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Shadows at the Fair







March 18…Don Worthington, local antiques dealer and Kiwanis member, died last night in a one-car accident on Brookside Boulevard. Worthington, who appeared to have fallen asleep at the wheel, was returning home from an antiques exposition in Columbus.(Ohio Evening Star)

 

April 14…Fire took the lives of two Scranton men late last night. Thom Reardon and Paul Moskowitz died in the apartment over their antiques shop before they could be reached by members of the Scranton Fire Department, said a spokesperson this morning. The men had apparently been sleeping when the fire broke out. They are presumed to have died of smoke inhalation. (Daily Times, Scranton, Pennsylvania)

 

May 3…Yesterday, auction attendees in Sharon, Connecticut, were shocked by the discovery of the body of James Singleton, a Massachusetts antiques dealer, in his truck outside the auction house. Police reported Singleton appeared to have ingested a toxic substance. The medical examiner’s investigation is pending. (Hartford Star, Connecticut)

 

May 22…Well-known local antiques dealer John Smithson, a resident of Croton-on-Hudson, collapsed in his booth during the Westchester Antiques Show today. Smithson was declared dead at the scene by local paramedics. (Westchester Tonight, Channel 6)








Chapter 1

Snap-the-Whip, wood engraving by noted American artist Winslow Homer (1836–1910). The most famous of Homer’s wood engravings, published by Harper’s Weekly, September 20, 1873. Double page. Country boys playing a game outside their schoolhouse, with mountains beyond. Notable because it was the basis for two later Homer oil paintings also called Snap-the-Whip, often pointed to as most representative of Homer’s accurate depiction of nineteenth-century American life. Price: $1,700.





“Booth number and admittance card?”

The man looking through Maggie’s van window was a far cry from the student in faded jeans and Grateful Dead T-shirt whom Vince usually hired to check in vans at the dealer entrance to the Rensselaer County Spring Antiques Fair. This man was a cop.

“Booth two twenty-three.”

He looked down at his clipboard. “Name?”

“Maggie Summer. Security seems a bit heavy this year.” A brass nameplate was pinned on his chest. The chest’s name was Taggart.

“Yes, ma’am. After that incident at the antiques show in Westchester last week, we wanted to make sure there were no problems here. Admittance card?”

Maggie reached into her worn red Metropolitan Museum canvas bag and pulled out a gray card tucked among rolls of masking tape, business cards, two small hammers, a portable telephone, and the latest Toni Morrison book. “What incident?”

“Dealer murdered. Poisoned. It was in all the local papers.”

“I’m from New Jersey. I hadn’t heard.” Maggie swallowed hard. Was it someone she knew? A poisoning at an antiques show? Bizarre. “Has anyone been arrested?”

“Not that I know of. Westchester police are investigating.”

“Why the concern here?”

“Just insurance. A lot of the same dealers who were in Westchester last week are here today. Don’t want the public to be worried.” He looked at her. “Or the dealers. Nothing for you to be nervous about. We’ve doubled security. Only authorized people are allowed in.” He looked down at the paper she’d handed him. “Maggie Summer…Shadows Antiques. Do you have a picture ID?”

“They don’t require photo licenses in New Jersey.”

He waited.

“If I’d been heading for an airport, I’d have brought my passport. What about an employer ID with a picture?” She searched through her bag again. The ID was at the bottom. As she pulled it out, coins, tissues, and pencils fell onto the floor. A truck behind her beeped. “Just a minute!”

He looked at the photo, then at her, and grinned. “You’ve colored your hair. Looks good.”

She smiled and reached for the card. Maggie’s long, dark brown hair was her one vanity. She tucked back a strand that had escaped her braid.

“Decided to go back to school when your kids left home, Ms. Summer?”

“No kids. I teach at Somerset County College.”

“That must be why it says ‘faculty’ on the card.”

A droll fellow, Officer Taggart. The truck in back of her was beeping steadily now.

“Here’s your entrance permit.” He taped a green label printed SPRING SHOW—DEALER just above the inspection sticker on the inside of her windshield. “Park over in the south field. As soon as you’ve finished unpacking, move your van to the back of the lot so other dealers can unload. You staying on the grounds tonight?”

“No. Living it up at Kosy Kabins.” They weren’t so cozy and they weren’t exactly cabins, but the motel was just across the street and had indoor plumbing.

“Okay, then. Your vehicle must be off-premises by ten tonight, after the preview, and you may not reenter the fairgrounds until eight A.M.”

Maggie nodded. Same routine as always. With one difference this spring—a dealer had been murdered at a show ninety miles down the road in Westchester last week. She put her faded blue van in gear and felt a surge of anticipation as she passed the brilliant pink and red azaleas separating the driveway from the exhibit buildings on her left and the fairground track on her right. It was spring, she loved this show, she was about to see some of her favorite people, and she might even make some money. Many people who lived in New York City, two and a half hours south, had second homes in this area or made it their weekend getaway spot. Their purchases alone made the show worthwhile.

She’d done it for eleven years; so far the worst thing that had happened had been putting the wrong price tag on a wood engraving of Winslow Homer’s Snap-the-Whip, the most famous of his wood engravings, and having to sell it for $170 instead of $1,700. She still winced at the memory. It was good to be back. And if strengthening security meant more Officer Taggarts, then she had no complaints. This was her time for some spring sunshine and fun. She didn’t intend to worry about anything.

Not even murder.








Chapter 2

Wall Street & Broadway: Ways of Getting and Spending Money, wood engraving published by Harper’s Weekly, September 2, 1865. Elegant Wall Street men and their families…balanced by a tough bar, on Broadway. Surrounded by vignettes showing various means (elegant and rough) of “robbery,” “burglary,” “murder,” and “flight.” Price: $60.





Maggie passed several dozen vans in the fairgrounds parking areas, recognizing some. There was the red and white PASTIMES license plate advertising its owners’ shop name. The truck cutely bearing OLDTHGS plates. And the station wagon labeled ANTQLADY.

Every year there were a few new dealers, but most people who were offered a contract came back to a prestigious and profitable show like this one. An available booth usually meant someone had gone out of business or died. Antiques dealers had no mandatory retirement age.

There was no sign of her friend Gussie’s van—a tan model with Massachusetts wheelchair plates. Not here yet. But there was Abe and Lydia Wyndhams’ motor home. Strange couple. She pulled into a space a little farther along the line. The Wyndhams lived in their van, traveling up and down the country with their silver and jewelry. At their ages—at least in their midsixties—most people would want to settle somewhere.

Maggie hoped she wouldn’t be living on the circuit in twenty-five or thirty years. It was a rough life. But maybe the Wyndhams were staying in the motel this year. Usually they camped on the fairgrounds. Many dealers roughed it occasionally to save money on show expenses, but the Wyndhams did it all the time.

Susan Findley was unloading near the same entrance. Maggie climbed down and waved at Susan. Four hours of driving wasn’t too bad, but her back was stiffer than it would have been ten years ago, when she was in her twenties.

Susan and her husband, Harry, about Maggie’s age, or maybe a little younger, were enthusiastic and perpetually negotiating their next big deal. Susan looked good, as always, her hair in the latest shade and style. Today she was a blonde, with a touch of silver in the front. She also looked as though she’d lost more weight. Maggie waved again.

She’d have plenty of time to catch up with them—the Findleys had the booth on one side of hers, and her friend Gussie had the booth on the other side. Susan was a big talker. She loved to gossip between customers. Nobody kept a secret from Susan. And her energy level was incredible; maybe a result of the vitamins, herbal teas, honey, and fruits and vegetables she always carried in a small cooler and constantly consumed. Maggie had never quite decided whether Susan really knew more than anybody or if she was a hypochondriac.

Susan waved back as she balanced an Art Deco pedestal and a pile of Chinese embroidered hangings on a small dolly. Susan and Harry seemed the perfect couple. Even in their better days Maggie and Michael had never been as close as Susan and Harry. Sometimes during the past winter Maggie had thought of them. Energetic, attractive, interested in the same things, they lived and worked together in a loft in New York City and, according to Susan, had active social lives. Some people shared their children; Susan and Harry shared their business.

Maggie and Michael had shared neither children nor business. They had been too busy living their individual lives to focus on having children, and it had just never happened. Too bad. Maggie had always wanted to be a mother. Just not quite yet. In the meantime she had her teaching, and her antique-print business, and Michael’s job selling insurance had kept him on the road most of the time. Too often she’d been at the college, or out of town herself, buying or selling prints. Maybe they could have made the marriage work. Maybe neither of them had tried hard enough.

Just five months ago—three days after Christmas—those possibilities had ended. It was Christmas break and the sky had threatened snow. Maggie had been curled up in her big red chair near the fireplace rereading an Agatha Christie when the phone rang. It was the emergency room, reporting an accident.

“Your husband is here. He’s all right, but we’d like to keep him a few days for observation.”

Everything would be fine, she had told herself as she pulled out the overnight case Michael kept packed for quick business trips. It held the things he would need in the hospital. She decided to add an extra pair of pajamas.

The Tiffany’s receipt was under his navy-and-white-striped pajamas. Tiffany’s receipts are pale blue. This one was for a diamond and sapphire bracelet. There had been no diamond and sapphire bracelet under Maggie’s Christmas tree. Michael had given her new software for her computer and an espresso machine.

She hated espresso.

Maggie had read the receipt, folded it neatly, put it back in the drawer, and continued packing Michael’s small leather suitcase. By the time she got to the hospital there was more information.

“Your husband seems to have had a minor stroke. He lost control of the car, but he was lucky. He didn’t hurt anyone else, and only his leg was broken.”

Only his leg. That was good.

“He’s in some pain; we’re going to keep him here and run some tests.”

Of course. Tests. The next call came at four-thirty in the morning. Apologies. It had all happened too suddenly. It had been massive this time. There wouldn’t be any more tests. It was over.

At the age of forty, Michael was dead.

At thirty-eight, Maggie was a widow.

She had found the receipt for the bracelet at two-thirty in the afternoon, and he had died at four-thirty the next morning. After fourteen years he had left her twice in fourteen hours. No time to question; no time to argue; no time for explanations or apologies. Only time to grieve, and then to rage.

Her marriage was gone, but Susan and Harry still had each other. They were lucky. Maggie told herself not to be jealous.

It was time to get on with her life.








Chapter 3

Woman in a Feathered Hat, Harrison Fisher (1875–1934), famous American illustrator whose pastel portraits of beautiful women appeared on the covers of many magazines, including Puck and Cosmopolitan. From American Beauties, 1909. Price: $90.





Abe and Lydia Wyndham had just finished draping their tables in black and were beginning to hang a few prints for decoration. Maggie decided to check those out later. Usually the Wyndhams just hung some Godey’s fashion prints or gold-framed mirrors to fill up space, as many dealers did: nothing that would be competition for a print dealer. But you never knew what they might have come up with this year.

Susan had vanished after placing the pedestal under a spotlight in her booth, leaving the Chinese embroideries to be arranged or hung. The Findleys must have been here at dawn: their Art-Effects booth looked almost finished, and Harry was now helping Joe Cousins, the nerdish antiquarian-book dealer whose booth was next to the Wyndhams’, unpack some cartons of first editions and private printings. Harry and Joe looked like mismatched bookends. Harry was tall and slender, with neatly sculptured dark blond hair and designer jeans. Joe was short, a few pounds overweight, with slightly scruffy brown hair, wire-rimmed glasses, and, today, a brown cardigan buttoned unevenly, creased slacks, and baggy white socks.

Harry and Joe waved, and Maggie waved back. “Hello! Good to see you both!” She took a quick look at her space to make sure the four eight-foot tables she had ordered were in place. She hadn’t known that Harry Findley and Joe Cousins were friends.

Dealers often hired porters to help bring inventory in from trucks or vans, or they brought friends or relatives to help. They almost never helped each other. No time or energy was left after setting up your own space.

But first she had to check in. Vince Thompson’s Show Management booth was at the far end of building four. He looked up from piles of dealer envelopes, admittance cards, advertising posters, future show contracts, and promotional notices for the buyers’ trips he organized each year to London, Paris, and the Far East.

“Maggie!” He stepped around the table and gave her a hug that was, as usual, a little tighter than necessary. “I was so sorry to hear about your husband—but you’re back! And you look terrific! You’ve lost some weight, haven’t you?” His cologne smelled expensive, and slightly exotic. Maggie grinned, moving back from his hug, shaking her head and accepting the compliment. Vince was a charmer. His wavy black hair and mustache were elegantly touched with a little gray this year, but Vince was holding his own. Today he looked tired, though. He had probably been up most of the night supervising booth construction. Or involved in other activities. Vince’s other activities had always kept him far too busy to be married or have a family.

So where was the young, attractive assistant of the season who was usually there to share his motel room, serve coffee, and admire Vince should anyone else fail to do so? Either no one was playing that role this year, or she was off doing errands. Knowing Vince’s record, probably the second.

“Yes, I’ve lost a few pounds. I’ve taken up long walks,” Maggie said. Quiet time; thinking time. “It was a rough winter, Vince, but it’s over. Thanks for saving my booth when I couldn’t make the January show.” Vince expected his dealers to do all four shows he promoted each year; Maggie had canceled out of his January show knowing that might take her off his dealer list. Illness or death was no excuse: she knew one dealer who’d done the show with two broken arms and a bandaged head because Vince said he’d have to be there or lose the space. Booths at a Vince Thompson show were coveted.

“Always for you, my dear. My favorite print dealer? Always a place for you.”

Vince must not have found another print dealer to replace her.

He began sorting through his paperwork again. A handsome bronze Chinese lion, a carved ebony letter box, a scrimshaw-cased Japanese sword, and a pair of jade bookends were almost lost among the clutter on his tables.

“Going into the trade?” Maggie asked. “These are all lovely.” Vince was also wearing an unusual jade and gold tiepin that looked as though he’d picked it up in Asia: one of the side benefits of being in antiques.

Maggie glanced down at the three marcasite M pins on her red Somerset County College sweatshirt. She and Vince were dressed to play different roles, but they were both obviously in the same business.

“That stuff isn’t mine; it’s on loan. I’m just an entrepreneur. And a voyeur.” He leered comically at the Asian antiques. The look would have had more impact if it hadn’t been so close to his normal expression.

Maggie ignored his mime.

“I really like the lion; it is a ‘temple lion,’ isn’t it?” She reached over and touched the ornate animal. Its body was embellished with scroll-like curls, and two small horns were on its head.

“Some people would call it that. Or a ‘temple dog.’ But it’s really a smaller version of the immense bronze lions that guard the sacred way, or Shen-tao, on the way to the tombs of emperors of the Southern Dynasties. They’re called chimeras.”

“I didn’t realize you knew Chinese art.”

He shrugged. “I’ve led enough antiques-dealer tors to Hong Kong and Singapore to know some of the basics. I’m no expert.” He looked down at his balance sheet. “That’s a balance of eight hundred and seventy-five dollars before setup.”

She reached inside her tote bag for her business checkbook.

“What’s the story about a murder at the Westchester Show? I hadn’t heard.”

“Awful situation. John Smithson.”

“John Smithson!” He’d always had a booth down the aisle from Maggie’s. Architectural details and turn-of-the-century wrought-iron furniture. A friendly, rather pale young man. He’d shared the coffee and soda run at last fall’s show.

“He was doing the Westchester Show last Saturday and just keeled over. No one could do anything. Right in the middle of the customers and everything. Really upsetting. Some customers asked to have their admission fees refunded.”

“Why did the officer at the gate say it was murder?”

“Seems John had been taking medication, and some of his capsules had been tampered with.” Vince hesitated. “It probably had nothing to do with the antiques show, but it got a lot of publicity around here, so I wanted to make sure we didn’t lose any customers because of it. The local police agreed I could have extra security. I was lucky to fill John’s booth space at such short notice. A fellow named Will Brewer, from near Buffalo, called and said he was in the area and could fill a last-minute cancellation. So it worked out.”

For everyone except John Smithson.

“Actually we have several new dealers here this spring as a result of deaths.”

Maggie shivered. “Who else died?”

“Jim Singleton, Don Worthington, and Thom Reardon. Must have been a rough winter.”

For sure. She hadn’t known any of those dealers—at a 250-dealer show you only got to know the people whose booths were near yours. “There are a few deaths every year; that’s what happens in a business where lots of people go into the trade when they’ve retired from other jobs.”

“You’re right. It’s not unusual. Although, come to think of it, all of those fellows were young. One car accident; one fire. I don’t know about the other one. Sad.”

Vince took another sip from his coffee cup. TAKE THE MONEY! was imprinted on its side in green.

“Have you seen your neighbors yet—Susan or Harry Findley, or Joe Cousins?”

“All of them—they were unloading and setting up when I walked by.”

“Have you been in touch with anyone? I mean, since last fall’s show?”

Maggie handed Vince the check for the balance of her booth rent. “No. Not really. I’ve talked with Gussie White and exchanged Christmas cards with other people, but that’s about it. You know what it’s like—being off the circuit and all.”

Vince looked amused. “Well, you’ll have a lot to get caught up with then. Glad you’re back.”

“Been looking forward to it. Refreshments for the dealers this year?”

“All the coffee and tea you can drink until the show opens. Just around the corner, outside, under the overhang.”

Maggie shook her head. “No coffee or tea for me; what I really need is a diet cola.”

“You’re on your own for that. There’s a machine near the rest rooms.”

“No problem. My major priority is unloading my van. I want to get my prints inside the building before it rains.”

Maggie stuck her envelope of show papers in her now overflowing canvas bag.

“I’m on my way.”

“Good show!” Vince said.

Yes, thought Maggie. Let it be a very good show.








Chapter 4

Raiden (Japanese god of thunder), 1902 print from portfolio Mythological Japan, published in New York. Raiden has a fierce expression, two goatlike horns, and is surrounded by eight drums. He is endowed with the power to produce thunder by striking the drums with more or less vigor. Price: $40.





The soda tasted cold and metallic and delicious. Some days Maggie felt diet soda was the one constant in her life.

She took another deep drink from the icy can, then walked to her van and started unloading table covers, piling them on a small dolly, along with all the tools of a print dealer doing an antiques show: drill, hammer, nails, wire, wire cutters, string, and large clips to hang pictures; pegs and clamps for the Peg-Boards she’d attach to the back of her tables; masking tape to secure table covers and for any last-minute repairs to mats or backboards; scissors and razor-blade knives; tape measures; levels; and a large box of adhesive bandages for occasions when her aim wasn’t perfect. At every show the equipment bag seemed heavier. Next show, for sure, she’d splurge and hire a porter.

Inside, between sips of soda, she covered her tables with navy material and tacked her SHADOWS—PINE CREST, NEW JERSEY sign on the back wall of the booth.

She’d named the business Shadows because that’s what old prints were—outlines of worlds to which the doors have closed; shadows of pasts that have vanished except for memories and remembrances. She often borrowed prints from her business to illustrate lectures on American civilization or women’s studies at the college.

Lydia and Abe Wyndham were arranging cases full of nineteenth-century cameos, garnet bracelets, and silver flatware on their tables across the aisle. Vintage jewelry was always popular at antique shows. The kind Grandma should have left you.

“Glad you’re back,” Lydia called out. “We missed you in January.”

“Glad to be back.” Maggie tried to look busy. Once Lydia started talking you could forget about working. The older woman crossed the aisle, her omnipresent cup of herbal tea in hand. “Sorry to hear about your husband, dear. All things come to an end, and we can’t second-guess the Lord, you know. When he closes a door, he opens a window, I always say.”

Yes, she did.

“And isn’t it just awful about that nice young John Smithson?” She took a step closer. “They say he was poisoned.”

“It is awful. But awful things do happen—I guess the antiques business isn’t exempt.”

“Vince has certainly increased security around here. I’m glad. I’ve always been nervous about leaving all of our jewelry and silver here overnight with just a watchman for protection. Vince says he’s going to make sure there are police here all the time. And he’s even sleeping in his van this year as an extra precaution.”

“He is?” Maybe Vince was anticipating a decrease in the number of customers at the show, and therefore a direct decrease in revenue to Vince. It wasn’t like Vince to deprive himself of a comfortable hotel room with an attractive assistant. Maybe the situation was more serious than Maggie had assumed.

Lydia was still chattering. “The man they gave your booth to, in January? Not at all pleasant. Just not our type of person at all.” She looked around and lowered her voice, although her husband, Abe, was the only one nearby. “He had lots of those art nouveau statues—you know the kind? I told Abe, ‘Don’t be throwing any stones, now,’ but Abe almost decided we wouldn’t do this show again. I had to talk him into it.” She gave a quick nod toward Abe, who was arranging jewelry cases on their back tables. “Sometimes he can be stubborn, you know.”

Maggie didn’t know. “I guess we’re all stubborn sometimes.” Abe didn’t look as though he had the energy to object to anything. Even his mustache seemed to be hanging at a dejected angle this year. “But I’m glad you’re here. It’s like coming home, to see everyone.” Art nouveau statues? Maggie guessed some of them were not clothed quite properly. Lydia and Abe wouldn’t have approved.

“Maggie, I’m really hoping you can help me. Have you got any of those prints from nineteenth-century herbals? The kind that show the plant and lists its uses? I’d love to give my niece back in Iowa prints of coffee and tea plants as a wedding gift. She’s getting married in August, and she drinks coffee, and her intended is a tea drinker.”

“I think I have some that might do.” Maggie remembered sticking coffee and tea prints into her portfolio of miscellaneous trees and bushes that are used medicinally.

Lydia put her hand on Maggie’s arm. “Don’t bother about looking through everything today. We’ll both be here all weekend. Just sometime before the show closes. I know we’re all busy as bees with setting up today.”

Maggie nodded. “No problem.” She had hardly started to set up. The opening tonight, and then two long days, would leave plenty of time to look through portfolios. She’d just have to make sure she didn’t forget or sell those prints to anyone else.

Harry Findley was arranging early children’s books on one of Joe Cousins’s back tables. “I notice Harry’s helping Joe set up his booth.”

Abe Wyndham suddenly appeared next to his wife, at least a foot taller than she was, and half as wide. “I don’t think we need to talk about that in public, do we?” He put his arm around his wife’s shoulders and steered her back to their booth. “Dear, where did you pack the silver-plate miniatures? I was sure they were in the same carton as the dressing-table bottles, but I can’t seem to find them.”

“They’re right where we always put them, in the green carton.” Lydia looked at Maggie and shrugged as she moved back into her booth, pointing.

“Maggie!”

She covered the distance between her booth and the outside door in a moment. “Gussie!” Maggie bent down and gave her a big hug. “Now the show can begin! You look great—new hairdo!”

“I was forty-seven last month. I decided to celebrate.” Gussie reached up and touched her hair, cut in a sophisticated ear-length wave. “Like it?”

“Love it! I’ve been thinking of trading in my mop, and you are an inspiration!” Gussie did look great, but Maggie had no intention of cutting her own hair. She’d worn it long since her student days, and it was a part of her that she didn’t plan to change. “New wheels?”

Gussie spun her electric scooter around. “Cool, right? The doctor says I’m supposed to stop stressing my muscles, so I gave in and she wrote a prescription for this beauty. Cost a few pennies even so, but when I go, I go in style. Want to drag?”

“No way, lady. You’d beat me; no contest. Have you checked in with Vince yet?”

“My assistant is taking my check over as we speak. Told you I was getting lazy!”

“Assistant? Who?” Gussie had always insisted on total independence. She hadn’t mentioned an assistant in any of their telephone calls during the winter. Maybe that new man in her life had come along. What was his name? Jim? Yes, almost certainly Jim.

“Do you remember my sister’s son, Ben?”

Maggie nodded; she had first met Gussie’s nephew when she’d visited the Cape eight years before. He had been twelve at the time and had just received a community service award from the mayor for having found a toddler who had wandered away from his mother on the beach. The award had received a lot of media attention in the area because Ben had Down’s syndrome.

“Well, I needed a little brawn, and Ben needed to get away from home and be a little more independent, so we’ve decided to be partners when I do shows. He helps me out at the shop when we’re at home. It’s company. Ben loves meeting people and traveling, and I love not having to look for porters, and not worrying about someone dumping cartons into my van without caring which one holds the iron banks and which the German bisque dolls.” Gussie grinned. “We’re giving it a season’s trial. So far it’s working even better than I thought it would.”

“And who’s watching your shop while you’re out gallivanting?”

“Aunt Augusta’s Attic is in good hands. My sister is keeping an eye on it. I can’t afford to close down for a couple of days when I do shows. You’re lucky to have a full-time job with a steady income!”

“And you’re lucky not to have to commute to a full-time job every day!”

They both smiled. It was an often revisited exchange.

“Having Ben help out is a terrific solution. But I thought maybe you’d brought Jim along so I could meet him!”

“Not this time. Rensselaer County is too far from his law practice for a long weekend this time of year. Too many real estate issues with the summer people. You’ll meet him when you do the Provincetown Show in July. You are coming up this year?”

The Provincetown Show was a good one; it was a lively community to visit, and usually a profitable show. And Cape Cod certainly beat the New Jersey suburbs as a great place to be in July. “Wouldn’t miss it. I sent in my contract six months ago. And then I’m heading Down East to do a couple of shows in Maine.”

“Well, Jim will be on the Cape this summer, I promise.”

Ben appeared at her shoulder.

“Ben, you remember Dr. Summer? She has the booth next to ours.”

“Glad to meet you again, Dr. Summer.” Ben grinned and pumped her hand.

“I’m Maggie, please, Ben. Welcome to the antiques business.”

“Did you have any trouble getting us registered?” Gussie asked.

“No problem, Aunt Gussie. Here’s the envelope the pretty lady asked me to give you.” Ben handed her a white envelope like the one Maggie had picked up earlier.

“Pretty lady, huh? Watch it, young man.” Gussie shook her head, turning to Maggie. “I guess Vince has another one this year.”

“I haven’t had the pleasure. When I checked in, Vince was by himself. Obviously a temporary situation.”

The sky darkened and they heard thunder in the distance.

“See you when we get this stuff unloaded,” Gussie said as she and Ben turned back toward their van while Maggie hurried toward hers. She lifted a large blue plastic carton from the van onto her dolly. Next year definitely a porter.

Maggie had decided to feature Currier & Ives prints on the side panels of her booth, and Winslow Homer wood engravings on the back wall. The rest of the prints were arranged in categories (botanicals, fruit, anatomy, ships, shells, butterflies, children, maps, sporting) along the tables, and on two easels near the aisles. It took a lot of climbing up and down to hang the framed prints evenly, to ensure that customers could easily read the sign and price on each print, and to arrange the matted prints so customers could browse through them easily. Maggie was up on her ladder for the fifteenth time when she heard Gussie’s voice from the next booth.

“Ben? I have plenty of coffee. You don’t have to get any more.” Maggie saw Ben heading back toward the Show Management area.

“Maggie, I think Ben is enamored. That’s three cups of coffee in the past hour.”

“Youth!” Maggie shook her head.

She rearranged the anatomy prints so that the skeletons were in front of the more clinical cutaways of eyes and ears and decided to separate the prints of dogs from those of other animals. People would patiently sort through a stack of dog prints trying to find one that “looks just like our Ebony.”

She put the Nast and McLaughlin Santas in back of a large collection of prints for children. Santas were popular all year among dealers and collectors, but May was not the time to feature them for general-interest customers. In the spring people were more interested in selecting botanical or fruit prints for recently redecorated kitchens or dining rooms.

She stood back and looked at the booth. Not bad. And definitely time for a break. Preferably a liquid one. And preferably not cola. She checked her watch. Almost four-thirty. An hour and a half to go before the show opened.

Susan and Harry Findley were still not in their booth. Maggie peeked in. Susan and Harry had diversified this year. In addition to the Art Deco glass and furnishings they usually featured, the Findleys had added some late-nineteenth-century American furniture, and some Japanese and Chinese carvings and prints of the same period. They also had a Chinese temple lion—chimera, she corrected herself—that looked very much like the one she’d seen on Vince’s desk earlier. The booth fit together nicely: late-nineteenth-century Americans had been fascinated with Asia after Commodore Perry’s trips to Japan and his negotiation of the first American-Japanese treaty in 1854. The art brought back from Asia during that period had a heavy influence on early-twentieth-century furnishings.

Across from the Findleys’ booth the new dealer from Buffalo was unpacking dollies loaded with Colonial kitchen and fireplace equipment. All six feet of him, including his full beard, was dripping.

It must still be raining.

“Got lost. Just arrived.” He waved as he noticed Maggie looking his way and raced back toward his van. There was always at least one dealer tucking a final carton under the table covers two minutes before the show opened. This year it looked as though that dealer would be Will Brewer.

The Wyndhams had put sheets over their cases and a BOOTH CLOSED sign on the chair blocking the entrance. With two of them to set up, they had probably already finished and gone to clean up. Maggie, too, had a change of clothing in her van for tonight. Travel and setups for a show this large took most of the day; there was seldom time to go to a motel and change.

“Hey, Gussie,” she called. Ben had returned with coffee at least one more time, she was sure. Peeking around the wall, she realized that, despite frequent trips for coffee, two people worked faster than one. Aunt Augusta’s Attic was totally set up. Hand-carved wooden and black-haired china and Door of Hope Mission dolls stood and sat in cases on the back wall out of reach of eager hands, miniatures were in a case to the left, and all manner of tin and iron cars, trucks, banks, and games were on the right table. Gussie had a couple of prints, she noted, and checked them out. Good—only some Kate Greenaways. Nothing that competed with her booth: she had those prints (at lower prices, because they weren’t framed) and more.

Gussie and Ben had obviously taken off. Maggie decided to get a drink of water and change, then have a real drink. They say you shouldn’t drink alone, so she’d give it another thirty minutes before she broke the rule.

The fairgrounds rest rooms were large and relatively clean, but far from new. They were in a separate building, on the east side of the parking lot, close to the four exhibit halls. During the show they’d be full of customers. Today the ladies’ room was quiet. Maggie exchanged pleasantries with a dealer she’d never met before (Connecticut—art and Depression glass) who was also changing from jeans into a long skirt.

The antiques dealers’ uniform, Maggie thought, as she folded her jeans and sweatshirt and straightened the panty hose she’d put on under them in the morning. Like gym class—all the girls getting freshened up after working out. But no showers here.

She put on a blue square-necked blouse to match her long dark-red-and-blue-patterned India cotton skirt and added some brass Victorian earrings. No necklace; she’d have to wear her dealer’s identification badge anyway. But she pinned one brass M to her waistband for luck. Probably once part of a turn-of-the-century sign, it went with the earrings and was different. You never knew what a customer might want to talk about.

A little lipstick and blush, and Maggie unbraided her hair, which fell in full waves almost to her waist. I’ll never cut it, she vowed. She shook her head and checked the way the earrings hung. Just right. She curtsied to the cracked mirror, threw her jeans and shirt into the garment bag she’d brought, and headed for the door.

She ran directly into Gussie. “Maggie—you look terrific, by the way; I love the pin—you won’t believe what I just saw. Stroll—slowly, don’t make a big deal about it—down the aisle near Vince’s desk. And don’t stop to flirt with any admirers along the way.”

Maggie laughed. “Small chance! Do I look that great?”

“Just go! I’ll meet you back at the booths. Ritual sherry in ten minutes, okay?”

“You got it. My turn to tote. I’ve got the bottle and glasses in my van.” Maggie again started for the door. “And I’ll check out Vince’s area on the way.”

What could Vince be up to?
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