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For Jim Qwilleran, veteran journalist, it was one of the most appalling moments of his career. Years before, as a war correspondent, he had been strafed on the beaches; as a crime reporter he had been a target of the Mob. Now he was writing restaurant reviews for a Midwestern newspaper, the Daily Fluxion, and he was not prepared for the shocking situation at the Press Club.


The day had started well enough. He had eaten a good breakfast at his boarding house: a wedge of honeydew melon, an omelette fines herbes with sautéed chicken livers, cheese popovers, and three cups of coffee. He planned to lunch with his old friend Arch Riker at the Press Club, their favorite haunt.


At twelve noon Qwilleran bounded up the steps of the grimy limestone fortress that had once been the county jail but now dispensed food and drink to the working press. As he approached the ancient nail-studded portal, he sensed that something was wrong. He smelled fresh varnish! His sharp ear detected that the massive door no longer creaked on its hinges! He stepped into the lobby and gasped. The murky, smoky ambience that he loved so well was now all freshness and sparkle.


Qwilleran was aware that the Press Club had been closed for two weeks for something called annual housekeeping, but no one had hinted at this metamorphosis. It had happened while he had been out of town on assignment.


His luxuriant pepper-and-salt moustache was rampant with rage, and he pounded it into submission with his fist. Instead of the old paneled walls, black with numberless coats of cheap varnish, the lobby was wallpapered with something resembling his grandmother’s tablecloths. Instead of the scarred plank floor rippled with a century of wear, there was wall-to-wall carpet over thick rug padding. Instead of fluorescent tubes glaring on the domed ceiling, there was a chandelier of polished brass. Even the familiar mustiness was missing, replaced by a chemical smell of newness.


Gulping down his shock and dismay, the newsman dashed into the bar, where he always lunched in a far dark corner. There he found more of the same: creamy walls, soft lighting, hanging baskets of plastic plants, and mirrors. Mirrors! Qwilleran shuddered.


Arch Riker, his editor at the Daily Fluxion, was sitting at the usual table with his usual glass of Scotch, but the scarred wooden table had been sanded and varnished, and there were white paper placemats with scalloped edges. The waitress was there promptly with Qwilleran’s usual glass of tomato juice, but she was not wearing her usual skimpy white uniform with frilly handkerchief in the breast pocket. All the waitresses were now dressed as French maids in chic black outfits with white aprons and ruffled caps.


‘Arch! What happened?’ Qwilleran demanded. ‘I don’t believe what I’m seeing!’ He lowered his substantial bulk into a chair and groaned.


‘Well, the club has lots of women members now,’ Riker explained calmly, ‘and they got themselves appointed to the housekeeping committee so they could clean the place up. It’s called reversible renovation. Next year’s housekeeping committee can rip out the wallpaper and carpet and go back to the original filth and decrepitude . . .’


‘You sound as if you like it. Traitor!’


‘We have to swing with the times,’ Riker said with the bored equanimity of an editor who has seen it all. ‘Look at the menu and decide what you want to eat. I’ve got a meeting at one-thirty. I’m going to order the lamb curry.’


‘I’ve lost my appetite,’ Qwilleran said, his disgruntled expression accentuated by the downcurve of his moustache. He waved an arm at the surrounding scene. ‘The place has lost all its character. It even smells phony.’ He raised his nose and sniffed. ‘Synthetic! Probably carcinogenic!’


‘You’re getting to have a nose like a bloodhound, Qwill. No one else has complained about the smell.’


‘And another thing,’ Qwilleran said with belligerence. ‘I don’t like what’s happening at the Fluxion either.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘First they assigned all those women to the copy desk in the City Room and switched all those men to the Women’s Department. Then they gave us unisex rest-rooms. Then they moved in all those new desks in green and orange and blue. It looks like a circus! Then they took away my typewriter and gave me a visual display terminal that gives me a headache.’


Riker said in his soothing tone: ‘You never forgot those old movies, Qwill. You still want reporters to type with their hats on and poke the keys with two fingers.’


Qwilleran slumped in his chair. ‘Look here, Arch. I’ve been trying to make up my mind about something, and now I’ve made a decision. I’ve got three weeks of vacation coming and two weeks of comp time. I want to add some leave-of-absence and go away for three months.’


‘You’ve gotta be kidding.’


‘I’m tired of writing flattering hogwash about restaurants that advertise in the Fluxion. I want to go up north and get away from city hype and city pollution and city noise and city crime.’


‘Are you all right, Qwill?’ Riker asked with alarm. ‘You’re not sick or something, are you?’


‘Is it abnormal to want to breathe a little fresh air?’


‘It’ll kill you! You’re a city boy, Qwill. So am I. We were both brought up on carbon monoxide and smoke and all that dirt that blows around Chicago. I’m your oldest friend, and I say: Don’t do it! You’re just getting on your feet financially, and . . .’ (he lowered his voice) ‘Percy is thinking about a great new assignment for you.’


Qwilleran grunted. He knew all about the managing editor’s great new assignments. Four of them had come his way in the last few years, and every one of them was an insult to a former war correspondent and prize-winning crime reporter. ‘What is it this time?’ he mumbled. ‘Obituaries? Household hints?’


Riker smiled smugly before saying in a whisper: ‘Investigative reporting! You can call your own shots. Expose political graft, corporate fraud, environmental violations, government spending, anything you dig up.’


Qwilleran touched his moustache gingerly and stared across the table at his editor. Investigative reporting was something he had wanted to do long before it became the media rage. Yet his sensitive upper lip – the source of his best hunches – was sending him signals. ‘Maybe next fall. Right now I want to spend the summer where people don’t lock their doors or take the car keys out of the ignition.’


‘The job may not be open next fall. We’ve found out the Morning Rampage is hunting for an investigative reporter, and Percy wants to beat them to the gun. You know how he is. You’re taking a big gamble if you’re not here to grab it when it’s offered to you.’


The waitress returned to serve Riker another Scotch and take their lunch order. ‘You’re looking thin,’ she said to Qwilleran. ‘What’ll you have? Half-pound burger with fries, double malt, and apple pie?’


He threw her a grouchy look. ‘I’m not hungry.’


‘Order a TLT,’ she suggested. ‘You can eat the lettuce and tomato and take the turkey home to Koko. I’ll bring you a doggie bag.’


Qwilleran’s Siamese cat was a celebrity at the Press Club. Koko’s portrait hung in the lobby along with Pulitzer Prize winners, and he was probably the only cat in the history of journalism who had his own press card signed by the chief of police. Although Qwilleran’s suspicious nature and inquisitive mind had brought a few criminals to justice, it was commonly understood at the Press Club that the brains behind his success belonged to a feline of outstanding intelligence and sensory perception. Koko always seemed to sniff or scratch in the right place at the right time.


The two newsmen applied themselves to the lamb curry and the turkey sandwich in silence, indicating deep thought. Finally Riker asked: ‘Where would you go if you took the summer off?’


‘I’d take a little place on the lake, about four hundred miles north. Near Mooseville.’


‘That far away? What would you do with the cats?’


‘Take them along.’


‘You don’t have a car. And there are no taxis in the north woods.’


‘I could put a down payment on a car – a used car, of course.’


‘Of course,’ said Riker, knowing his friend’s reputation for thriftiness. ‘And I suppose the feline genius will get a driver’s license.’


‘Koko? I wouldn’t be surprised. He’s getting interested in pushbuttons, knobs, dials, levers – anything mechanical.’


‘But what would you do, Qwill, in a place like Mooseville? You don’t fish. You don’t sail. The lake up there is too cold for swimming. It’s frozen ice in winter and melted ice in summer.’


‘Don’t worry, Arch. I’ve got plans. I’ve got a great idea for a book. I’d like to try writing a novel – with lots of sex and violence. All the good stuff.’


Riker could only stare and search his mind for more objections. ‘It would cost you a bundle. Do you realize the rent they’re getting for summer cottages?’


‘Actually,’ Qwilleran said with a note of triumph, ‘it won’t cost me a cent. I’ve got an old aunt up there, and she has a cabin I can use.’


‘You never told me about any old aunt.’


‘She’s not really a relative. She was a friend of my mother’s, and I called her Aunt Fanny when I was a kid. We lost touch, but she saw my byline in the Fluxion and wrote to me. We’ve been corresponding ever since . . . Speaking of bylines, my name was spelled wrong in yesterday’s paper.’


‘I know, I know,’ Riker said. ‘We have a new copy editor, and no one told her about that ridiculous W. We caught it in the second edition.’


The waitress brought the coffee – a brew as black as the sooty varnish concealed by the new wallpaper – and Riker studied his cup in search of clues to Qwilleran’s aberrant behavior. ‘How about your friend? The one who eats health foods. What does she think about your sudden insanity?’


‘Rosemary? She’s in favor of fresh air, exercise, all that jazz.’


‘You haven’t been smoking your pipe lately. Is that her idea?’


‘Are you implying I never have any ideas of my own? What happened, I realized how much trouble it is to buy tobacco, fill a pipe, tamp it, light it, relight it two or three times, knock out the ashes, empty the ashtray, clean the pipe . . .’


‘You’re getting old,’ Riker said.


After lunch the restaurant reviewer went back to his olive-green desk with matching telephone and VDT, and the feature editor attended the meeting of assistant editors, sub-editors, group editors, divisional editors, managing editors, and executive editors.


Qwilleran was pleased that his announcement had jarred Riker’s professional cool. Admittedly the editor’s questions had dented his resolve. How would he react to three months of the simple life after a lifetime of urban chaos? It was true he planned to do some writing during the summer, but how many hours a day can one sit at a typewriter? There would be no lunches at the Press Club, no telephone calls, no evenings with friends, no gourmet dinners, no big league ballgames, no Rosemary.


Nevertheless, he needed a change. He was disenchanted with the Fluxion, and the offer of a lakeside hideaway for the entire season appealed to his thrifty nature.


On the other hand, Aunt Fanny had mentioned nothing about comforts and conveniences. Qwilleran liked an extra-long bed, deep lounge chairs, good reading lamps, a decent refrigerator, plenty of hot water, and trouble-free plumbing. He would undoubtedly miss the amenities of Maus Haus, the glamorous boarding house where he occupied a luxury apartment. He would miss the Robert Maus standard of elegant dining and the camaraderie of the other tenants, especially Rosemary.


The green telephone on his desk buzzed, and he answered it absent-mindedly.


‘Qwill, have you heard the news?’ It was Rosemary’s velvet voice, but it had the high pitch of alarm.


‘What’s happened?’ There had been two homicides at Maus Haus in the last year, but the murderer was now behind bars, and the residents had settled down to pleasurable living and a sense of security.


‘Robert is selling the building,’ Rosemary said plaintively, ‘and we’ve all got to move out.’


‘Why is he selling? Everything was going so well.’


‘Someone made him a wonderful offer for the property. You know he’s always wanted to give up his law practice and open a fine restaurant. He says this is his chance. It’s prime real estate, and a developer wants to build a high-rise apartment house.’


‘That’s really bad news,’ Qwilleran agreed. ‘Robert has spoiled us all with his Châteaubriand and his lobster thermidor and his artichoke hearts Florentine. Why don’t you come over to Number Six when you get home? We’ll talk about it.’


‘I’ll bring a bottle. Chill the glasses,’ Rosemary said. ‘We just got a shipment of pomegranate juice.’ She was part-owner of a specialty food store called Helthy-Welthy, a coy spelling that Qwilleran found obnoxious.


He replaced the receiver thoughtfully. The bad news had been a message from the fates, telling him to go north. He left the office early that afternoon with a small bag of turkey from the Press Club and a tape measure from the Blue Dragon antique shop.


The River Road bus dropped him at a used car lot, and he went directly to a row of small fuel-efficient automobiles. Methodically he moved from one vehicle to the next, opening the door and measuring the floor space behind the driver’s seat.


A salesman who had been watching the performance sauntered into the picture. ‘Interested in a compact?’


‘It all depends,’ Qwilleran mumbled with his head buried in the back seat. He made a mental note: twelve by fifteen.


‘Looking for any particular model?’


‘No.’ The drive-shaft seemed to be the problem. Thirteen by fifteen.


‘You want automatic or stick?’


‘Doesn’t matter,’ Qwilleran said as he busied himself with the tape measure again. Thirteen by sixteen. After years of driving company cars from newspaper garages, he could drive anything; his selectivity had been numbed.


The salesman was studying the heavy drooping moustache and the mournful eyes. ‘I know you,’ he finally said. ‘Your picture’s in the Fluxion all the time. You write about restaurants. My cousin has a pizza place in Happy View Woods.’


Qwilleran grunted from the innards of a four-door.


‘I’d like to show you a job that just came in. We haven’t even cleaned it up yet. Last year’s model – only two thousand miles. Came from an estate.’


Qwilleran followed him into the garage. There stood a green two-door, not yet sprayed with New Car Scent. He ducked into the back seat with his tape measure. Then he moved the driver’s seat back to accommodate his long legs and measured again. Fourteen by sixteen. ‘Perfect,’ he said, ‘although I might have to cut off the handles. How much?’


‘Come in the office and we’ll work out a deal,’ the salesman said.


The newsman drove the green car around the block and noted that it lurched, bounced, chugged, and rattled less than any company car he had ever driven. And the price was right. He made a down payment, signed some papers, and drove home to Maus Haus.


As he expected, there was a letter in his mailbox from Robert Maus, written on the man’s legal stationery. It explained with the utmost compunction that the property heretofore known as Maus Haus had been purveyed, after due deliberation, to a syndicate of out-of-town investors who would be pursuing extensive plans requiring, it was regretted, the eviction of present tenants at a date not later than September 1.


Qwilleran, who had torn the envelope open on the spot, shrugged and climbed the stairs to his apartment on the balcony. As he unlocked the door to Number Six he was accompanied by a delicate essence of turkey that should have brought two hungry Siamese to meet him, prancing in leggy circles and figure eights, crowing and wailing in a discordant duet of anticipation. Instead, the two ingrates sat motionless on the white bearskin rug in a conspiracy of silence. Qwilleran knew why. They sensed an upheaval in the status quo. Although Koko and his accomplice Yum Yum were experts at devising surprises of their own, they resented changes originated by others. At Maus Haus they were perfectly satisfied with the wide sunny windowsill, the continuous entertainment provided by neighborhood pigeons, and the luxury of a bearskin rug.


‘Okay, you guys,’ Qwilleran said. ‘I know you don’t like to move, but wait till you see where we’re going! I wish we could take the rug but it doesn’t belong to us.’


Koko, whose full name was Kao K’o-Kung, had the dignity of an Oriental potentate. He sat regally tall with disapproval in every whisker. Both he and Yum Yum were aware of how magnificent they looked on the fluffy white rug. They had the classic Siamese coloring and conformation: blue eyes in a dark brown mask, pale fawn-colored fur of a quality that made mink look second-rate, elegantly long brown legs, and a graceful whip of a tail.


The man chopped the turkey for them. ‘C’mon and get it! They sliced it off an actual turkey this time.’ The two Siamese maintained their frigid reserve.


A moment later Qwilleran raised his nose. He identified a familiar perfume, and soon Rosemary knocked on the door. He greeted her with a kiss that was more than a perfunctory social peck. The Siamese sat in stony immobility.


Pomegranate juice was poured over ice with a dash of club soda, and a toast was drunk to the condemned building in memory of everything that had happened there.


‘It was a way of life we’ll never forget,’ Qwilleran said.


‘It was a dream,’ Rosemary added.


‘And occasionally a nightmare.’


‘I suppose you’ll accept your aunt’s offer now. Will the Fluxion let you go?’


‘Oh sure. They may not let me come back, but they’ll let me go. Have you made any plans?’


‘I may return to Canada,’ Rosemary said. ‘Max wants to open a natural food restaurant in Toronto, and if I can sell my interest in Helthy-Welthy I might go into partnership with him.’


Qwilleran huffed into his moustache. Max Sorrel! That womanizer! He said: ‘I was hoping you’d come up north and spend some time with me.’


‘I’d love it if I don’t get involved in Toronto. How will you get up there?’


‘I bought a car today. The cats and I will drive up to Pickax City to say hello to Aunt Fanny and then go on up to the lake. I haven’t seen her for forty years. Judging from her correspondence she’s a character. Her letters are cross-written.’


Rosemary looked puzzled.


‘My mother used to do cross-writing. She’d handwrite a page in the usual way, then turn the paper sideways and write across the original lines.’


‘What for? To save paper?’


‘Who knows? Maybe to preserve privacy. It isn’t easy to read . . . She’s not my real aunt,’ he went on. ‘Fanny and my mother were doughnut girls in World War One. Then Fanny had a career of some kind – never married. When she retired she went back to Pickax City.’


‘I never heard of the place.’


‘It used to be mining country. Her family made their fortune in the mines.’


‘Will you write to me, Qwill dearest?’


‘I’ll write – often. I’ll miss you, Rosemary.’


‘Tell me all about Aunt Fanny after you meet her.’


‘She calls herself Francesca now. She doesn’t like to be called Aunt Fanny. She says it makes her feel like an old woman.’


‘How old is she?’


‘She’ll be ninety next month.’




Two
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Qwilleran packed the green car for the trek north: two suitcases, his typewriter, the thirteen-pound dictionary, five hundred sheets of typing paper, and two boxes of books. Because Koko refused to eat any commercial product intended for cats, there were twenty-four cans of boned chicken, red salmon, corned beef, solid-pack white tuna, cocktail shrimp, and Alaska crabmeat. On the back seat was the blue cushion favored by the Siamese, and on the floor was an oval roasting pan with the handles sawed off in order to fit between the drive-shaft and the rocker-panel. It contained an inch-thick layer of kitty gravel. This was the cats’ commode. After their previous commode of hand-painted tole had rusted out, Robert Maus had donated the roasting pan from his well-stocked kitchen.


The furniture in Qwilleran’s apartment belonged to an earlier tenant, and his few personal possessions – such as the antique scale and a cast-iron coat of arms – were now stored for the summer in Arch Riker’s basement. Thus unencumbered, the newsman started for the north country with a light heart.


His passengers in the back seat reacted otherwise. The little female howled in strident tones whenever the car turned a corner, rounded a curve, crossed a bridge, passed under a viaduct, encountered a truck, or exceeded fifty miles an hour. Koko scolded her and bit her hind leg, adding snarls and hisses to the orchestrated uproar. Qwilleran drove with clenched jaw, enduring the stares and glares of motorists who passed him, their fretful horn-honking and hostile tailgating.


The route passed through a string of suburbs and then the winding roads of horse country. Beyond that came cooler temperatures, taller pine trees, deer-crossing signs, and more pickup trucks. Pickax City was still a hundred miles ahead when Qwilleran’s jangled nerves convinced him to stop for the night. The travelers checked into a tourist camp, where rickety cabins of pre-motel vintage were isolated in a wooded area. All three of them were in a state of exhaustion, and Koko and Yum Yum immediately fell asleep in the exact center of the bed.


The next day’s journey was marked by fewer protests from the back seat. The temperature dropped still further, and deer-crossings became elk-crossings. The highway gradually ascended into hilly country and then plunged into a valley to become the main thoroughfare of Pickax City. Here majestic old houses reflecting the wealth of the mining and lumbering pioneers lined both sides of Main Street, which divided in the center of town and circled a little park. Facing the park were several impressive buildings: a nineteenth-century courthouse, a library with the columns of a Greek temple, two churches, and a stately residence with a polished brass house number that was Aunt Fanny’s.


It was a large square mansion of fieldstone, with a carriage house in the rear. A blue pickup truck stood in the driveway, and a gardener was working on the shrubs. He stared pointedly at Qwilleran with an expression the newsman could not identify. In the front door there was an old-fashioned mail slot framed in brass and engraved with the family name: Klingenschoen.


The little old lady who answered the doorbell was undoubtedly Aunt Fanny: a vigorous eighty-nine, tiny but taut with energy. Her white, powdery, wrinkled face wore two slashes of orange lipstick and glasses that magnified her eyes. She gazed at her visitor and, after focusing through the thick lenses, flung her arms wide in a dramatic gesture of welcome. Then from that little woman came a deep chesty growl:


‘Bless my soul! How you have grown!’


‘I should hope so,’ Qwilleran said genially. ‘The last time you saw me I was seven years old. How are you, Francesca? You’re looking great!’


Her exotic name was in keeping with her flamboyant garb: an orange satin tunic embroidered with peacocks and worn over slim black trousers. A scarf, also orange, was tied around her head and knotted on top in a way that added height to her four-feet-three.


‘Come in, come in,’ she growled pleasantly. ‘My, how glad I am to see you! . . . Yes, you look just like your picture in the Fluxion. If only your dear mother could see you now, rest her soul. She would adore your moustache. Are you ready for a cup of coffee? I know you journalists drink a lot of coffee. We’ll have it in the sun parlor.’


Aunt Fanny led the way through a high-ceilinged hallway with a grand staircase, past a formal drawing room and ornate dining room, past a paneled library and a breakfast room smothered in chintz, into an airy room with French windows, wicker furniture, and ancient rubber plants.


In her chesty voice she said: ‘I have some divine cinnamon buns. Tom picked them up from the bakery this morning. You adored cinnamon buns when you were a little boy.’


While Qwilleran relaxed on a wicker settee his hostess trotted away in little black Chinese slippers, disappearing into a distant part of the house, continuing a monologue that he could only half-hear. She returned carrying a large tray.


Qwilleran sprang to his feet. ‘Here, let me take that, Francesca.’


‘Thank you, dear,’ she barked. ‘You were always such a thoughtful little boy. Now you must put cream in your coffee. Tom picked it up from the dairy farm this morning. You don’t get cream like this in the city, my dear.’


Qwilleran preferred his coffee black, but he accepted cream, and as he bit into a doughy cinnamon bun his gaze wandered to the French windows. The gardener was leaning on his rake and peering into the room.


‘Now you’re going to stay for lunch,’ Aunt Fanny said from the depths of a huge wicker rocking chair that swallowed her tiny figure. ‘Tom will go to the butcher to pick up a steak. Do you like porterhouse or Delmonico? We have a marvelous butcher. Would you like a baked potato with sour cream?’


‘No! No! Thank you, Francesca, but I have two nervous animals in the car, and I want to get them up to the cabin as soon as possible. I appreciate the invitation, but I’ll have to take a rain check.’


‘Or maybe you’d prefer pork chops,’ Aunt Fanny went on. ‘I’ll make you a big salad. What kind of dressing do you like? We’ll have crêpes suzette for dessert. I always made them for gentlemen callers when I was in college.’


Qwilleran thought: Is she deaf? Or doesn’t she bother to listen? The trick is to get her attention. ‘Aunt Fanny!’ he shouted.


She looked startled at the name and the tone. ‘Yes, dear?’


‘After we’re settled,’ he said in a normal voice, ‘I’ll come back and have lunch with you, or you can drive up to the lake and I’ll take you to dinner. Do you have transportation, Francesca?’


‘Yes, of course! Tom drives me. I lost my license a few years ago after a little accident. The chief of police was a very disagreeable person, but we got rid of him, and now we have a charming man. He named his youngest daughter after me . . .’


‘Aunt Fanny!’


‘Yes, dear?’


‘Will you tell me how to reach the cabin?’


‘Of course. It’s very easy. Go north to the lake and turn left. Watch for the ruins of a stone chimney; that’s all that’s left of an old log schoolhouse. Then you’ll see the letter K on a post. Turn into the gravel driveway and follow it through the woods. That’s all my property. The wild cherries and sugarplums should be in blossom now. Mooseville is only three miles farther on. You can drive into town for restaurants and shopping. They have a charming postmistress, but don’t get any ideas! She’s married . . .’


‘Aunt Fanny!’


‘Yes, dear?’


‘Do I need a key?’


‘Goodness, no! I don’t believe I’ve ever seen a key to the place. It’s just a little old log cabin with two bunkrooms, but you’ll be comfortable. It will be nice and quiet for writing. It was too quiet for my taste. I was in clubwork in New Jersey, you know, and I had scads of people around all the time. I’m so happy you’re writing a book, dear. What is the title? Your dear mother would be so proud of you.’


Qwilleran was travel-weary and eager to reach his destination. It required all his wiles to disengage himself from Aunt Fanny’s overwhelming hospitality. As he left the house the gardener was doing something to the bed of tulips around the front steps. The man stared, and Qwilleran gave him a mock salute.


His passengers celebrated his return with howls of indignation, and Yum Yum’s protests continued as a matter of principle even though there were no turns, bridges, viaducts, or large trucks. The highway ran through desolate country, some of it devastated by forest fires; skeletons of ravaged trees were frozen in a grotesque dance. Behind a sign advertising Hot Pasties, a restaurant had collapsed and was overgrown with weeds. Traffic was sparse, mostly pickup trucks whose drivers waved a greeting to the green two-door. The sites of defunct mines – the Dimsdale, the Big B, the Goodwinter – were marked by signs warning Danger – Keep Out. There was no Klingenschoen mine, Qwilleran noticed. He tuned in a local station on the car radio and turned it off in a hurry.


So Aunt Fanny had been a clubwoman! He could visualize her bustling about at afternoon teas, chairing committees, wearing flowered hats, being elected Madame President, presiding at conventions, organizing charity balls.


His ruminations were interrupted by a glance in the rearview mirror. He was being followed by a blue pickup truck. Qwilleran reduced his speed, and the truck slowed accordingly. The game continued for several miles until he was distracted by the appearance of a farm with several low sheds. Their rooftops as well as the farmyard itself were in constant motion – a bronze-colored mass, heaving and rippling. ‘Turkeys!’ he said to his passengers. ‘You’re going to live near a turkey farm, you lucky guys.’
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