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1
 The Arrival

“Hell” was the best word to describe the Moone Connecticut estate. The mansion resembled a demon's lair and could serve as a horror film director's dream setting. Dark and untamed, it promoted an underworld quality. Yet everything on the sweeping grounds also held a sense of harmony, as if the neglect, almost perfect in its precision, had been carefully executed.

A thick arc of dead rosebushes encircling a lopsided fountain of capering cherubs boasted stark, disconcerting symmetry while a large overrun garden, lifeless herb patch, and circular clump of dogwood possessed an oddly unsettling order. Situated on the far eastern corner of the estate was an elaborate stone gazebo enfolded by lifeless ivy twisted like sinewy, arthritic arms. Beyond it stood a perfectly aligned grove of cedars. With its unique aesthetic quality, the land was reminiscent of Futurist artist Giacomo Balla's later figurative works.

Wind speed was zero and precipitation nil, and there was a subtle but pleasant hay-like scent in the air. It was quite warm for the middle of November in the Nutmeg State, but a chill capered up my spine nonetheless. I chuckled. Leave it to Mathilda Reine Moone (born Fonne), my ever enchanting and dotty aunt, to live in a pleasingly gruesome place like this. And leave it to her to devise this crazy one-week extravaganza, which involved several people having to remain on the deceased grande dame's estate for seven days to each inherit two-hundred thousand dollars. Catch: the hundred-and-fifty-year-old house was haunted. A ghost named Fred roamed the upper hallways. Apparently he didn't swing chains, moan or groan, or bang on walls, but he was known to belt out a mean round of “Little Brown Jug”.

Thomas Saturne, a Manhattan lawyer who'd overseen the reading of the will, had different theories as to who the six-foot-tall spook was: a) a nineteenth-century gun-and-whip wielding outlaw who'd fled north in an attempt to escape legal retribution; b) a lascivious servant who'd pissed off the stableman by playing house with said stableman's wife; c) a hobo who'd snuck into the house and gotten trapped in a passageway or cubbyhole, or; d) a combination thereof.

The drive from Wilmington, North Carolina had been tiring, but then I'd only had about six hours of sleep in the last three days thanks to Tom and Ger, who'd suddenly become stricken with the flu (yeah, and there were Chinook winds in Cuba). Tom and Ger were fellow anchors at a local Wilmington television station where I worked as a meteorologist. The young, loud, self-absorbed sportscasters – jocks – got away with a lot because they were young, loud, and GQ good-looking.

Yes, I could have, should have, taken a flight, but a scenic drive promised more of an adventure. And truth be known, I wasn't a keen flyer, not after having been on a Miami-bound plane that had been struck by lightning. Referring to that as one of the scariest moments of my life would have been an understatement.

To maintain energy on the trip here, I'd devoured a dozen Belgian chocolate truffles and four Cokes. When I'd stopped to stretch legs in Greenwich, two industrial-size creamy caffeine-infused drinks had put pep in my pace and oomph in my air. Four walkers, one French bulldog, and twin beagles at Greenwich Point Park were probably still determining if the entity they'd seen whiz past was a bird, plane, or person who'd sucked back a Red Bull four-pack.

Had I mentioned if all seven guests managed to stay the course, each one would receive the same amount? If one departed early, his or her share would be divided among the remaining lot. If six people departed, the last person standing would receive the whole shebang. And if everyone left? Select charities would share it all. How fabulously movie-time was that?

Speaking of movie-time, squatted on opposite ends of a long mold-flecked balcony were two chubby gargoyles. Even fifty yards back from the set-like façade you could see a ragged crack running the length of the leering face on the right. The one on the left appeared bored, like he was weary of sitting there for too many decades, and yet a hint of devilry showed in the cat-like eyes, as if he was waiting for the right moment to embark on mischief.

“Hey Floyd,” Cat's Eyes said with an impish grin, “after all these years, my delivery's finally cracked you up.”

“It's not your delivery, Marv, it's your stony, butt-ugly face.” Guffaw, guffaw.

Prime fodder for Two on a Guillotine meets Comedy Central or what? “Whadya think boys? Jill Fonne weather announcer cum comedy writer?”

The twins responded with baleful gazes.

Okay, no quitting the day job.

Civil dusk was about an hour away and the bright setting sun was an odd Mirabelle-plum yellow. I had to squint as the Chrysler Sebring glided down the remainder of a wide, winding driveway lined with desiccated shrubs, straggly weeping willows and crisp vivid autumn leaves. At the end rested that huge house in all its astonishing glory: a multi-winged neo-Gothic number that would send shivers of gleeful anticipation up and down the spines of paranormal seekers. All that was missing was pea-soup-thick fog.

A Bruno Mars song announced a call was coming through on my Smartphone as I drew up alongside a two-tone 1958 Bentley SI. Thomas Saturne's, no doubt. Who else would drive a car like that? Not Mathilda Reine, deceased owner of the magnificent manse. She'd always been into sporty cars and had owned a few in her day, including a 308 GTsi Ferrari and a Jaguar XKR. Said she liked her cars like her men: long and fast. Mathilda Reine had never been one to mince words.

“You're late, as always. We had lunch eons ago – to which you were expected – and we also finished tea. Where the frig are you?”

“It's great to be loved and missed. Be there in two my little Bundt cake. Kiss, kiss.”

My beau Adwin sounded pissed. He made it a habit to perpetually watch his language because he worked with people who cursed and swore too much; he claimed it made his naturally straight hair curl up like that of a Bichon Frise. The guy was everything you'd presume a pastry chef to be (introspective and creative and committed) and much like you'd expect a hair stylist to be (leaning toward the fey). But having been raised by four older sisters and two aunts could promote the “feminine” in anyone.

Not overly tall, but Ichabod-Crane skinny, it was hard to believe the guy could inhale a concrete-block sized chunk of wild-blueberry cheesecake and three caramel-cashew brownies in one sitting. Adwin was so not my type, but the two of us had been together two years. Everyone had said it wouldn't last more than three weeks, which went to prove that people often did not know what they were talking about.

I shoved the paisley-skinned Smartphone into a glove compartment jammed with crumpled M&M wrappers, tissue packs, and a large can of liquid carbonated energy. The wireless contraption had spent enough time glued to my ears and thumbs over the last few days and I was tired of incessant talking and texting, catering to producers' and sponsors' egos, and working what felt like 24/7. And maybe I was also a little weary of being a meteorologist – or weathergirl as the jock-guys would snicker. Don't get me wrong. Despite the apathy that had kicked in recently, I still very much liked the work, although the hours could occasionally prove tough. Even if I was a morning person, three a.m. was a bit too morning sometimes. And guys like Tom and Ger had taken the wind out of my sails more than once. Now that I had arrived in Connecticut, however, I felt rejuvenated and strangely tempted to check out the history of the house and its former inhabitants.

In addition to telling viewers about weather conditions, I also covered interesting and fun events like fairs, pet shows, store and mall openings, and anything that fell under the local-interest umbrella. Being a meteorologist had its perks, like being privy to the latest news (some the public never heard), receiving freebies, and having people greet you at the market like you were a favorite cousin. On occasion, mind you, they could get vocal about having been told to wear a fleece sweater and not advised to sport galoshes.

I grabbed the energy drink and chugged warm fake berry-flavored bubbles, and grimaced. Taste: 0. Vigor: 1. Dear Aunt Mathilda. Most of the Fonne family considered her a kook. I'd always found her enjoyably eccentric. Matty, or Aunt Mat as I called her, was my mother's sister, one of six. From oldest to youngest we had Mathilda Reine, Rowena Jaye, Ruth June, Jane Sue, Sue Lou, and Janis Joy. Think the names were funny? You should have met the duo who picked them: Jocasta Genvieve and Elmer Finkston Fonne. My grandmother (Gram JoGen to the family) had worked at her father's small-town soda fountain on weekends and one sticky-sweet July afternoon the perpetual pranksters' eyes met over a root-beer float and the rest, as the saying went, was history. My grandfather had spent the next thirty years as manager, general manager, and then vice-president of a company specializing in joke novelties and fun gizmos, many of which had graced Fonne mantels for decades.

At eighteen, Aunt Mat had met a quirky old-world gent with the stuffy name of Reginald Charles Moone IV. None of the Fonnes were overly keen about the relationship, particularly the fact Reginald Moone was twenty years her senior, but she married him regardless. Off to France they flew for a few months. She'd kept in touch with a couple of siblings, like my mother Janis Joy and her sister Rowena Jaye, and stuck her tongue (and finger) out at the rest of them. Maybe the family had been jealous that she'd found true love and/or married into wealth; it sure seemed like sour grapes to me.

Mom had only visited Matty once after she'd broken a leg and arm in a water-skiing accident twenty-seven years ago when I'd been five. We were living in Dallas at that time but eventually returned to Wilmington, the Fonnes' original home base, where Mom opened a fairly successful “wellness” B&B. When the two-and-a-half-week visit to Connecticut was over, she'd come back ten pounds lighter and three shades paler, and had never spoken of the trip. Even talk of “Kooky Matty” became limited and the family figured the two sisters had had a falling out, but those in the picture (Aunt Rowena Jaye and me) knew they kept in touch regularly.

Aunt Mat had written me often, first via post and then later email, and called every few months over the years. She'd claimed I was her favorite, although she'd never explained if that was favorite niece, person, pen pal, or cracker-upper.

Were the others spending the seven days at the Moone manor – a Thursday through Thursday affair to be precise – “favorites” too? They had to be or why would they have been invited? There was Cousin Reynalda, Aunt Rowena Jaye's only child who, as I'd stated, had also kept in touch with Aunt Mat, but to a lesser degree. Rey was a temperamental snot and an aspiring actress, California based these days of course. She got her start as a dancing drupe in a fruit-juice commercial and gigs as a hulaing ham, tangoing tomato, and waltzing widget followed. She moved on to small B-movie parts and was currently playing a conniving bitch on a second-rate dramatic show about a rich northern California town overrun by werewolves and zombies. In our younger years, when we got along, we did so famously; when we didn't, claws lengthened and fur flew. This last decade we'd gotten along fairly well, probably because we'd matured enough to turn a blind eye to each other's irritating mannerisms. That we only saw each other a few days a year probably didn't hurt, either.

Aunt Mat's will had stipulated Reynalda have Linda Royale, her best (inseparable) friend of six years, attend. It had also specified I bring my boyfriend, Adwin Byron Timmins. He'd caught a red-eye flight the previous night as I'd had to deliver six and seven a.m. sports highlights for Tom, who was probably on a beach somewhere with his brunette of the month. Aunt Mat had talked to Adwin on a few occasions and they'd always seemed to get along, maybe a little too well; more than twice I had had to pry the phone from Adwin's bony fingers. And why had he never laughed that heartily at my jokes?

Other members of the Seven-Day Extravaganza Crew were Aunt Mat's brother-in-law, London barrister Jensen Q. Moone, long-time neighbors and friends, sister and brother Prunella and Percival Sayers, and Thomas Saturne, the likely owner of the Bentley. Also along for the ride and possibly to ensure all ran smoothly because of her solid and sane business sense was Aunt Mat's long-time friend, May-Lee Sonit. A successful business analyst turned successful antique shop owner, she was a handsome woman with smooth skin the color of a Starbucks Frappucino. The Pied Piper had flourished from the day she'd opened the shop's bright cranberry-red doors in 1999. Her classic navy-and-gold ensemble whispered, didn't scream, I'm-doing-extremely-well-thank-you.

There'd be a maid and butler who had been with my aunt practically since she came to Connecticut, which had to make them pretty damn old in my estimation, and a cook, who'd been in her employ over ten years.

Would Aunt Mat have made sure skeletons – real ones – were tucked into closets? Would she have placed severed rubber hands and heads in drawers and cupboards? Would there be luminescent ghouls and ghosts peering through mirrors and windows? Or would Fred be the sole spirit? The sweet old gal had always had a thing for murder-mystery weekends and whodunits and grand finales, so much so she'd made sure she'd gone out with a bang. The sexagenarian died with a splendid swoon at an opera – Carl Nielson's Masquerade. You might have thought of a fainting Scarlet O'Hara as she tumbled with great finesse over a balcony and landed ever so gracefully on the lap of a dumbstruck neurosurgeon. She'd made sure her funeral – extravagant flower arrangements, well-regarded well-wishers and curious viewers, and music performed by a twenty-piece orchestra – equaled a Kennedy or Rockefeller memorial service. A notable Shakespearian actor, one who'd preferred to keep his name out of the headlines (because of the stiletto and champagne episode perhaps), delivered the details of her will with the heart and soul of King Lear while Thomas Saturne had melted into a far wall with a groan and a grimace. This upcoming week, however, had to be the masterpiece.

I was starting to suspect that this mini trip wasn't going to be so bad after all. In fact, it could end up being a lot of fun. If nothing else, down-time – having been at a premium lately – would be more than welcome.

I scanned the gray-stone structure that didn't look like it belonged on this side of the Atlantic and took two deep breaths, turned off OneRepublic and the car, and tucked gloves and scarf into a tote. Grabbing a laptop and two Burberry carry-all bags, I marched up narrow steps leading to ebony-black doors. A dragon's head door-knocker rested at chin level. What? No bloodshot eye peering through a peephole? No repugnantly repelling servant hovering beyond the lace curtains lining the oval window to the left of the doors? How disappointing. If you knew Aunt Mat like I knew Aunt Mat, you'd have expected something dramatic and over-the-top.
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 Walk this Way

The heavy brass knocker resounded like a tom tom and thump-thump-thump-thump echoed throughout the huge dwelling as if the sounds had been amplified by a boom-box loudspeaker.

A manservant wearing an Edwardian butler's outfit opened the door. His face was as weathered as the shrubs and trees, and his hands, although obscured by white cotton gloves, seemed slender and half the size they should be. Maybe they'd shrunk in the wash (the hands, not the gloves).

He began to bow. If the old geezer bowed too low, he'd topple like a windblown sapling. “Madam.”

Was this part of the act? Okay, I'd bite. “Sir, I'm Jill Jocasta Fonne, Mathilda Reine Moone's niece.”

“You're late.” Eyes, wafer-flat and vulture-dark, stared long and hard but his face, like his tone, revealed no expression. He may as well have said, “My but the weather is frightfully pleasant for this time of year.”

I smiled and offered an easy shrug. “I took a left instead of a right back at –”

“Enter.” He gestured the foyer and a grand one it was – full of black-veined marble and gilt, and one gawd-awful statue of a nondescript Greek god situated between two large rectangular mirrors trimmed with aureate roses. Or maybe he was Roman. Either way, he was ugly. He didn't even have a nice –

“Leave your bags by the mirrors and your keys on the balustrade. I'll see that your car is taken care of. Walk this way.”

I was tempted to re-enact a classic comedy scene and walk as he did: with stooped shoulders and a pronounced limp.

We entered a large drawing room or salon that could have entertained the characters of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. The predominant colors were crimson, chestnut and old gold, the heavy fabrics velvet and damask. Victorian- and Edwardian-influenced furniture was situated on and around an immense Persian rug that covered three-quarters of a dark-stained hardwood floor. It smelled faintly of sandalwood, fresh and warm, not as heavy as incense, but subtle like good-quality men's cologne. Over an exquisitely carved fireplace of Citizen Kane proportions hung the largest portrait I'd ever seen: the likenesses of Mathilda and Reginald Moone, painted decades ago, were flawless.

She appeared happy. Ecstatic actually. And young. No more than thirty. A choker comprised of sizeable diamonds and sapphires decorated a long delicate neck. Dressed in an azure-blue silk crepe off-the-shoulder gown and long white gloves, she had the face and features of a Bolshoi ballerina: thin and exaggerated, and exotic. Her hair was much like I'd seen it in a photo she'd posted on Facebook three years back – wheat-blonde and thick – but instead of curling around her shoulders as it had in recent years, it was worn à la Jane Mansfield in Too Hot to Handle.

Reginald looked tense. Either he disliked posing or he wasn't comfortable in the elegant tux and top hat. Possibly both. The man was handsome in a Clark Gable sort of way (he had the same ears), but had unusually dark eyes. Mine had been described as loon black, but his were as dark and cavernous as chasms. It seemed as if you could be sucked so far into them, you'd never escape. At the base of a Grecian nose was a Dick Dastardly mustache (long and pencil-thin), black like the full head of wavy hair that crowned a spherical face. The only word that came to mind: eerie. I'd never met or talked to the man who'd died when I was twenty-three. Mom and her sisters rarely mentioned him and Mom never had had any photos of him or I'd have remembered that face. The only thing I knew about him was that he'd dealt in antiquities.

“Per your aunt's wishes, make yourself at home. Beatrice, our maid, will be in shortly.”

I turned to find the butler limping hurriedly from sight.

Adwin rose from a long sofa that looked as if it had been newly lined with chestnut-colored velvet. He'd dressed up for the occasion, which in this case meant black cotton pants instead of jeans and a pecan-brown, cable-stitch sweater instead of a hoodie. Removing square-shaped Nike glasses, he strode forward, grabbed me around the waist and brushed thin lips against my forehead. He wasn't the most romantic fellow – except on Valentine's Day when he baked the most awesome gifts – but he was mine. “How's my little butter tart –”

“It's Jilly. Always was a weath-ther girl, she always knows what's goin' on. Always was a weath-ther girl.” Cousin Reynalda sang the introduction or greeting, or whatever the hell it was, to Tori Amos' “Cornflake Girl”. I was pretty sure I'd never listen to that song the same way again.

Grinning, drink in hand, the lanky woman stood alongside an early nineteenth-century mahogany sideboard that also served as bar. At five-foot-eleven she was tall to begin with, but with those frightfully thin four-inch heels she towered above everyone in the room. The rocks glass held rye and ginger, no doubt; she'd had a thing for that combination since the day she'd first discovered nightclubs and lounges. Over the last half decade, Rey had lost twenty pounds and a hooked nose, and instead of limp sand-colored hair lining her back, she wore short spiky platinum hair. Gone were thick glasses she'd sported since the age of eight and grass-green eyes sparkled in place of ash-gray ones. Funny, I'd never noticed how globe-round they were. The woman looked great, a prime example that people could indeed change, at least physically. I wasn't so sure the prickly personality had improved.

Best friend Linda Royale wore designer jeans identical to Rey's and a tight gooseberry-hued wool sweater that showed off well-toned arms, but didn't do much for cream-toned skin or intriguing latte-colored, almond-shaped eyes. Standing beside a tall old-fashioned lamp, her wavy chin-length mocha hair was partially covered by a beaded lampshade of gold velveteen. She didn't appear drunk enough to want to do a lampshade dance, so maybe she was attempting to fade into the background. She looked somewhat ill at ease, as if she wasn't sure she should be here. Or perhaps she wasn't looking forward to facing singing ghosts and surly servants over the next few days. Or maybe she didn't care for the drink she'd been sipping. It looked like thick red goo, Nosferatu's liquid pleasure. Nothing like setting a mood. Dinner would probably consist of ghost-shaped pasta and eyeball pralines.

“What can I get you?” Adwin asked, moving to the sideboard.

I gestured Linda's port. “Is that O-positive or AB-negative?”

“B+.” Linda's button lips formed a droll smile. “Kind of like the port itself. A nice little number, not quite A+ perfect, yet still too sweet for this lover of lager.”

I laughed, glad to see Linda had developed a sense of humor; you had to have one serving as sidekick to Reynalda Fonne-Werde.

A short-haired black cat took me by surprise when it rubbed its long corpulent body along my leg and then flopped on my foot. Wow – ow. This fuzzy fellow was no featherweight. “Who are you?”

“Fred,” my cousin responded on the feline's behalf. “He's the official owner of the house now.”

“Not Fred as in 'Fred the Ghost'?”

“Fred as in Fred Frou-Frou Fat Cat.” She arched heavily penciled eyebrows a couple of times.

“How Aunt Mat.” I gazed from the cat to her and back again. “Hey Fat Cat, you're crushing my toes.”

Adwin, white knight and lover of all things fuzzy and non-human, came to the rescue; Fred found a new resting spot on a black-and-gold velveteen ottoman.

Percival and Prunella Sayers stood and everyone started talking excitedly. I exchanged an amused glance with Adwin as I accepted a glass of Shiraz, my preferred drink, and sat on the edge of a Victorian mahogany-framed chaise longue that might have graced a Windsor Castle hallway back when.

My beau settled alongside me and draped a slim arm around my shoulders. I settled back, content to watch the oddball collection before us. Observing people and imagining what was running through minds was something I enjoyed doing, and this bunch was certainly tweaking my imagination. No question, this was going to be an interesting if not enlightening event.
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 What Were They Thinking!?

While I'd never actually written film or TV scripts, I had penned a few five- and ten-minute specials, primarily on national travel, and health and beauty tips. But being a film writer had always lingered in the back of my mind, kind of like a scar from a childhood fall off a family apple tree. Creating a “mental” script happened at the oddest moments … like now.

 

REY

(eyeing her cousin over her drink, running a long finger along the rim)

 

What's with the bags under Jilly's eyes? Hasn't she heard of concealer?

She hasn't lost that artsy look she's had for too many years. Look at all that black: pants, turtleneck, and those weird shoe-boots. Does she think she's in the Outback? At least she got rid of “Goth girl”. She was too even-tempered to play the part twenty years ago, and she doesn't seem much different now.

Smart move growing her hair shoulder length and putting burgundy highlights in that raven-black hair. Now, if she only added color to those high cheekbones and Angelina Jolie lips.

 

(sips thoughtfully)

 

What about that Adwin? She obviously turned his head. He's kinda cute:Justin Bieber meets Criss Angel. So not a perfect couple, but at least they're together. Other than a handful of two-week stands, I haven't had a relationship in three years. Linda says I'm too demanding, high-strung and high maintenance. Screw that. I'm an actress for effing's sake! My three exes – doorknobs – didn't learn that quick enough.

 

LINDA

(eyeing the port)

 

Shoulda opted for rye and ginger like Rey. Who needs a fortified liquid sugar overload? Dang-crap. When Rey had said “fun in picturesque Connecticut”, I was expecting galleries and shops and restaurants, not a sleepy countryside and stuffy mansion. Jeez, the place smells like someone died here. Hey, wait a sec. They did!

 

MAY-LEE

(looking guardedly from Percival to Prunella)

 

This promises to be an intriguing affair, especially with the Sayers:Miss Nutbar and Mister Weird.

 

ADWIN

(putting his glasses back on)

 

I'd rather be perfecting my latest mousse cake: acai-goji berry surprise.

Maybe I should go with less cognac the next time.

 

(glances at Jill)

 

She looks sleep-deprived, which means she'll give another new meaning to the word “bitch”.

 

PAN OUT. BEATRICE THE MAID lumbers across the room as if she weighs three-hundred pounds instead of one hundred and starts to replace an empty bottle of Australian Shiraz with a new one. THOMAS SATURNE grabs it before it touches the sideboard.

Thomas, whose eyes are as dark and shiny as Bela Lugosi's cape, refills his glass while PERCIVAL SAYERS exchanges a glance with his sister, PRUNELLA SAYERS, and then watches her stroll to the sideboard to refresh whiskies and sodas.

 

THOMAS

(gazes circumspectly around)

 

What a long and dreary stay this is going to be. Damn, why is Matty making me partake of these shenanigans? I'm too old for this, and much too professional.

The woman had always been a wing-ding and I rather liked that about her. She was Fruit Harvest cereal to bland porridge when it came to the perpetually boring clients I've had to deal with.

 

Thomas loosens his tie, scratches a red-flecked neck and sits in one of two fabric-arm accent chairs. He regards a man strolling into the room.

 

THOMAS

 

At least there's one person I can relate to: Jensen Moone. He reminds me of Dr. Abraham Van Helsing. Maybe it's that melancholic or haunted look about him, like a man of great knowledge and experience who has suffered more than his fair share over the last half century or so. Or maybe it's that huge gold crucifix protruding from that stiff shirt. Strange. What is it about that face – that's it. He looks like he sucks prunes all day – a result of the stodgy London legal arena, no doubt – but at least we can chat law.

 

JENSEN

(nods at Thomas and reclaims his drink from a long marble mantelpiece)

 

That man is too moody, much like an old brooding bachelor-uncle stuck in a somber postwar household, and eating too much Bubble'n'Squeak from the looks of those tubes around his belly. And why hasn't he applied ointment to those bizarre blemishes on his neck and face? He's sitting there scratching himself like a flea-infested mongrel. No, make that walrus.

If the chap isn't going to wear tailor-made suits, he could make an effort to press and coordinate his ready-to-wear attire. What was the man thinking when he tucked that two-sizes-too-small sky-blue shirt into those clay-brown trousers? And where did he purchase that hideous brown-and-cream tie? Marks & Spencer …1974?

 

(nods at Prunella, who slips past with a demure smile)

 

Now there's a striking woman. Nicely shaped. Energetic. Rather Laura Ashley, though, for someone of her years. The long braid and Birkenstocks really must go. But striking, to be sure.

 

PERCIVAL

(noticing Jensen's appraising glance)

 

I'll have to keep an eye on that one. Prunella is too pretty and much too ingenuous for her own good. Better she keeps her sights on her feathered friends and sticks with her associates at the Plume & Bill Guild. Matty's brother-in-law is too moneyed and sophisticated, and way too serious for his own good. Why, Mr. London Barrister looks like he sucks on lemons – no, make that prunes – all day and is suffering from the repercussions of doing so. Shit. I can't wait for these seven days to be over and done with.

 

PRUNELLA

(hands her brother a glass with a huge grin)

 

This is going to be so much fun, I just know it. Matty always threw parties to die for!

 

PERCIVAL

(smiles gaily and downs the drink)

 

Shi-it.





4
 The Dinner Bell Tolleth

Even if the eccentric hostess was in absentia, dinner embraced the wacky. Hematite-black name cards with silver scroll-like print had been placed around a long rectangular mahogany dining table, but everyone played illiterate and sat beside those he or she felt most comfortable with.

Diffused lighting was provided by two ornate silver candelabras on the table, two Victorian floor candleholders in the westernmost corner, one four-arm wrought-iron candleholder chandelier suspended in the center of an unusually narrow room, and four two-tone brass wall sconces. Save for the sconces, plasma-red candles burned brightly in all.

Cutlery was early American chunky-clunky while the china had to have been made especially for the occasion. Or Halloween. The color combination again was hematite-black and silver and the motif was ectoplasm. What else could the protoplasmic substance design in the middle of the plates be? Okay, maybe a San Francisco fogbank. But if you considered the black linen napkins were secured by tiny nooses instead of napkin rings, well, ectoplasm it had to be.

If I didn't know better, I'd have bet dollars to donuts that Aunt Mat was lurking behind one of the dark-grained panels lining three walls. I'd also bet if I looked away, sparkling ginger-brown eyes darting with cyclonic speed would appear in one of six landscape paintings; either that or eyes belonging to one of several animal heads on the far wall would twinkle with merriment. Actually, nix that. If she were around, she'd probably be hiding behind one of several large colorful square and rectangular plates lining a handsome Italian-styled credenza (fashioned of alder possibly, but what would the queen of Swedish assemble-yourself furniture know). Spindly Beatrice would lift one and there she'd be, grinning and yelling, “Surprise! Yolk's on you!”

Save for the retro platters, the furnishings and colors were old-world, nice in their day, but tired and stuffy now. Aunt Mat had never been into modern, but she did have eclectic and sometimes bawdy tastes. Missing were nineteenth-century bordello layers of reds, blacks and purples, and velvets and satins.

Beatrice did her lumbering thing and heavy brown orthopedic shoes clop-clop-clopped across a gleaming hardwood floor. Graceful was not a word in this woman's vocabulary. She poured more Chardonnay into heavy multi-colored goblets reminiscent of a Kandinsky abstract painting … gone wrong.

Everyone had dressed up in eveningwear, the sort appropriate for a dance club more than a fine family dinner at a local castle. It seemed we females had sent telepathic messages down the long second-floor hallway: do slinky and/or glitzy and pink. How scary was that?

We'd finished the soup and salad courses – mushroom and mushroom respectively. There must have been a sale on the button ones at the supermarket. Or maybe they'd been picked at a local farm. It wasn't hard to envision Porter the household cook traipsing around with a large wicker basket, giving edible fungi a critical eye. The man, who was as round as a teepee and about as tall, loved his food as much as it loved him. Porter, by the way, wasn't his real name; Aunt Mat thought it made a better cook's name than Ralph.

“So May-Lee, what are your thoughts? Do you find us a behaved, civilized group this lovely November evening?” Prunella chuckled, fingering a long gold bird-claw pendant she'd been wearing earlier. The talons were decorated with tiny diamonds and the pendant, like the thick ropey chain, looked old and expensive. Aunt Jane Sue, a bird enthusiast much like Prunella, would have loved the expensive, antique piece. She'd introduced me to the world of birds when I was ten, and while I'd learned a few things about the feathered creatures, I'd never developed the same passion.

The antique shop owner smiled prettily, showing tiny pearly teeth. “For the moment, Prunella darling. For the moment.”

“Why wouldn't we be behaved or civilized?” Linda asked curiously over her wine glass.

May-Lee's smile evolved into a diva's smirk. “Dear Matty's been known to entertain guests from … curious walks of life.”

I felt as confused as Linda appeared, but decided to stay out of whatever odd little face-to-face the two ladies were engaging in.

Adwin glanced at me and I offered the barest of shrugs. He leaned close and whispered, “Is it just me or is there tension?”

“There's tension,” I whispered in return. “But does it stem from jealously, rivalry, or simple, mutual dislike?”

He crossed his eyes in response and reached for his wine.

“What's everyone gonna do with their share?” Rey asked, fiddling with a thin fuchsia strap that insisted on falling off a lean shoulder, her eyes glassy from two triple-ounce drinks tossed back in the last twenty minutes. But who was counting?

That question was bound to come up at some point. I flourished my hand like an over-enthusiastic student. “I'd set up my own business –”

“You mean your own weather station,” Adwin said with a wave of a sesame seed encrusted breadstick. (Was it my imagination or did it resemble a severed limb?)

“No, not at all. I'd produce one of the screenplays I've always considered writing. There are four floating around in my head. A sci-fi, comedy, and two dramas. The money would help make a creative future reality.”

Weather forecasting hadn't been my initial career choice. I'd studied film for two years, hence the interest in scriptwriting, but decided the egos that tended to congregate in that industry would be too much too endure for long. Thinking it might be better to save the world, protect endangered species, and contribute to the termination of global warming, I moved into environmental studies. It was a noble thought that had never materialized. Instead I got an admin job at a local cable station so student loans could be paid off. Two years later I stepped from behind a desk in front of a camera.

I watched Beatrice plunk a basket of crusty mushroom-shaped buns in front of Adwin. The perpetually sour expression (which did nothing to enhance a face that could not launch a thousand ships but could well sink them), suggested she had a lot to say if someone would listen. “I'd also go to the Galapagos Islands for a couple of months.”

“With two-hundred thou?” my cousin snorted. Evidently Beatrice wasn't the only graceless one.

Adwin grinned and grabbed a bun. “Jill loves those turtles –”

“Tortoises.”

“Whatever. She loves those green guys with the shells that move like they're on Diasepam.”

“That's so cool.” Linda.

“Actually, that's so hot – as in tropical hot and not Miley Cyrus hot.” He offered a seductive pose more feminine and credible than any model's pose I'd ever seen.

It was tempting to grab the butter knobs shaped like sleeping porcupines or sea urchins – round and spiky – and throw them at my beau, but he'd probably catch them between those thin yet sensual lips and offer a victory cheer. Maybe the silver butter dish shaped like an antique apothecary mortar would have a better effect. I grabbed it and mimicked a toss.

Adwin feigned a duck.

“What about you, Jilly's boyfriend?” Rey asked, her eyes twinkling and not necessarily from merriment. She spooned two tiny ice spheres from a teeny silver bucket into her glass.

“I'd go solo and start up my own restaurant, and ask Jill to move in with me,” he stated.

“With two-hundred thou?” my cousin snorted, sounding like a firing propane burner in a hot-air balloon.

I saw myself stuffing one of those ice spheres up a slim nostril any moment – whoa. Move in with me? Six blocks separated our homes, and with our crazy schedules, peculiar leanings and inclinations, living together had simply never been a topic of conversation before. Of course it was also highly likely we both boasted aversions to commitments and concessions.

“I'd buy a cottage for me, my brother and sister so that we could spend time together during summer and fall, and holidays,” Linda offered. “And I'd go back to school.”

“For what?” my cousin snorted.

Adwin grabbed my hand as it reached for the ice bucket and shot a dour look.

I sighed and chugged Chardonnay as if it were Gatorade and I was a boxer who had just done ten rounds. You hadda love that Beatrice. She had my glass refilled at the last gulp.

“Journalism. And some sort of forensic course.” She wasn't the least put off by her best friend's mocking. The poor thing was probably accustomed to it.

My cousin made a yeah-right-whatever face. “I'd have a total makeover and get a trainer. And buy a huge new wardrobe.”

I snorted. “What a –”

Playing peacekeeper, Adwin squeezed my thigh and gave a quick let's-play-nice look. Hey, what was wrong with a harmless little scrap between cousins?

“That might be fun,” Prunella said, looking thoughtful. “But I get enough exercise hiking and fencing. No, I couldn't waste money on extravagances like that. I'd have to support my bird sanctuaries and the like.”

“How charitable,” Rey cooed, crossing her eyes when Prunella turned away.

“And you, boyo, I wager you'd finally move to Ireland and buy a wee spot of land to raise sheep and grow some Campanula rotundifolia and Globeflower,” Prunella said with a bad Irish-English accent, giving her brother's lean shoulder a playful poke.

“Yes, and you'd be coming with me,” he grinned, grabbing her thin sun-burnished hand and squeezing it. He, too, sported an accent, but he'd had it since my arrival. Unlike the accent his sibling just used, Percival's was consistent – and fake – but it fit his affected air perfectly.

May-Lee let out some sort of grunt, or maybe the wine had traveled down the wrong passage. She offered a quick smile and pressed a napkin to Joan Crawford lips: full, well-defined, and primrose red.

Aunt Mat did favor odd people, as May-Lee had pointed out, and this brother and sister were about as odd as they got. The hair on the back of my neck stood on end as if it had been veiled by an artic sea spray.

Thomas almost cracked a smile. That must have hurt.

“What about you, May-Lee darling-dear?” Prunella asked with a sugary smile. “You've been unusually quiet all evening.”

May-Lee imitated the smile. “I believe I'd partake of a grouse and/or partridge shooting expedition. I've always wanted to experience the thrill of a hunt under various cover types, with a flusher or a pointer at my side. What fun!”

The Sayers sister paled and took hasty sips of water.

“What about you, Jensen?” Rey asked, leaning forward to look at the barrister seated at the end of the table, hacking a huge chunk of ice-cold butter. Give her points for attempting to engage everyone in the group.

He lay the butter knife aside and smiled tightly. “I'd buy the helpmate a diamond bracelet and a three-month trip to Brazil, a country she's always wanted to visit.”

To get her out of my hair, I could imagine him adding if he were sitting at a table with intimate friends. Something in the way his kelp-green, jellybean-shaped eyes darkened, just for a blink, suggested it wasn't love he felt for the woman. His Queen's English accent was flawless, but then three-plus decades in England would lend itself to that; so would elocution lessons and a sincere desire to present a perfect image.

Thomas, seated on the opposite side from Jensen, nodded to Beatrice and Hubert, who had entered with silver salvers. Saved by dinner. You could almost hear the fleshy man's “phew” as he methodically chewed a sizeable piece of butter-slathered bun and fingered a cluster of tiny red splotches at the base of one ear. He'd acquired more marks since the late afternoon and served as the perfect ad for Poe's “Red Death”. Looking at him made me want to scratch and I asked Hubert if there was Calamine lotion to be had. There wasn't.

Flank steak, scalloped potatoes and sautéed mushrooms kept the mushroom theme constant. Dessert was a mushroom-shaped mousse that tasted vaguely of, well, yes, more 'shrooms. “Curious” was what Adwin's furrowed brow suggested as the thick chilled dessert slid along his discerning tongue.

Hopefully Porter had other motifs and ideas in mind for the week. Or was this part of the test – how long someone could eat fungi prepared five dozen ways before he or she screamed “enough!” and ran into a raven-black night?
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 Done … Like Dinner

“The man hasn't moved since we sat down in here.” Salmon-pink lips pursed, Prunella stared over her sherry at Thomas Saturne. “I thought he was being aloof or meditative. You're sure he's dead? How can you tell?”

The lawyer was slumped along an armrest on the drawing room sofa, flaccid lips slightly parted, unseeing eyes very open. Drool trickled down a pointy chin.

Once again Poe came to mind and the rumbling words “besprinkled with the scarlet horror” pushed through a developing headache. The red marks had grown darker, more intense and defined since dinner. It seemed like an unskilled or inebriated hand had used a permanent red marker to convert him into a connect-the-dot picture. Or maybe it was that he'd grown paler and the marks merely seemed more pronounced. Either way, he appeared pained, and more bloated than ever with that blubber around his middle section. He resembled Tinky Winky, Adwin's favorite Teletubby (there was something about the frolicsome “tubbies” that had never ceased to entertain my little vanilla-oat scone).

“Very dead, I'd say,” Percival murmured, warily pressing the man's wrist and neck.

“Dang.” Sitting before a huge hissing and spitting fire, Linda continued sucking on a bottle of Harpoon Belgian Pale Ale.

“Dang,” Cousin Reynalda agreed, pouring a rye and ginger and moving alongside a side table that sported two large egg-white ceramic vases with two-dozen dahlias each – black ones. (Aunt Mat had to be beyond the walls.) Drink in hand, she stood there watching with narrowed eyes; a fledgling forensic scientist ready and willing to take on the required responsibilities of the job, or an actress ready to throw herself into the role of a lifetime.

Rain thrummed the roof as if it were a stringed instrument. Monotonous and endless, the performance was as flat as a freshly cleaned nopal leaf. We'd been in the room about an hour, listening to distant thunder, getting drunker than we'd been by end of dinner, nibbling on homemade pralines shaped like zaftig buttocks or breasts, depending on your perspective. Made of bittersweet chocolate and containing a crunchy center of nougat and nuts, it was hard not to want to devour them by the handful. Even Thomas had sucked on a sweet when we'd first sat, making an odd mmm-yumm-numm sound so very out of character. Then he'd withdrawn, and grown quiet and solemn.

Rey, Percival and I had chatted amiably over nothing in particular while Adwin had listened with a sunny smile and perpetually topped glass of Pinot Noir. May-Lee had made notes in a leather-bound journal and the rest had retreated into ebooks and magazines. The next thing we knew, there was a shocked gasp, like someone who knew he was about to collide with a locomotive and he wasn't going to be the one choo-chooing into the vibrant horizon. Then … he was done like dinner.

“We'd better call a doctor.” Prunella's lips disappeared altogether as she continued to stare at the dead lawyer.

“It's kind of late for that,” Adwin declared, leaning into the chaise longue as he sat on the floor. He looked paler than usual, and that was pretty damn pale.

Fred the Cat, as opposed to Fred the Ghost, meandered in. He looked around, focused on Thomas and evidently decided the deceased lawyer would make the best resting place. Up he leaped, curled and purred.

“I'll ring the police,” Jensen volunteered, looking around the room and frowning. “By jove, where's the blasted phone?”

I swallowed a chuckle. Apparently Cousin Rey wasn't the only one for melodrama and mediocre acting. “I saw one in the blasted kitchen.”

“I'll go!” Percival spun from sight like a dust devil swirling across ploughland.

“Man, can you believe this?” Rey laughed, spilling her drink on her slip-dress and not caring.

Adwin glanced over the top of his glasses, an eyebrow arched impossibly high.

“Isn't it great? I mean, this is like so-o Aunt Matty!”

Linda eyed her friend as if she wasn't sure whether she was screaming drunk or having a nervous breakdown. “Maybe we should have coffee.”

My cousin eyed her with similar concern. Are you demented, her inner voice clearly demanded.

“What do you suppose killed him?” Prunella picked at a pink lace handkerchief she'd tucked into the sleeve of a cashmere sweater she'd been carrying with her like Charlie Brown's Linus did his security blanket.

Adwin suggested a heart attack; Jensen an aneurism. Linda said it may have been an allergic reaction to something, which Rey pooh-poohed – with a snort.

“What do you think it was?” Linda asked her best friend flatly.

Posing like Caesar about to launch into a longwinded speech, she announced dramatically, “I think the man was poisoned. Most likely by a slow-acting, undetectable substance.”

Which resulted in another snort – from me. Adwin bit his lip and Linda spewed forth the beer she was about to swallow.

Prunella's wren-brown eyes widened and she looked from Rey to the deceased lawyer in wonderment.

“Let's wait for the authorities to determine the cause,” May-Lee suggested matter-of-factly, her handsome Montblanc pen poised. A calm and gauging woman, her former business analyst persona shone through.

“The police will be here as soon as they can,” Percival announced as he tramped back in, looking like a sergeant about to descend on a platoon. “There's a nasty multi-vehicle accident two miles from here, thanks to the rain, and everyone and their mothers have been called to the scene. Porter's preparing a huge urn of coffee. Hubert fainted. Beatrice is helping him revive. I think we're on our own for the interim.”

Weren't we before? I took a deep breath and grabbed a praline, was about to bite into it when I recalled my cousin's suggestion about poison. I eyed the sweet treat for several seconds before placing it on a napkin on the mantelpiece. What if she was right about the toxic substance? The now full-blown headache gave way to queasiness and I asked Adwin for a glass of water. Which he ended up getting for everyone in the room, save for poor, very dead Thomas Saturne.

Then another telepathic thing happened: we all toasted him at the same second. You'd have thought you were looking at a family reunion portrait, with Uncle Thomas presenting a man-that-punch-I-spiked-was-a-hit grin.
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 Deadly Desserts

It was one a.m. when the body was finally removed and everyone's statements had been taken by Sheriff Lewis and Deputy Gwynne. Porter had ended up making two urns of strong French roast coffee. Needless to say, with all the caffeine and commotion, it was unlikely anyone under Aunt Mat's roof would be sleeping any time soon. Hubert had returned to his former stiff self while Beatrice had clumped around, serving coffee and cherry strudel that the guys with the body bag grabbed to go and the police ate with great relish, and whipped cream.

A couple of local eager-beaver reporters had arrived and hung around by the tall wrought-iron gate in the warmish misty early morning, hoping to get details. None of us felt like making their lives easier, although Rey volunteered to personally inform them about our no-comment position. Linda's firm grip on my cousin's slim wrist and my threatening glare quickly nipped that bigheaded intention in the bud.

“What a night,” Adwin muttered, dropping his glasses onto a nightstand and flopping belly-first onto an oak-paneled half-tester bed.

“What a day,” I exclaimed as I began changing into a pair of baby-blue flannel pajamas with a kitty-cat pattern, a birthday gift from the pastry chef whose face was now buried in a cotton quilt with an elk-and-deer motif; a hunter's dream. “You know, I overheard the M.E. telling the sheriff that he'd never seen anything like it – what with the ugly rash and all that – and that at this juncture anything could have contributed to Thomas' death.”

“Anything as in murder maybe?” Eyes brown like crimini mushrooms squinted my way. “I was wondering what you'd overhear hanging on the old guy's shirttails. I'm surprised you didn't crush his feet. You were practically stepping on them.”

“You can't work at a news station and not want to gather facts,” I sniffed, sitting before an intricately carved mirror that graced a lovely empire-style marble-top chest.

In truth, I'd never much wanted to follow in the footsteps of Diane Sawyer, Gigi Stone or Soledad O'Brien. News and current events, power struggles and politics were either too depressing or too overwhelming. I did, though, have a passion for research and investigating fads, food, and fashion – anything fun. Nice, tame, interesting stuff that didn't want to make you question the egocentricity or stupidity of leaders and the fate of mankind. Thomas Saturne's death, however, did pique my curiosity, maybe because he died here, right in front of us, an old-school Murder She Wrote mystery screaming to be solved.

Adwin struggled upright. “You tell people the weather, and sometimes you discuss community or local events, but you never go beyond the happy-go-lucky stuff, even if I've told you I think you have it in you to be a brilliant investigative reporter.”

Someone was reading my mind. Scary.

He grabbed a pair of folded forest-green pajamas from the topmost corner of the bed. “Branch out, Jill. Move beyond demonstrating the virtues of taffy-making and modeling rainslickers.”

I grabbed a brush resembling a misshapen turtle, tempted to use it on him rather than my hair. Sleep-deprived bitch mode was setting in, something he had to be aware of and, for some strange reason, wasn't avoiding. “Screw you,” I said, eyeing a tired reflection in the looking-glass mirror, feeling like Alice must have after being in the company of the Mad Hatter, March Hare and Dormouse.

“Now that you mention –”

“Forget it.”

I started to put fifty strokes through waves heavy with spray and gel needed to obtain a “natural” look, and walked to the window.

He shrugged and slipped into the sleepwear. “If it was poison, who do you suppose administered it? And why?”

“Good questions and ones we're going to find answers to, my little crostata.” I peered into the darkness. The rain had passed and the moon was attempting to break through pitchy clouds. Slivers of light emanated from the cottage or shed or whatever it was that was situated four-hundred feet to the west of the mansion, and then it was gone. It was probably moonlight bouncing off a window or puddle. I turned and leaned into a wall.

Adwin's tired expression suggested he was merely making conversation; he cared less.

I shrugged. “It may have been something as simple as an insect bite that killed him.”

“Huh?”

I shrugged again. “I noticed a bite under his left ear. Maybe you saw it? It was beside a very noticeable bird-shaped blotch. It could be he had a reaction to a spider bite or some winged creature that thirsted his way.”

My beau smirked. “Have you been reading those old Agatha Christie books of your mom's again?”

That was neither here nor there. “Listen, butter boy, we're stuck here until next Thursday. We may as well have fun.”

“When did detecting and murder – or potential murder – become fun?”

I stared across the dimly lit guestroom and swallowed my irritability. “You enjoy challenges. Here's a mother of one.”

He was about to speak when “Ha, ha, ha, you and me, Little brown jug, don't I love thee!” resounded outside the thick oak door. The voice had an Earl Jones quality: deep, rich and sensuous.

“By jove, that must be dear Aunty Mat's ghost-host, Fred.” I gave my best English accent (a Liverpudlian, Manchesterian and Yorkshirish mishmash) and stood column straight, as wide awake as if I'd ingested a half-pound bag of chocolate-covered espresso beans. “Let's greet the old boy.” I scampered across the room.

“I guess we were destined to meet him sooner or later.” Adwin looked none too pleased as I reached for a brass rosette doorknob. “What's the difference between a ghost and a spirit; do you know?”

“I've heard it explained that one passes into the After Life and can come and go at will, while the other is trapped here for one reason or purpose or another.” I took a deep breath and opened the door. “But in both cases, they're pretty dead.”

The long corridor was lighted softly by four incandescent ceramic wall sconces. There was nothing to be seen except a worn runner, two cherry-finish hallway tables, a half dozen countryscapes, and a large suit of armor at the far end by a tall domed window. (The defensive covering might have belonged to a medieval knight as easily as to the host of a costume party for all anyone in the group could tell earlier that evening, but it had made for a few good zingers and chuckles.)

“Fred, you there?” I called.

Adwin perched his chin on top of my head. “Are you nuts?”

“You're not afraid of a singing ghost, are you?”

“Don't be silly. I meant: are you nuts waking up everyone?”

“Do you think we're the only ones who can hear him?”

“I – shoot. Did you see that?” It sounded as if Adwin had dropped his jaw – to the root cellar.

“If you did, I did.”

“Hey, what's going on?” Linda stepped into the hallway from the opposite room. And I thought my kitty cats were cute. Coupled with clown-sized fuzzy neon-yellow slippers, the dancing perky-eared raccoons on her knee-length nightgown beat my kitties by a mile. She held a tiny flashlight.

“Is that a light for Minnie Mouse or a weapon for Mickey?” I smirked.

“Prunella says the electricity in this place can go out like that.” She filliped.

“Of course it can. Why wouldn't it? I bet lightning and thunder streak through the night on cue, too.” Adwin peered down the corridor with a frown. “Did you see anything?”

“Like a ghost?” she grinned.

“Like Fred.”

“I thought I heard someone singing.”

“What about Rey?” I asked. “Did she hear someone, too?”

“She's out. She won't wake before ten tomorrow. That last rye and ginger knocked her off her feet.”

“I'm surprised she wasn't knocked off earlier.”

Linda and Adwin's expressions rested somewhere between amused and aghast.

“You know what I mean – who's that?”

We squinted at a shadow near the dormant knight and Linda called out, “Is that you Percival?”

“Ssh, you'll wake the dead,” I warned.

Again the expressions.

Wearing a cinnamon-brown cashmere robe over cream flannel pajamas, Percival strolled toward us as if engaging in a Sunday constitutional. “It seems that only a handful of us are actually fortunate enough to sleep tonight.”

“Did you hear anything?” Linda asked.

He shook his head. “Nothing except a dog and an owl, and a train. I'm feeling a bit chilled and am going to make myself a pot of hot cocoa. Is anyone interested in joining me?”

Adwin shook his head while Linda and I nodded.

Talk over a pot of hot cocoa had to bring a few things to light… Didn't it?

* * *

Tired and cocoa-saturated, the three of us plodded back to our rooms. No Fred the Ghost on the shadowy stairwells or hallways at 2:30 a.m. There was Fred the Feline, however. Even in the dimness, I could see his big furry head peeking from beneath the blankets as he rested alongside my beau's chest. What a cute couple. I turned on an overhanging cast-iron lighting fixture that could have graced a nineteenth-century inventor's workroom and grabbed a Nikon camera I'd tucked into a drawer. Click, click. Click, click.

Adwin shifted and opened one eye, groaned, and opened the other. Fred looked annoyed and crawled deep under the blankets, prompting a giggle from his bedside partner. Adwin shrugged. “Can I help it if I'm ticklish?” He rubbed his disheveled hair, looking like the lucky kid at the science center who got to rub a balloon in the pursuit of hair-raising knowledge. “How'd the hot-chocolate party go? Did you learn anything of interest?”

I dropped beside the lump at the foot of the bed. It shifted, but stayed put. I could love cats, really I could, if it wasn't for the allergy. In their presence too long and I looked like I'd been on a three-day bender. Red-rimmed eyes and blotchy skin didn't do much on the pretty scale. Nor did raucous sneezing and a runny nose.

“I learned that Linda loves white chocolate and whipped cream, strawberries and cherries, reading and writing, anything Bollywood, and fringe theater. Lager is her choice of drink and she leans toward jazz. Percival is into obscure poetry and landscaping, writes gardening articles as well as said obscure poetry, and is fifty-one but doesn't feel a day over forty-one. He likes Turkish Delight, cookies, and savory scones.” I patted the lump. “According to the radio that was on in the background, the temperature is dropping rapidly and we could see some major snowfall come early aft.”



OEBPS/cover.jpeg
CONNECTICUT
CORPSE
CAPER





