoughtfully at my stove without seeing it. He was probably wondering what he’d gotten into, and if this murder investigation was going to be as much fun as he’d anticipated.

I was abruptly sick of all of them. Maybe I hadn’t been a big dating success because I was a boring person, but possibly it had been because I had limited tolerance for all this preliminary maneuvering and signal reading. My friend Amina Day loved all this stuff and was practically a professional at it. I missed Amina suddenly and desperately.

‘Come have lunch with me in the city Monday,’ Robin suggested, having reached some internal decision.

I thought a moment. ‘Okay,’ I agreed. ‘I covered for another librarian when she took her kid to the orthodontist last week, so I don’t have to go in Monday until two o’clock.’

‘Are you familiar with the university campus? Oh, sure, you went there. Well, meet me at Tarkington Hall, the English building. I’ll be finishing up a writer’s workshop at 11:45 on the third floor in Room 36. We’ll just leave from there, if that suits you.’

‘That’ll be fine. See you then.’

‘If you need me for anything, I’ll be at home all day tomorrow getting ready for my classes.’

‘Thanks.’

The phone rang inside and I turned to get it as Robin sauntered out my gate, waving a casual hand to the two detectives. An excited male voice asked for Arthur, and I called him to the phone. Lynn Liggett had recovered her cool, and when I called, ‘Arthur! Phone!’ her mouth only twitched a little. Oops, silly me. Should have said Detective Smith.

I watered my rose trees while Arthur talked inside. Lynn regarded me thoughtfully. The silence between us was pretty  fragile, and I felt small talk was not a good idea, but I tried anyway.

‘How long have you been on the force here?’ I asked.

‘About three years. I came here as a patrol officer, then got promoted.’

Maybe Detective Liggett and I would have become bosom buddies in a few more minutes, but Arthur came out of the apartment then with electricity crackling in every step.

‘The purse has been found,’ he said to his co-worker.

‘No shit! ‘Where?’

‘Stuffed under the front seat of a car.’

Well, say which one! I almost said indignantly.

But Arthur didn’t, of course, and he and his confrere were out the gate with nary a word for me. And I’ll give this to Lynn Liggett, she was too involved in her work to look back at me in triumph.

 



To keep my hands busy while my mind roamed around, I began refinishing an old wooden two-drawer chest that I’d had in my guest bedroom for months waiting for just such a moment. After I wrestled it down the stairs and out onto the patio, the sanding turned out to be just the thing I needed.

Naturally I thought about the candy incident, and wondered if the police had called my father yet. I couldn’t imagine what he’d think of all this. As I scrubbed my hands under the kitchen sink after finishing, I had a new thought, one I should have had before. Did sending the candy to Mother imitate another crime? I went to my shelves and began searching through all my ‘true murder’ books. I couldn’t find anything, so this incident wasn’t patterned after one of the better-known murders. Jane Engle, my fellow librarian, had a larger personal collection than I, so I called her and told her what had happened.

‘That rings a faint bell . . . it’s an American murder, I think,’ Jane said interestedly. ‘Isn’t this bizarre, Roe? That such things could happen in Lawrenceton? To us? Because I really begin to think this is happening to us, to the members of our little club.  Did you hear that Mamie’s purse has been found under the seat in Melanie Clark’s car?’

‘Melanie! Oh, I can’t believe it!’

‘The police may be taking that seriously, but Roe, you and I know that’s ridiculous. I mean, Melanie Clark. It’s a plant.’

‘Huh?’

‘A club member was killed, and another club member is being used to divert suspicion.’

‘You think whoever killed Mamie took her purse and deliberately planted it under Melanie’s car seat,’ I said slowly.

‘Oh, yes.’ I could picture Jane standing in her tiny house full of her mother’s furniture, Jane’s silver chignon gleaming amid bookcases full of gory death.

‘But Melanie and Gerald Wright could have had something going,’ I protested weakly. ‘Melanie could really have done it.’

‘Aurora, you know she’s absolutely head over heels about Bankston Waites. The little house she rents is just down the street from mine and I can’t help but notice his car is there a great deal.’ Jane tactfully didn’t specify whether that included overnight.

‘Her car is here a lot too,’ I admitted.

‘So,’ Jane said persuasively, ‘I am sure that this candy thing is another old murder case revisited, and maybe the police will find the poison in another club member’s kitchen!’

‘Maybe,’ I said slowly. ‘Then none of us are safe.’

‘No,’ Jane said. ‘Not really.’

‘Who could have it in for us that bad?’

‘My dear, I haven’t the slightest. But you can bet I’ll be thinking about it, and I’m going to start looking for a case like yours right this moment.’

‘Thanks, Jane,’ I said, and I hung up with much to think about, myself.

I had nothing special to do that night, as my Saturday nights had tended to run the past couple of years. Right after I ate my Saturday splurge of pizza and salad, I remembered my resolution to call Amina in Houston.

Miraculously, she was in. Amina hadn’t been in on a Saturday  night in twelve years, and she was going out later, she said immediately, but her date was a department store manager who worked late on Saturday.

‘How is Houston?’ I asked wistfully.

‘Oh, it’s great! So much to do! And everyone at work is so friendly.’ Amina was a first-rate legal secretary.

People almost always were friendly to Amina. She was a slender brown-eyed freckle-faced extrovert almost exactly my age, and I’d grown up with her and remained best friends with her through college. Amina had married and divorced childlessly, the only interruption in her long, exhaustive dating career. She was not really pretty, but she was irresistible-alaughing, chattering live wire, never at a loss for a word. She had a great talent for enjoying life and for maximizing every asset she’d been born with or acquired (her hair was not exactly naturally blond). My mother should have had Amina for a daughter, I thought suddenly.

After Amina finished telling me about her job, I dropped my bombshell.

‘You found a body! Oh, yick! Who was it?’ Amina shrieked. ‘Are you okay? Are you having bad dreams? Was the chocolate really poisoned?’

Amina being my best friend, I told her the truth. ‘I don’t know yet if the chocolate was poisoned. Yes, I’m having bad dreams, but this is really exciting at the same time.’

‘Are you safe, do you think?’ she asked anxiously. ‘Do you want to come stay with me until this is all over? I can’t believe this is happening to you! You’re so nice!’

‘Well, nice or not,’ I retorted grimly, ‘it’s happening. Thanks for asking me, Amina, and I will come to see you soon. But I have to stay here for now. I don’t think I’m in any more danger. This was my turn to be targeted, I guess, and I came out okay.’ I skipped my speculation with Arthur that maybe the killer would go on killing, and Jane Engle’s conjecture that maybe we would all be drawn in, and cut right to Amina’s area of expertise.

‘I have a situation here,’ I began, and at once had her undivided attention. The nuances and dosey-does between the sexes were  Amina’s bread and butter. I hadn’t had anything like this to tell Amina since we were in high school. It was hard to credit that grown people still engaged in all this - foreplay.

‘So,’ Amina said when I’d finished. ‘Arthur is a little resentful that this Robin spent the afternoon at your place, and Robin’s trying to decide whether he likes you well enough to keep up the beginning of your relationship in view of Arthur’s slight proprietary air. Though Arthur is not the proprietor of anything yet, right?’

‘Right.’

‘And you haven’t actually had a date with either of these bozos, right?’

‘Right.’

‘But Robin has asked you to lunch in the city for Monday.’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘And you’re supposed to meet him at the classroom.’

‘Yep.’

‘And Lizanne has definitely discarded this Robin.’ Amina and Lizanne had always had a curious relationship. Amina operated on personality and Lizanne on looks, but they’d both run through the male population of Lawrenceton and surrounding towns at an amazing rate.

‘Lizanne formally bequeathed him to me,’ I told Amina.

‘She’s not greedy,’ Amina conceded. ‘If she doesn’t want ’em, she lets ’em know, and she lets ’em go. Now, if you’re going to meet him at the university, you realize he’s going to be sitting in a classroom full of little chickies just panting to hop in bed with a famous writer. He’s not ugly, right?’

‘He’s not conventionally handsome,’ I said. ‘He has charm.’

‘Well, don’t wear one of those blouse and skirt combinations you’re always wearing to work!’

‘What do you suggest I wear?’ I inquired coldly.

‘Listen, you called me for advice,’ Amina reminded me. ‘Okay, I’m giving it to you. You’ve had an awful time. Nothing makes you feel better than a few new clothes, and you can afford it. So go to my mom’s shop tomorrow when it opens, and get  something new. Maybe a classic town ’n country type dress. Stick to little earrings, since you’re so short, and maybe a few gold chains.’ (A few? I was lucky to have one my mother had given me for Christmas. Amina’s boyfriends gave her gold chains for every occasion, in whatever length or thickness they could afford. She probably had twenty.) ‘That should be fine for a casual lunch in the city,’ Amina concluded.

‘You think he’ll notice me as a woman, not just a fellow murder buff?’

‘If you want him to notice you as a woman, just lust after him.’

‘Huh?’

‘I don’t mean lick your lips or pant. Keep conversation normal. Don’t do anything obvious. You have to keep it so you don’t lose anything if he decides he’s not interested.’ Amina was interested in saving face.

‘So what do I do?’

‘Just lust. Keep everything going like normal, but sort of concentrate on the area below your waist and above your knees, right? And send out waves. You can do it. It’s like the Kegel exercise. You can’t show anyone how to do it, but if you describe it to a woman, she can pick it up.’

‘I’ll try,’ I said doubtfully.

‘Don’t worry, it’ll come naturally,’ Amina told me. ‘I have to hang up, the doorbell is ringing. Call me again and tell me how it goes, okay? The only thing wrong with Houston is that you aren’t here.’

‘I miss you,’ I said.

‘Yeah, and I miss you, but you needed me to leave,’ Amina said, and then she did hang up.

And after a moment’s disbelief, I knew she was right. Her departure had freed me from the role of the most popular woman’s best friend, a role that required I not attempt to make the most of myself because even the best of me could not compete with Amina. I almost had to be the intellectual drab one.

I was sitting thinking about what Amina had said when the phone rang while my hand was still resting on it. I jumped a mile.

‘It’s me again,’ Amina said rapidly. ‘Listen, Franklin is waiting for me in the living room, but I ran back here to my other phone to tell you this. You said Perry Allison was in that club with you? You watch out for Perry. When he was in college with me, he and I took a lot of the same courses our freshman year. But he would have these mood swings. He’d be hyper-excited and follow me around just jabbering, then he’d be all quiet and sullen and just stare at me. Finally the college called his mother.’

‘Poor Sally,’ I said involuntarily.

‘She came and got him and I think committed him, not just because of me but because he was skipping classes and no one would room with him because his habits got so strange.’

‘I think he’s beginning to repeat that pattern, Amina. He’s still holding together at the library, but I see Sally looking worried these days.’

‘You just watch out for him. He never hurt anyone that I know of, though he made a bunch of people nervous. But if he’s involved in this murder thing, you watch out!’

‘Thanks, Amina.’

‘Sure, ’bye now.’

And she was gone again to enjoy herself with Franklin.




 Chapter Seven

Sunday dawned warm and rainy. A breeze swooped over the fence and rustled my rose trees. It was not a morning to eat breakfast on the patio. I fried bacon and ate my bakery sweet roll while listening to a local radio broadcast. The mayoral candidates were answering questions on this morning’s talk show. The election promised more interest than the usual Democratic shoo-in, since not only was there a Republican candidate who actually had a slim chance, there was a candidate from the - gasp - Communist Party! Of course, this was the candidate whose campaign Benjamin Greer was managing. Poor miserable Benjamin, hoping that the Communist Party and politics would be his salvation. Of course the Communist, Morrison Pettigrue, was one of the New People, one of those who’d fled the city but wanted to stay close to it.

At least this would be a unifying election for Lawrenceton. None of the candidates was black, which always made for a tense campaign and a divisive one. The Republican and Democrat were having the time of their political lives, giving sane, sober answers to banal questions, and thoroughly enjoying Pettigrue’s fiery responses that sometimes bordered on the irrational.

Bless his heart, I thought sadly, not only is he a Communist but he’s also very unappealing. I’d made a point of looking for Pettigrue’s campaign posters on the way back from the grocery store the day before. They said nothing about the Communist Party (just ‘Elect Morrison Pettigrue, the People’s Choice, for Mayor’) and they showed him to be a grim-featured swarthy man who had obviously suffered badly from acne.

I listened while I ate breakfast, but then I switched to some country and western music for my dishwashing. Domestic chores  always went faster when you could sing about drinkin’ and cheatin’.

It was such a nice little morning I decided to go to church. I often did. I sometimes enjoyed it and felt better for going, but I felt no spiritual compulsion. I went because I hoped I’d ‘catch it,’ like deliberately exposing myself to the chicken pox. Sometimes I even wore a hat and gloves, though that was bordering on parody and gloves were not so easy to find anymore. It wasn’t a hat-and-gloves day, today, too dark and rainy, and I wasn’t in a role-playing mood, anyway.

As I pulled into the Presbyterian parking lot, I wondered if I’d see Melanie Clark, who sometimes attended. Had she been arrested? I couldn’t believe stolid Melanie truly was in danger of being charged with Mamie Wright’s murder. The only possible motive anyone could attribute to Melanie was an affair with Gerald Wright. Someone . . . some murderer, I reminded myself . . . was playing an awful joke on Melanie.

I drifted through the service, thinking about God and Mamie. I felt horrible when I thought of what another human being had done to Mamie; yet I had to face it, when she had been alive the predominant feeling I’d had for her had been contempt. Now Mamie’s soul, and I believe we do all have one, was facing God, as I would one day too. This was too close to the bone for me, and I buried that thought so I could dig it up later when I wasn’t so vulnerable.

 



I made my way out of church, speaking with most of the congregation along my way. All the talk I heard was about Melanie and her predicament, and the latest information appeared to be that Melanie had had to go down to the police station for a while, but on Bankston’s vehement vouching for her every move on the evening of Mamie Wright’s death, she’d been allowed to go home and (the feeling went) was thus exonerated.

Melanie herself was an orphan, but Bankston’s mother was a Presbyterian. Today of course she was the center of an attentive group on the church steps. Mrs Waites was as blond and blue-eyed  as her son, and ordinarily just as phlegmatic. But this Sunday she was an angry woman and didn’t care who knew it. She was mad at the police for suspecting ‘that sweet Melanie’ for one single minute. As if a girl like that was going to beat a fly to death, much less a grown woman! And those police suggesting that maybe things weren’t as they should be between Melanie and Mr Wright! As if wild horses could drag Melanie and Bankston away from each other! At least this awful thing had gone and gotten Bankston to speak his mind. He and Melanie were going to be married in two months. No, a date hadn’t been set, but they were going to decide about one today, and Melanie was going to go down to Millie’s Gifts this week and pick out china and silver patterns.

This was a triumphant moment for Mrs Waites, who had been trying to marry off Bankston for years. Her other children were settled, and Bankston’s apparent willingness to wait for the right woman to come to him, instead of actively searching himself, had tried Mrs Waites to the limit.

I would have to go pick out a fork or salad plate. I’d given lots of similar gifts in a hundred different patterns. I sighed, and tried hard not to feel sorry for myself as I drove to Mother’s. I always ate Sunday lunch with her, unless she was off on one of the myriad real estate conventions she attended or out showing houses.

Mother (who had spent a rare Sunday morning at home) was in fine spirits because she’d sold a $200,000 house the day before, after she’d left my apartment. Not too many women can get poisoned chocolates, be interrogated by the police, and sell expensive properties in the same day.

‘I’m trying to get John to let me list his house,’ she told me over the pot roast.

‘What? Why would he sell his house? It’s beautiful.’

‘His wife has been dead several years now, and all the children are gone, and he doesn’t need a big house to rattle around in,’ my mother said.

‘You’ve been divorced for twelve years, your child is gone, and you don’t need a big house to rattle around in either,’ I pointed  out. I had been wondering why my mother didn’t unload the ‘four by two-storey brick w/frpl and 3 baths’ I’d grown up in.

‘Well, there’s a possibility John will have somewhere else to live soon,’ Mother said too casually. ‘We may get married.’

God, everyone was doing it!

I pulled myself together and looked happy for Mother’s sake. I managed to say the right things, and I meant them, and she seemed pleased.

What on earth could I get them for a wedding present?

‘Since John doesn’t seem to want to talk about his involvement with Real Murders right now,’ Mother said suddenly, ‘why don’t you just tell me about this club?’

‘John’s an expert on Lizzie Borden,’ I explained.

‘If you really want to know about his main interest, apart from golf and you, it’s Lizzie. You ought to read Victoria Lincoln’s A Private Disgrace. That’s one of the best books about the Borden case I’ve read.’

‘Um, Aurora . . . who was Lizzie Borden?’

I gaped at my mother. ‘That’s like asking a baseball fan who Mickey Mantle was,’ I said finally. ‘I didn’t know that a person could not know who Lizzie Borden was. Just ask John. He’ll talk your ear off. But if you read the book first, he’ll appreciate it.’

Mother actually wrote the title in her little notebook. She really meant it about John Queensland, she was really serious about getting married. I couldn’t decide how I felt; I only knew how I ought to feel. At least acting that out made my mother happy.

‘Really, Aurora, I want you to tell me about the club in general, though I do want to discuss John’s particular interest intelligently, of course. Now that you and he are both tied in with this horrible murder, and you and I got sent that candy, I want to know what the background on these crimes is.’

‘Mother, I can’t remember when Real Murders started . . . about three years ago, I guess. There was a book signing at Thy Sting, the mystery book store in the city. And all of us now in Real Murders turned up for the signing, which was being held for a book about a real murder. It was such a funny coincidence, all us  Lawrenceton people showing up, interested in the same thing, that we sort of agreed to call each other and start something up we could all come to in our own town. So we began meeting every month, and the format for the meetings just evolved-a lecture and discussion on a real murder most months, a related topic other months.’ I shrugged. I was getting tired of explaining Real Murders. I expected Mother to change the subject now, as she always had before when I’d tried to talk about my interest in the club.

‘You told me earlier that you believe Mamie Wright’s murder was patterned on the Wallace murder,’ Mother said instead. ‘And you said that Jane Engle believes that the candy being sent to us is also patterned like another crime - she’s trying to look it up?’

I nodded.

‘You’re in danger,’ my mother said flatly. ‘I want you to leave Lawrenceton until this is all over. There’s no way you can be implicated, like poor Melanie was with that purse hidden in her car, if you’re out of town.’

‘Well, that would be great, Mom,’ I said, knowing she hated to be called ‘Mom,’ ‘but I happen to have a job. I’m supposed to just go to my boss and tell him my mother is scared something might happen to me, so I have to get out of town for an indefinite period of time? Just hold my job, Mr Clerrick?’

‘Aren’t you scared?’ she asked furiously.

‘Yes, yes! If you had seen what this killer can do, if you had seen Mamie Wright’s head, or what was left of it, you’d be scared too! But I can’t leave! I have a life!’

My mother didn’t say anything, but her unguarded response, which showed clearly in those amazing eyebrows, was ‘Since when?’

I went home with a plateful of leftovers for supper, as usual, and decided to have a Sunday afternoon and evening of self-pity. Sunday afternoons are good for that. I took off my pretty dress (no matter what Amina says, I do have some pretty and flattering clothes) and put on my nastiest sweats. I stopped short of washing off my makeup and messing up my hair, but I felt that way.

What I hated to do most was wash windows, so I decided today was the day. The clouds had lightened a little and I no longer expected rain, so I collected all the window washing paraphernalia and did the downstairs, grimly spraying and wiping and then repeating the process. I carried around my step stool, even with its boost barely reaching the top panes. When they were shining clearly, I trudged upstairs with my cleaning rag and spray bottle and began on the guest bedroom. It overlooked the parking lot, so I had a great view of the elderly couple next door, the Crandalls, coming home in their Sunday best. Perhaps they’d been to a married child’s for lunch . . . they had several children here in town, and I recalled Teentsy Crandall mentioning at least eight grandchildren. Teentsy and her husband, Jed, were laughing together, and he patted her on the shoulder as he held open the gate. No sooner were they inside than Bankston’s blue car entered the lot and he and Melanie emerged holding hands and smoldering at each other. Even to me, and I am not really experienced, it was apparent that they could hardly wait until they got inside.
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