

[image: Cover]



Table of Contents

donna andrews presents

MALICE DOMESTIC: MYSTERY MOST HUMOROUS

COPYRIGHT INFORMATION

INTRODUCTION, by Donna Andrews

DIRTY DEEDS, by Donna Andrews

THE MASQUERADE BALL, by Gigi Pandian

DEAD MAN’S CHEST, by Marcia Talley

MAGGIE AND RICK, by William Ade

THE LADDER RUNS BOTH WAYS, by Gregory Meece

BOSS CAT RULES, by Nikki Knight

ASH TUESDAY, by M.S. Greene

TAKE OUT, by Becky Clark

THE BOHR BROTHERS AND  THE BOOTLEGGER’S MISTRESS, by Brian Cox

CORPSE OF THE MONTH CLUB, by Melinda Mullet

WAX ON, WAX OFF, by Nina Mansfield

POLLY WANTS A FREAKING CRACKER, by Sylvia Maultash Warsh

A PANDEMONIUM OF PARROTS, by Suzanne Flaig

DIE ALREADY, WILL YOU?, by Donna Clancy

THREE COUSINS  WALKED INTO A BAR, by Susan Love Brown

ROMEO, ROMEO, WHEREFORE ART THOU, ROMEO?, by Ed Ridgley

SIX-ARMED ROBBERY, by Ashley-Ruth M. Bernier

MANDATORY RETIREMENT, by Sarah Bewley

THE MANCHURIAN CANINE, by Hugh Lessig

THE SWEET FERN  AND THE JUNIPER, by P.J. Nelson

POACHED, by Melissa Westemeier

THAT DARN DOG, by Patricia Gouthro

CATCHING THE EARLY FLIGHT, by Jean Macaluso

OH, HOLY NIGHT, by Victoria Dowd

THE BOOK, by Steve Shrott

BLUNT FORCE TRAUMA, by David Bart

TEARS OF A CLOWN, by J. Jamie Groce

THE ENERGY COFFEE THAT CHANGES LIFE, by Rebecca Brittenham

ABOUT THE AUTHORS

ABOUT THE EDITORS




DONNA ANDREWS PRESENTS

MALICE DOMESTIC:
MYSTERY MOST HUMOROUS

EDITED BY
John Betancourt, Michael Bracken,
and Carla Coupe


COPYRIGHT INFORMATION

Copyright © 2025 by Malice Domestic.

All stories copyrighted by their individual authors.

Published by Wildside Press LLC.

wildsidepress.com


INTRODUCTION,
by Donna Andrews

Many years ago, when I was writing the first chapters of what eventually became Murder with Peacocks (my first published book), I was in a writing group with a feisty senior citizen named Leo. I never could figure out what, if anything, Leo actually read, and I tended to take his critique with more than a few grains of salt because I am prone to humorous exaggeration and he was astonishingly earnest and literal.

Still, I was delighted one week when he held up the pages I’d passed out to the group, shook them briskly, and exclaimed, “This is funny!”

“Thank you!” I said.

“But it can’t possibly be funny,” he said. “It’s a murder mystery!” And he intoned those fateful words as if imitating Vincent Price doing a dramatic reading of “The Fall of the House of Usher.”

Alas! Poor Leo! I don’t think he ever became reconciled to the idea of a humorous murder mystery.

And he’s not alone. We live, alas, in a culture in which a great many people think that you need to be serious to be taken seriously. That there’s something vaguely disreputable about having humor and homicide between the same covers. That being earnest is not only important but somehow required if you’re going to be a real writer.

Fortunately there are also a fair number of us who feel differently. Who appreciate the comic side of crime. Who understand that humor is often the best way to tackle a serious subject. Or who find that sometimes laughter is the only way to keep sane in this crazy world of ours.

And nobody ever called Will Shakespeare a hack for including some pretty hilarious comic relief to works like Hamlet and Macbeth.

So if like me you’re one of that number, this book’s for you.


DIRTY DEEDS,
by Donna Andrews

I was still on my first cup of coffee when Mrs. Farwell called to give me a heads up.

“There’s a truck in front of your aunt’s house,” she said. “From one of those junk hauling companies.”

“Which one?” I pulled open the drawer in which I kept the files on all the projects I was doing for Aunt Josephine. The way things were going, I might need to clear out another drawer before too long. The files were packed so tightly that I had a hard time plucking out the file marked “Josephine: junk removal estimates.”

“The truck says Dirty Deeds,” Mrs. Farwell said. I could imagine her, sitting in her front window with her binoculars, and allowed myself a moment of satisfaction at how I’d turned the neighborhood nuisance into a useful ally,

“I don’t recall getting an estimate from them,” I said. I flipped through the file to make sure. I found my copies of the estimates I’d given Aunt Josephine—from 1-800-GOT-JUNK and College Hunks, along with a local outfit called It’s Haul Good. No, my memory was correct. I hadn’t gotten an estimate from Dirty Deeds.

“I’ve never heard of them.” Mrs. Farwell said.

I hadn’t either. But I did an online search and found their site. A small, local outfit. Amateurish photo of two scruffy young men playing guitars in front of an overflowing dumpster under the headline “Dirty Deeds Done Dirt Cheap!” A red banner proclaimed “Removals a Specialty!” According to the website, they offered not only junk hauling but also hoarded house cleanouts, crime scene cleanup, and biohazard remediation. I glanced again at the photo. Very unprepossessing young men. I had a hard time imagining them capable of anything as sophisticated as biohazard remediation. Then again, maybe that was just their way of indicating they’d tackle any cleanup job, no matter how nasty and disgusting.

“Thanks for letting me know,” I said to Mrs. Farwell. “I’d better come over there to make sure it’s going well.”

After I hung up, I sat for a few minutes, fuming. I’d been trying for months now to get Aunt Josephine to agree to let me help her declutter her house. It wasn’t quite as bad as those houses you saw on the TV shows about hoarding, but it was headed that way. And the older she got, the more dangerous it was for her to live in a house with an ever-increasing number of things that could trip her or fall on her. I wasn’t sure whether to feel vindicated that she’d finally admitted the need for some junk removal or exasperated that she’d ignored the estimates I’d given her. The time I’d spent checking out those companies! Weeding out the ones that had too many bad reviews or just seemed unprofessional. I looked regretfully at the estimate from Haul Good, which featured a cheerful cartoon character in a green uniform. College Hunks featured two clean-cut green-uniformed staff.

The Dirty Deeds pair didn’t look like the sort of people I’d have hired, but this was Aunt Josephine, the aging hippie. She probably liked the way they looked.

And I could overlook their appearance as long as they hauled away a reasonable amount of Aunt Josephine’s useless junk and didn’t make off with anything valuable. But that last thought energized me. I needed to get over there to supervise. I could so easily imagine those two scruffy young men rifling through drawers. Opening up Aunt Josephine’s jewelry chest. Waiting until her back was turned and then slipping out to their truck with the heavy wooden box in which she kept her silverware.

Although before leaving the house, I selected a few files to take with me. If she’d finally seen the wisdom of my advice on decluttering, perhaps she might be open to a few of the other recommendations I’d been pressing her to consider. It was high time she considered making a will—a real will, drawn up by a competent attorney, instead of the highly unprofessional handwritten one she kept waving at me. And a power of attorney, so I’d be better able to help her out. And…yes, perhaps I should also make another attempt to talk her into letting me rent a safe deposit box for her so she could stop leaving valuables lying unprotected all over the house.

That was probably enough for the time being. Truth be told, I was becoming slightly frustrated at how resistant Aunt Josephine was to letting me help her. I’d even tried to consult Adult Protective Services to see if I could enlist their help. How was I supposed to know that the head social worker was such a good friend of my aunt? And that she would run straight to Aunt Josephine when I contacted them? I was still trying to undo the damage that caused to my plans for helping out.

I tucked the relevant files in my briefcase, noting with annoyance that all three of them were getting more than a little worn around the edges.

And just for a moment, my mind rebelled. Why was I bothering? Aunt Josephine would once again rebuff my efforts, as she had for the past four years, ever since I’d returned to my hometown and realized how much she needed my assistance. No doubt I’d spend a frustrating day, arguing not only with her but also with those unfortunate-looking young men. With luck I’d manage to keep them from robbing her blind, but I could already feel the beginnings of a tension headache. Actually, I’d started calling them Josephine headaches.

When I arrived at Aunt Josephine’s I found a small, battered panel truck parked in her driveway. The small size was reassuring—they couldn’t possibly make off with more than a few pieces of furniture. And apart from rather a lot of empty boxes, there were only two things in it: a dead lawn mower that I’d been trying to talk her into discarding for years, and a collection of old magazines. Maybe the Dirty Deeds crew weren’t completely useless if they’d managed to convince her that there was no resale market for old issues of TV Guide, Women’s Day, and Southern Living.

I checked the empty boxes, just in case—mostly cardboard ones, and a few sturdy wooden ones of various sizes. I wasn’t sure I liked the look of those wooden boxes. They looked more suited to moving breakable valuables than hauling junk. I’d be keeping a close eye on what they put in those.

I strode up the front steps, knocked briskly on the front door, and tried the doorknob. It was unlocked, so I let myself in.

I found Aunt Josephine in the living room, having tea with the two young men from the ad. Actually, she was having tea. They were both sipping cold cans of Pepsi.

For once, Aunt Josephine looked almost glad to see me.

“This is my niece,” she said. “The one I told you would probably show up. Justin and Zachary.”

She didn’t make it clear which one was which, and since I wasn’t sure I’d be able to tell them apart anyway, I didn’t ask for clarification. In person, they looked every bit as scruffy as they had in the ad, and I suspected they were brothers, if not twins. But I was encouraged by the way they looked at me. They seemed cheerful and expectant. Maybe they’d already figured out exactly how obstreperous their client could be and would be not only willing but eager to take direction from someone with more of her marbles intact.

“And I bet she already checked your truck to make sure you weren’t making off with anything valuable,” Aunt Josephine said.

“We’re fine with that,” Justin-or-Zachary said.

“In fact, we welcome it,” Zachary-or-Justin added.

“We promise our customers that we’ll remove anything and everything they want removed…and only what they want removed.” Justin-or-Zachary made it sound like an aspirational saying, or maybe a corporate motto, like “We try harder” or “Just do it.”

So began what I quickly realized was going to be one of the longest and most irritating days of my life. I set up my station on the front porch, where I could inspect each outgoing box, bag, or item. At the same time, I could also keep an eye on the driveway, to make sure nothing made it onto the truck without going past me.

To my surprise, though, it went rather smoothly. The first time they came out bearing an item I didn’t think Aunt Josephine should be discarding—a box full of family genealogical papers—Zachary-or-Justin didn’t protest when I told them to just tuck it in the backseat of my car instead of in their truck. For that matter, neither did Aunt Josephine when she realized it was happening.

“If you want to give house room to that junk, fine by me,” she said.

At times, I found myself longing to be inside, where I could point out items for consideration. But I reminded myself of how contrary Aunt Josephine could be. My flagging an item as junk might inspire her to dig in her heels and keep it. And I realized that if I’d been inside, I’d have been driven crazy by the slow pace of the decluttering. At one point, they had a half-hour conversation about a single item of junk—a threadbare, broken-down velvet sofa. Aunt Josephine told them half a dozen stories about events that seemed to involve the sofa somehow before finally sighing and telling them to haul it away.

“I’ve loved it for a long time,” she said. “But it’s time to let it go.”

I hoped she wasn’t paying them by the hour.

And in their idle moments—Aunt Josephine’s slow pace made for plenty of those—the two young men made a point of telling me that they didn’t just dump everything in the landfill. They donated or recycled wherever possible. That, they claimed, was the purpose of the sturdy wooden boxes—to protect breakables that their clients wanted to have donated.

“Old china mostly,” one of them said.

“Or small pieces of furniture,” the other said, pointing to the largest of the boxes. “We can fit a grandfather clock in that one.”

I refrained from pointing out that Aunt Josephine didn’t own a grandfather clock. And I was disappointed not to see any of Aunt Josephine’s gaudy china heading for their truck. A pity. That would have eased the headache that had set in after the first hour.

Still, by sunset their truck was mostly full. It was far from enough—the small load they were hauling off barely made a dent in the clutter. But at least it was a start. And they’d proved surprisingly good at gently coaxing her into giving up some of her junk. I’d have to figure out how to convince Aunt Josephine to have them back for more decluttering—I rather suspected complaining about them would work better than praising them.

“You want to take a last look at the truck?” Justin-or-Zachary asked me. “Just to make sure you’re happy with what’s leaving?”

It seemed like a good idea. So I waited until Zachary-or-Justin set up the ramp so I could walk up into the truck, and did a polite but cursory inspection. Annoyingly, the grandfather clock box stood empty in the middle of the truck with its lid to one side. Evidently they hadn’t talked Aunt Josephine into donating any large but fragile items.

Just then Justin-or-Zachary appeared behind the truck, with Aunt Josephine at his side.

“We done?” he asked.

“As soon as you load that one last item,” Aunt Josephine said.

“You’re sure?”

“Positive.”

Suddenly one of the scruffy young men grabbed my arms and held them behind my back. The other one raced up the ramp and stuck something into my hip. I felt faint, and although I tried to put up a fight, I began losing control of my muscles. I wasn’t able to resist as they bound and gagged me and shut me up in the large wooden box. As I fought to stay awake, I could hear them talking through the lid of the box.

“Now remember,” one of them said. “She drove off a few minutes after we left. Just do your best to act surprised when the police come to notify you about the accident.”

“You’re sure this is going to work?” Aunt Josephine asked.

“Absolutely,” the young man said.

“We’ve done this plenty of times,” the other said.

“And we’ve never had a problem. Remember—removals a specialty.”

And that was the last thing I heard before I blacked out.


THE MASQUERADE BALL,
by Gigi Pandian

A Jaya Jones Flash Fiction Story

“Why did I agree to perform at this masquerade ball?” Sanjay’s tuxedo jacket flapped in the crisp wind, but he didn’t seem to notice the cold.

I wrapped my rented cloak more tightly around me, but the chill of the San Francisco night air still seeped in. “Simply because there’s sure to be at least one other person dressed like an old school stage magician?”

“I don’t care about copycat costumes, Jaya. I’ll look all the better compared to them.”

My friend’s healthy ego could use a reality check, but I was too cold to quibble. Our ride had texted that he was only a block away, but I should have known better than to wait outside.

“There you go.” I rubbed my arms to keep warm. “Nobody is going to confuse you with Timothy.” Timothy Dixon had recommended Sanjay for tonight’s handsomely paid gig as the entertainment at a Victorian-themed masquerade ball, and Sanjay had agreed before learning Timothy would be the opening act.

“What I care about,” said Sanjay, “is guys who rent a costume and immediately think they’ll be brilliant performing the coin tricks they learned at age ten. But they flub it so badly they reveal magicians’ secrets.”

A sporty silver car pulled up next to us and the window descended. Inside sat a man wearing exactly what Sanjay had feared. A tailcoat of flimsy, wrinkled fabric with garish pops of red. Only the shirt underneath fit properly. An ill-fitting top hat rested on his head, looking incongruous over his stylishly cut brown hair.

“Sorry I let you get cold while you waited, Jaya,” Timothy said. He turned up the heat as I got into the car, which was more difficult than usual in the full skirt of my Victorian dress.

“You were cold?” Sanjay asked.

Timothy laughed. “This is why you’re single, Sanj.”

Sanjay’s eyelids lowered. He avoided glaring at Timothy, but I knew his expressions well enough to know he was furious. He had no problem being single, but he hated it when people took the liberty of calling him “Sanj.”

We were headed to a mansion north of the city, in Marin. According to Timothy, it couldn’t be found via GPS, and only “insiders” had directions, which is why he picked us up.

Sanjay is a stage illusionist known as The Hindi Houdini. After his theater burned down, he started taking highly paid private gigs, like this masquerade ball at the home of a couple who’d made their fortune in tech. Timothy ran in tech circles, but he’d recently suffered a setback with a failed startup, so he was hoping to network at tonight’s party.

I’m a history professor who has nothing to do with magic or tech. I received an invitation because I’ve become marginally famous for finding a few treasures, and I’m known to be a good friend of Sanjay’s. I love a good party—especially one where a personal chef is cooking. You could say my healthy appetite matches Sanjay’s healthy ego.

We arrived at the glass-clad mansion to find only two dozen guests, with half of them in masquerade-style masks in addition to their costumes. Among them were a king and queen introduced as our hosts, a jester in a velvet suit of green and black diamonds who’d invented an app on my phone, and a Sherlock Holmes halfway through a “digital detox” weekend without technology who was starved for conversation.

When the evening’s entertainment began, I cringed as Timothy obviously pocketed a “disappearing” ball that bulged in the cheap jacket’s pocket and palmed a coin that showed between his fingers. At least nobody booed him off the stage, so I didn’t feel guilty about enjoying the exquisite canapes. Sanjay’s follow-up was met with enthusiastic applause.

“That first magician wasn’t very observant, was he?” Sherlock whispered while we sampled skewers of grilled red grapes after the performance.

I didn’t have a chance to reply—or to finish my grapes, which were growing on me—because that’s when the scream rang out.

“My sapphire ring is gone!” the queen cried.

Several guests rushed to the queen, but Timothy headed for Sanjay. I followed.

“Sanj,” Timothy whispered. “I know you’re hard up, but it’s a very bad idea to mess with our hostess.”

“What are you talking about?” Sanjay hissed. “I didn’t take her ring. And why do you think I’m—”

“Nobody else could have done it. You’re the only person here who knows sleight of hand. And we all know about your theater burning down.”

I studied Timothy as he spoke. The precise haircut. The perfectly pressed shirt under the careless costume. But it wasn’t careless. It achieved the hapless effect he wanted.

I thought of Sherlock’s words about Timothy: He wasn’t very observant, was he? Except Timothy was observant. He’d been the one to notice I was cold.

Tonight was an act. Just not the one we thought we were watching.

“Is this any way to treat your hosts?” the queen demanded of Sanjay.

“Search Houdini,” the jester shouted.

“Sanjay was set up,” I said, stepping between him and the irate guests.

“But it had to be him.” The queen stared me down. “He’s the magician.”

“Not the only one.” I locked eyes with Timothy.

“I know I’m dressed like one.” Timothy gave a meek smile. “I tried my best—”

“To fool us,” I said. “You only pretended to be an incompetent sleight-of-hand artist.”

“You framed me?” Now Sanjay did glare at Timothy.

“Search this other magician, too,” the green-suited jester said as he grabbed hold of Timothy.

Timothy’s face turned a bit green then too.

The next day, Sanjay stopped by my university office to show me a newspaper headline. Hindi Houdini Unmasks Masquerade Miscreant.

I raised an eyebrow. “The Hindi Houdini solved the case, did he?”

My simultaneously brilliant and clueless friend grinned. “Masquerade balls are the best, aren’t they?”


DEAD MAN’S CHEST,
by Marcia Talley

It wasn’t a long walk—just a short stroll on a street the locals call UpAlong—but it required effort, the last two hundred yards or so winding through the village’s sprawling burial grounds and up a steep hill. I was relieved when we reached the top, where I paused to catch my breath and asked Jane, “So, where is it? Much farther?”

“You’re looking at it,” Jane said, and pointed toward a grove of twisted palms. “I warned you it was a fixer-upper, Annie.”

I’d been hunting for a bargain-priced island retreat, but this? As we neared the cottage, I could see that plywood covered two of the windows, shingles clung to the roof in patches, and a two-by-four supported by a pair of cinder blocks served as a step leading up to the porch. A sign dangled by one corner from what remained of a picket fence. Its faded letters spelled out “Pineapple Cottage” in bright blue capitals.

And yet, compared to other homes I’d seen on Bonefish Cay, Pineapple Cottage remained relatively unscathed. Battered, for sure, but it stood solid and proud on a rocky promontory overlooking the Atlantic Ocean, where it had survived—against all odds—the wrath of a hurricane that had flattened most of its neighbors.

Like me after the divorce.

As Jane showed me around the property, I felt a growing kinship with the cottage. The gate hung crookedly, but a new hinge could fix that. Shingles and pieces of siding begged to be replaced, a missing windowpane in the bathroom called out for attention…but, it was easy to picture myself sprawled on a porch lounger, sipping a margarita while the sun split into a double yolk and bled into the horizon, slipping into a sea that spread out before me, painted by Mother Nature in inky blue and aquamarine, edged with foam.

For the second time that day, Jane apologized for the cottage’s shabby exterior.

“Nothing a hammer and a few nails won’t fix,” I assured her.

Easier to repair than a shattered heart.

“I think you’ll find the interior easier on the eyes,” Jane said as she stepped onto the porch and opened the door, which wasn’t locked. “C’mon in.”

We stood in an airy rectangle, divided by white-painted walls into four equal rooms. The walls ended about a foot short of the ceiling—typical for historic Bahamian cottages—to allow the tropical breezes for which the islands were famous to circulate freely.

The living room was furnished with a sofa and two wicker armchairs upholstered in a nubby white fabric and artfully strewn with a rainbow of Androsia batik cushions. A bedroom was off to the right, where a double bed faced a dresser over which hung a mirror framed in seashells. “All the furniture conveys,” Jane said as she led me through to the kitchen, equipped with dated but fully functional appliances.

I’d toured a lot of houses recently, and I appreciated the work that went into preparing them for sale. “You’ve done a great job of staging,” I told her as I fingered the crisp dotted piqué curtains that hung at the window over the kitchen sink. “At this price point, I’m kinda surprised the cottage hasn’t already sold.”

Jane grinned. “Full disclosure, Annie. Pop Weatherford was quite the hoarder. Never threw anything away. After his family decided they wanted to sell, it took us months to clean the place out.”

Moving clockwise through another door found us in a spacious bathroom. “You’ll love this feature,” Jane said as she pointed out the generous shower stall, equipped with both an inside and an outside door. “You come straight up from the beach and step directly into the shower.” She reached in and twisted the tap to demonstrate how robustly the water cascaded out of the showerhead.

“Sold!” I said, surprising even myself.

Jane’s eyebrows shot up under her bangs. “What? Really?”

“There’ll be a ton of details to work out, I’m sure, but yes, really. I think Pineapple Cottage will do quite nicely.”

The following day, Jane and I were sitting on the porch discussing details of what would be—thanks to a generous divorce settlement from an ex-husband with perfect white teeth who couldn’t wait to get rid of me so he could marry his dental hygienist—an all-cash sale. As Jane explained the ins and outs of the deposit, closing costs, stamp taxes, and legal fees, clouds gathered on the far horizon and the wind picked up, fluttering the pages of the sales contract I was about to sign.

Oooh-woo-whoo!

Somewhere nearby, someone was moaning.

Startled and a bit spooked, I turned to Jane. “What’s that?”

Jane chuckled. “Just Old Spindleshanks the Pirate, come looking for his lost treasure. You’ll get used to it.”

I laid the pen down and stared. “Stop it!”

Jane held up three fingers. “Scout’s honor. His real name was Garrick Evans. Spindleshanks was the bane of commercial shipping back in the early seventeen hundreds. Harassed the Spanish practically nonstop in a frisky little sloop called the Crimson Tide.

“Baja mar,” she continued. “Shallow sea. The average depth of the water around here is ten feet. Before the Loyalists started arriving en masse from the US in the years immediately following the Revolutionary War, the Bahamas were a pirate’s paradise. Blackbeard, Captain Kidd, Ann Bonny…they were all here at one time or another. Two hundred twenty-nine islands,” she began, ticking them off on her fingers. “Six hundred sixty-one cays, over two thousand islets.” She paused to let those numbers sink in. “So, when the Brits or the Spaniards came chasing after you in their deep draft ships, you could tuck in just about anywhere.” She grinned. “Pirate sloops were nimble.

“According to my grandfather,” Jane said, “Spindleshanks used Bonefish Cay as his base of operations. He’d hang lanterns high in the trees after dark to lure unsuspecting ships onto the reef, where he’d murder the crew and steal their cargo.”

“Golly, what a sweetheart,” I said.

Jane shrugged. “Wrecking was big business back then, but naturally, the authorities were unamused. One day in the spring of 1732, some Portuguese conquistadors were hot on his heels, so Spindleshanks nipped into that little cove down there”—she leaned forward and waved vaguely toward the sea—“rowed ashore with his treasure, and buried it somewhere. Grandfather claimed that as a boy, he’d even seen the hand-drawn map.”

“A map? X marks the spot and all that?”

“Exactly. Spindleshanks planned to come back for the treasure later, of course, once the coast was clear, but then a hurricane happened. X or no X marking the spot, it’s challenging to follow a map when all your reference points have blown away.”

Whoo-whoo-whoosh!

“Listen,” Jane said. “There he goes again, mourning his loss.”

I picked up the pen, waved it in her face, and said good-naturedly, “I’m not going to sign anything until you tell me what’s actually going on.”

“Are you in a hurry?”

“No,” I assured her. “I’m already operating on island time.”

Jane anchored the documents to the table with a large conch shell and said, “Follow me.” She led me out the gate and left along a well-worn path toward the sea. When I caught up with her, she stood balanced precariously on an outcropping of limestone that centuries of relentless waves had eroded into lacy but treacherous, razor-sharp edges, the “iron shore” on which so many sailing vessels had met their doom. She waved me over to join her. “Tide’s about right.”

Whoo-whoo-whoot!

Near her feet, a puff of steam shot sky-high, ruffling her hair.

I jumped back, nearly losing my balance on the rocks. Jane grabbed my arm, steadying me. “It’s a blowhole,” she explained once I’d regained my footing. “We’ve got three of them here.”

As she spoke, the blowhole erupted again—whoo, whoo, whoot!—spouting vapor like a whale.

“There’s a series of caves under this ledge,” she told me. “When the wind and the tide are just right, the waves crash in, shooting water straight up through holes in the ceiling, and you get, wait for it…”

The blowhole erupted again, a gentle whoo-poof! of mist this time, and I began to laugh. “Old Spindleshanks’s given up, I guess.”

“For the time being, anyway,” Jane said.

* * * *

A month later, sitting around a table down at the Thirsty ’Cuda with Jane and the lawyer representing the Weatherford family, papers were signed, money exchanged hands, and we sealed the deal with a round of Miss Dee’s famous Bahama Mamas. Jane helped me find Leon, a contractor who worked wonders on the cottage, and a few days later, I moved in.

When you buy a hundred-year-old cottage, though, it’s always something. Less than a week later, when the toilet backed up and a plunger didn’t do the trick, Leon gave me the bad news. “The cess pit’s failed, Miss Annie. Gonna need to replace it with a septic tank and dig a soakaway.”

“Swell,” I muttered, ka-ching, ka-ching, ka-ching echoing in my head. My divorce settlement had been generous, but it wasn’t bottomless. I’d have to scratch a golf cart off my shopping list.

Leon must have read my mind. “I’ve got a secondhand septic tank I can lay my hands on—house blew away during Floyd, so they’ve got no use for it now. If it’s okay with you, I’ll get my crew here in the morning to start digging. Local boys from the mainland, Miss Annie. Won’t cost you much.”

Leon was as good as his word. Two days into the job, the hole was the size of a wading pool. It was late afternoon. I’d brought iced tea out to the laborers and was hanging around, watching them work, thinking they must be sweltering in the long-sleeve T-shirts and knitted caps they wore to protect themselves from the tropical sun.

“Hi,” someone behind me said.

Startled, I turned. The voice belonged to a boy, nine or ten years old. His ice-blue eyes considered me seriously from behind a pair of Harry Potter eyeglasses.

“Hello to you, too.”

“I’m Jackson.”

“Pleased to meet you, Jackson. My name’s Annie.”

“I know,” he said. “I was playing foosball at the Thirsty ’Cuda when you came in with Miss Jane. My mom works there.” His eyes turned toward the pit the workers were digging. “What’s going on? Why are they digging?”

I winked at him and said, “Looking for pirate treasure.”

Jackson didn’t smile back. “I found some treasure once. Want to see?”

I said that I did.

The boy reached into the back pocket of his shorts and pulled out a small drawstring pouch. “Hold out your hand.”

He loosened the strings, upended the pouch over my palm, and dropped a coin into it. The coin was a dusty copper, about the size of a poker chip, and stamped with the profile of a ponytailed man: Georgivs III D.G. Rex.

“This is very cool,” I told him as I carefully inspected the coin, softly worn, but the images clearly visible. Britannia herself was embossed on the verso, seated on a globe, holding a spear and carrying a shield.

Jackson beamed with pride. “It’s from 1790.”

“Wow,” I said. “What’s it worth?”

“Back then? A halfpenny. Today…” He shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. It’s not for sale.”

Jackson held out the pouch and watched solemnly as I dropped the coin into it. He was stuffing his treasure back into his pocket when the rhythmic scritch-scritch-scritch of a shovel turned to a dull thud, and one of the workers shouted, “Hey! Kisa sa ye?”

The two others stopped digging to have a look. “Sanble yon bwat,” one of them said.

The men spoke Haitian Creole, but I knew enough French to get the gist of what they were saying. They’d discovered a box.

Leon grabbed a spare shovel, clambered down a short ladder, and joined them in the pit. A discussion ensued. With four men digging, it wasn’t long before the box was uncovered, hauled out of the pit, and placed on my porch.

“Pirat nan Karayib la,” Leon said, and he and his crew shared a good laugh.

About the size of an old English steamer trunk, the chest was rectangular and had a domed lid. It appeared to be made of wood bound with sturdy iron straps. Faded letters stenciled on the side spelled out Signor Aiello—Palermo. Leon tested the lid, but because it was secured with three impressive padlocks, it didn’t budge.

Leon checked his watch, clicked his tongue, and said, “We need to hurry or we’ll miss the ferry.” While his workers scrambled to put away their picks and shovels, Leon turned to me and said, “We’ll be back in the morning, Miss Annie. I’ll bring some tools and we’ll get that sucker open.”

“Merci, Leon,” I said.

“Pa dekwa,” he replied.

After they’d gone, Jackson—who’d spent the previous five minutes circling the chest and studying it closely—said, “I can tell you one thing for sure. There’s no way this chest was buried nearly three hundred years ago. This isn’t Spindleshanks’s treasure.”

Although I had reached the same conclusion myself, I said, “How can you tell, Jackson?”

Jackson wrapped his hand around one of the padlocks and gave it a tug. “You can buy big locks just like this down at Mr. Willard’s hardware store.”

I nodded. “I wonder what’s inside?”

“Constable Fergus has some bolt cutters. Do you have a golf cart, Miss Annie?”

When I told Jackson I didn’t, he said, “I’ll go get him, then,” and set off down the road at a trot.

While I waited for Jackson to return with the constable and his trusty bolt cutters, I attacked the locks with all the tools at my disposal—a screwdriver, a kitchen knife, a pry bar, even a rusty nail file, with no luck. I’d given up and was bent over, cleaning layers of dirt off the chest with a spray bottle of Windex and a damp rag when a bright yellow golf cart with a young man at the wheel pulled up next to the cottage and set the brake. He was tall and deeply tanned, around sixteen or seventeen, I guessed. The Orioles ball cap he wore barely contained a shock of unruly, sun-bleached hair. “I hear you dug up a treasure chest,” he said.

I straightened, shook dirt off the rag, and said, “Here it is, but—”

“Is it heavy?” he asked.

“Not very,” I replied. “Did Constable Fergus send you?”

The guy blinked. “Uh…yeah.”

“Have at it, then,” I said.

To my surprise, instead of whipping out a set of tools, the young man grabbed the chest by one of the iron handles and dragged it to the edge of the porch. Lifting it by both handles, he swung it the short distance onto the back seat of the golf cart, which had been folded down to create a flatbed. Figuring I was meant to accompany him, I said, “I’ll just get my purse,” and dashed into the cottage. I was gone only a few seconds, but when I returned, he’d already turned the golf cart around and was bumping away down the road. I ran a few yards, shouting, “Wait, wait,” but apparently he didn’t hear me.

The village was only a short distance away, and it was all downhill, so I sighed and set off down UpAlong on foot.

I’d already passed the Y in the road where UpAlong merged into Back Street when I ran into Jackson and Constable Fergus riding a golf cart, coming the other way. The constable pulled even with me, mashed on the brakes, and leaned out of the cart. “So, where’s this treasure chest Jackson told me about?”

I gasped. “What? I thought you had it.”

“Me? No. Jackson only told me about it ten minutes ago.”

“Well, I gave it to that guy I thought you sent,” I said. “Tall, dirty-blond hair. Driving a yellow golf cart.”

Constable Fergus glanced heavenward and closed his eyes. When he opened them again, he said, “The Queen Bee?”

“Now that you mention it,” I said, “it did have a bumblebee painted on the side.”

“Manny’s an idiot,” Jackson piped up. “If you’re going to steal something, you don’t do it driving your aunt’s duded-up golf cart.”

Something wasn’t making sense. “But, how did Manny know about the treasure chest, Jackson? We’ve only just found it.”

“When he’s not working,” the constable explained, “my nephew hangs out at the ferry dock. Probably heard about it from Leon or one of the workers.”

“I’m surprised he didn’t pass you,” I said.

“Must have taken Back Street, then,” the constable said.

Jackson swiveled in his seat. “If he did, I think I know where we can find him. He’s got a lean-to out by the airport where he keeps some things.”

“What kind of things?” Constable Fergus wanted to know.

Jackson shrugged. “Car parts, old batteries, wood scraps, pieces of metal. Stuff like that.”

Constable Fergus looked at me, clicked his tongue and said, “It’s always something with that boy. Hop in.”

The electrical power for Bonefish Cay was provided by a diesel generator the size of a boxcar. As we barreled down the airport road, the hum of its giant turbines grew gradually louder until we had to shout to be heard. We found Manny exactly where Jackson had said he would be. He’d parked his aunt’s golf cart next to a primitive lean-to that was tucked away in the mangrove a short distance behind and well downwind from the noise and smell of the generator. My ears and nose were relieved.

“Stay here,” the constable ordered as he parked his own golf cart under a flourishing Bismarck palm and climbed out.

Manny was facing away from us, kneeling in front of the chest, holding something long, narrow, and red, like a candle. “What’s that in his hand?” I whispered to Jackson.

“It’s a distress flare,” Jackson whispered back. “I told you Manny was a doofus. I bet he’s fixing to light it up and use it to melt the locks off.”

“Sounds dangerous,” I said.

Jackson nodded. “Molten magnesium is plenty hot, and if the flare’s old, it can explode on you. I read an article in Popular Mechanics—”

Popular Mechanics? Most kids his age would be reading the Goosebump series or Captain Underpants. I reached out and squeezed the boy’s arm. “Shhhh. I think Manny’s uncle is about to handle the situation.”

His footsteps dampened by the dull hum of the generator behind us, Constable Fergus crept up on his nephew from behind. “Up!” he shouted as he grabbed the teen by the back of his T-shirt and yanked him to his feet.

The distress flare went flying.

“I was just—”

“We’ll talk about this later, young man. In the meantime…”

Constable Fergus whipped a pair of handcuffs off his belt, snapped one bracelet around Manny’s wrist, and attached the other to the roll bar of the Queen Bee. With Manny under control, he returned to the cart where Jackson and I waited, reached into a rear compartment, and came out holding a pair of bolt cutters. “Let’s see what all the fuss was about, shall we?”

Giving the Queen Bee a wide berth, and with Jackson scampering on ahead, the three of us converged on the chest.

“Are you going to turn him in to the police?” I asked as we walked, nodding in the hapless Manny’s direction.

“I am the police.”

In spite of the late afternoon chill, I felt my face grow red.

He frowned darkly. “Assuming you’re not going to press charges, I’ve got something much worse in store for that young man. I’m turning him over to his aunt Dee.”

Behind us, Manny groaned.

Ignoring us all, Jackson hovered over the chest. While the constable made quick work of the locks with his bolt cutter, Jackson waited, shifting excitedly from one foot to the other. After what remained of the last lock was tossed into the mangrove, the constable turned to me, bowed slightly, and said, “Will you do the honors, Miss Annie?”

I nodded and approached the chest, holding my breath.

I raised the lid.

The contents were made of metal, like coins, and round and flat like coins, too. They came in different denominations as well, so to speak. I recognized the distinctive silver and red of a Diet Coke can, the gold of Schweppes tonic water, and the silver, red, and yellow of an island favorite, Bahamas Goombay Punch.

Constable Fergus sucked air in through his teeth. “There’s hundreds of cans in there. A thousand, maybe.”

Jackson selected one of the cans and turned it over in his hands, examining it closely. If he was disappointed, his face didn’t show it. “Mr. Weatherford bought one of those fancy beer can smashers down at the hardware store.” He dropped the can—neatly reduced to a disc by the crushing machine—back into the chest. “But, why…”

“He had a disorder,” Constable Fergus explained. “Obsessive-compulsive disorder.”

“OCD,” Jackson agreed, nodding. “There was an article about it in Reader’s Digest. Five things you should never say to someone with OCD, like, ‘relax’ or ‘it’s all in your head’ or—”

Constable Fergus cut the boy off before he could recite the article in its entirety, which Jackson seemed intent on doing. “Pop Weatherford collected a lot of things,” the constable said, turning to me. “Alarm clocks, antique glass bottles, Christmas decorations. Apparently he collected soda cans, too.”

“But why go to all the trouble to bury them?” I asked.

“He had a ball of string as big as a watermelon,” Jackson said, as if that explained everything.

* * * *

Manny began serving out his sentence on the eight-to-twelve shift at the island dump, keeping an eye on the rat traps and hosing out trash bins.

Once my plumbing was working again, I invited Jane over for dinner, a simple chicken casserole and a tossed salad. After she arrived, I whirred up a couple of frozen margaritas in the blender, then invited Jane to join me for cheese and crackers on the porch.

“Too bad there was nothing of value in that chest,” Jane said as she settled into one of my new Adirondack chairs and adjusted a pillow behind her.

“I don’t know about that,” I said as I relaxed into the other chair. “How many soda cans do you think there were in that chest? Six, seven hundred?”

“At least,” Jane said, stirring her drink with an index finger.

“Okay, consider this. They’re worth five cents apiece in most states. Ten cents in Oregon, Connecticut, and Michigan. Do the math.”

Jane laughed out loud.

Smiling, I reached for a cracker and topped it with a square of cheddar.

Whoo-whoo-whoot!

The tide was up, and so was Spindleshanks the Pirate.

I waved an arm, taking in the sea grape-covered dunes, the waves gently licking the pink sand beach, and beyond it, the vast expanse of the topaz sea. There was nothing between me—I’d looked it up—and the west coast of Africa. I took an appreciative sip of my margarita, licked salt off my lips, and sighed in contentment. “Spindleshanks may be doomed to search for his lost treasure for all eternity, Jane, but I got lucky. I’ve found a million-dollar view.”


MAGGIE AND RICK,
by William Ade

If you ever get lost driving in Vermont, there’s a good chance you’ll eventually pass through the quaint village of Pleasant Valley and discover Maggie’s Bakery and Cat Café. Unless you’re put off by cat hair floating in your herbal tea, I highly recommend you stop. There’s nothing more Vermont than pulling apart a warm blueberry scone surrounded by a dozen meowing felines.

As a bonus, you’ll meet the proprietor, Maggie Merriweather, one of those legendary small-town amateur sleuths who have kept Vermont’s unsolved murder rate near zero for decades. Yup, Maggie is the total package; she bakes, neuters cats, and solves perplexing mysteries.

It’s not that everyone in Pleasant Valley appreciates this talented woman. Rick Carlyle is not a big fan of Maggie, and if you sat for a minute in Duke’s Tavern, Carlyle would happily share his reasons for disliking her.

“I’m a professional private eye, dang it. I’m licensed and bonded, and I’ve been beaten, shot, stabbed, and broken by cold-hearted women. But I can’t make a decent living as a private investigator because that fool woman, Maggie Merriweather, solves crimes for free.”

Now stay with me. This disagreement was more than a small-town kerfuffle. Life in this New England village grew dark when Maggie’s beloved aunt, Miss Tippsy, was found head down in her backyard well. Not that it was something unusual for these parts. Many folks still drew water from a backyard well, and many toppled in. And it was no secret that local volunteer firefighters pulled Miss Tippsy from her well more than a few times in the past. What was so peculiar this time was that Miss Tippsy was dead.

It was afternoon when the siren of the village’s only fire truck alerted me and everyone else in Pleasant Valley that something terrible had happened at Miss Tippsy’s place. Folks quickly gathered, and we saw Jimmy Hoot and Pete Barkey, the only volunteer firefighters simultaneously out of work and sober, hop from the truck and spring into action.

Using a long rope and some fancy slip knot, Jimmy looped Miss Tippsy by her ankles, pulled her up, and laid her mangled body on the ground. Being a superstitious lot, no villager approached the corpse except for Maggie, who sobbed. “Oh, Auntie, what did they do to you?”

The county sheriff, Bobby Cantrell, blew into Pleasant Valley and, after a cursory examination of the remains, labeled Miss Tippsy’s death as accidental. The fact that he spent little time examining the death scene didn’t surprise me. I knew the Sheriff despised Maggie and would do her no favors. You see, Maggie had frequently embarrassed Cantrell. After the murder of a local citizen, Cantrell would claim it was the work of a drifter passing through the county and there was little he could do. Then Maggie would somehow find the guilty party living in the village, maybe running a roadside molasses stand or something equally innocent and bring the criminal to justice. Her success made Sheriff Cantrell look like a nincompoop. By now, folks believed the man couldn’t solve a crossword puzzle if you spotted him all the consonants.

As you might expect, the exchange between the two antagonists as they stood over Miss Tippsy’s corpse wasn’t a pretty thing to witness.

“What, you’re not going to start a murder investigation?” Maggie loudly said. “I don’t believe it.”

Cantrell, red-faced as a ripe Beefsteak tomato, explained through gritted teeth. “Dang it, Maggie. You can only fall into a well so often before you break your neck.”

Hot words like poppycock and gee willikers streamed from Maggie’s mouth, which didn’t motivate Cantrell to do a thorough investigation. He instructed Jimmy and Pete to take Miss Tippsy’s body to Montgomery’s Funeral Parlor. He told Maggie, “I’ll ask Mister Montgomery to prepare your aunt for burial at the county cemetery. You focus on baking some nice goods for the wake, and don’t turn this unfortunate accident into some murder mystery.”

Maggie huffed and loudly announced she’d not only bury her beloved relative in the family plot but find the scallywag who murdered her.

“Knock yourself out,” Cantrell shouted as he crawled into his Sheriff’s vehicle. “Plant your aunt in your vegetable garden with the carrots and radishes, for all I care.”

That bit of conversation may shock you if you’re one of those modern folks who pay others to bury your dead, but it’s done differently in Pleasant Valley, Vermont. Kids are forced by inadequate internet service to grow up in tune with nature, and burying a relative is as natural as standing in a barn and watching your baby sister come screaming into this world.

However, the locals were stunned to hear Maggie Merriweather paid a visit to Rick Carlyle the next day. Now, I’m speculating about what was said, but I’ve known those folks all their lives, and I’m sure this is close to their actual conversation.

“Hello, Carlyle,” Maggie said, the hand she’d typically offer in greeting stuffed in her sweater pocket. “Can we talk?”

“Sorry about your aunt turning up dead,” Rick replied before taking a deep breath. “Now that I’ve acted all sensitive, what the heck do you want to talk about?”

“I know it might be hard for you to get this through your thick skull, but I’d like to hire you to find Tippsy’s killer.”

I suspect Carlyle was knocked back on his heels by Maggie’s request, but the prospect of finally earning a legitimate day’s wage as a private eye probably restored his sense of balance.

“Why me?” he asked.

“As they say, a lawyer who represents himself has a fool for a client, so I thought my mind might be too clouded with grief to do a good investigation.”

Even a chowderhead like Carlyle realized Maggie had made an excellent point.

“If I take you on as a client, you gotta follow my lead. If heads have to be cracked to force answers, don’t you slip behind my back with freshly baked cinnamon buns to convince the suspects to confess. You understand?”

“I’ll keep quiet and defer to you, Rick.”

Spoiler alert. Maggie had no intention of keeping her mouth shut.

“I’ll be charging you my usual rate,” Carlyle said, “and I don’t want to be paid in kittens.”

A handshake sealed the deal, and Rick invited Maggie into his house to discuss the who, what, when, and whys. Knowing Maggie as I do, as she entered Rick’s domain, she had to wonder why male private eyes always lived in such dumps. They may get better decorating suggestions if they involve more practical-minded women in their lives and fewer femme fatales.

“Was Miss Tippsy involved in anything mildly illegal?” Carlyle asked. “Like harvesting maple syrup out of season?”

Maggie shook her head. “She was like everyone around here. She’d work a side hustle to make ends meet, but nothing that would prompt someone to kill her.”

Carlyle set his cold blue eyes on Maggie and asked the uncomfortable questions that could quickly move a case along.

“More than a few locals are living out their lives at the big prison in Newport because of you,” he said. “Maybe Miss Tippsy’s death was payback.”

I’m sure that comment resurrected painful memories of Maggie’s mother saying, “Nobody likes a snoop, Magnolia Merriweather. You gotta stop picking through other people’s personal business.” But what could a naturally curious girl with a strong sense of right and wrong do? Birds gotta fly, and fish gotta swim.

“I suppose we should consider that,” Maggie said, “knowing how my solving the Yuletide Yard Sale murder upset the Walker family.”

“Don’t forget the Tea Cozy Strangulation murder case that put Jo Cooper in prison for the rest of her natural life.”

Maggie dropped her head and sighed. It must’ve greatly bothered her that maybe Miss Tippsy’s death was her fault. I’m sure she gave that sense of guilt another second of life before her natural spunk snuffed it out. “I have to admit the shock of seeing Tippsy dead caused me not to do my usual thorough examination. We need to check out Tippsy’s corpse ASAP, Rick. Let’s hit the road.”

Rick followed Maggie out the door, a notebook and pencil in his coat pocket and a .45 caliber pistol holstered under his arm. A pair of brass knuckles hung from his belt, and a switchblade was taped to his right ankle. Maggie carried a purse filled with old receipts and a peanut butter cheesecake recipe.

Maggie and Rick parked in front of Montgomery’s funeral parlor fifteen minutes later. “That was fast,” Rick said. “When there’s no moose-on-car collisions on this road, traffic moves quickly.” While Carlyle marveled at their excellent commuting fortune, Maggie was all business. “First, we’ll examine the corpse and take detailed notes. Then we’ll pack up Tippsy and take her home for burial in the family cemetery.”

“I don’t know about that,” Rick said.

“Goodness gracious, you’re right. We forgot the ice. Don’t you think the temperatures are cool enough that Tippsy will stay fresh until we get home?”

Carlyle mumbled. “I can’t do this.”

“Okay, we’ll get the ice first. Will that work for you?”

The man shook his head. “I’m not bothered transporting a dead body. I’m uncomfortable examining a naked one, especially someone I knew.”

Okay, reader, buckle your seat belt. The rumor around Pleasant Valley is that our rough-and-tumble private eye, Rick Carlyle, is so modest that he showers in swimming trunks. I want to share how I know that, but I’ve only about three thousand words left, and Maggie and Rick need them to solve Miss Tippsy’s murder.

Maggie left Rick and his modesty issues in his jeep and entered the funeral parlor basement. Approaching Tippsy’s shrouded body, Maggie began at the feet, hoping to slowly adjust to the shock of seeing her dead aunt. She noted the rope marks around the victim’s ankles. Those must’ve come from when Jimmy and Pete lassoed Tippsy’s feet to pull her out of the well. Maggie’s gaze was drawn to Tippsy’s gnarly toes, a patchwork of varicose veins, and the pair of dice tattooed on the older woman’s left calf. Nothing was out of the ordinary there, although the skin art looked recently inked.

The state of Miss Tippsy’s body, from her knees up to her twisted neck, will not be further described. All I’ll say is that decades of gravity had wreaked havoc on the woman’s muscular tissues, leaving it at that.

Completely removing the sheet off Miss Tippsy was almost too much for Maggie. The face of her beloved auntie was smooched flat. It so resembled kneaded dough that Maggie made a mental note to call the supplier about her overdue bulk order of bread yeast.

Looking at Tippsy’s hands for clues, Maggie noted that the woman’s palms were as clean as a surgeon before an operation. Turning over the victim’s hands, Maggie recoiled in horror. “Good Lord, Tippsy,” Maggie cried out, “Why did you insist on buying your nail polish from Temu? Your nails look like crap.” Moving past the chipped nail polish, Maggie saw the one thing that confirmed what she intuitively felt: someone had murdered Miss Tippsy.

“What the heck?” she said, “Why are there ligature marks on her wrists?”

Maggie made notes of her observations before taking ownership of the corpse. She intended to bury it in the family plot, about a mile north of the funeral home. As Maggie and Rick drove to the Merriweather family cemetery, he reminded her that he had a bad back and wouldn’t be able to dig a grave if that were her expectation. It wasn’t, she replied, because the grave was already dug and awaiting a corpse. You might read that line in a Stephen King short story, not one written by some hack from Pleasant Valley. But Steve King didn’t know Maggie Merriweather as I did. When the local excavation company dug the grave for Maggie’s Uncle Mortimer last year, Maggie, being a seasoned discount shopper, swung four open graves for the price of one.

Right before the internment of Miss Tippsy began, Maggie showed Rick the marks on her aunt’s wrists. “I think she might’ve been bound when she went headfirst into that well.”

“You were there on the scene when they lay Tippsy on the ground,” Rick said. “Did you see her hands tied?”

Maggie shook her head and meekly replied. “No, I did not.”

Carlyle had the sensitivity of a drunk walrus at a fraternity kegger, but even he could tell Maggie needed some empathy, for she was genuinely perplexed.

“How about after we bury Tippsy, we go to Duke’s and see if Jimmy and Pete are there? They may have an explanation for the markings.”

Maggie agreed, and following the last shovelful of dirt onto Tippsy’s grave, they left for Duke’s Tavern, but not before they stopped by Maggie’s house so she could feed her cats. Her secondary motive was to arm herself in case of trouble at Duke’s. She grabbed her weapon of choice, a loaf of a recently baked olive bread, and rejoined Carlyle.

Once our intrepid pair of investigators entered the tavern, they split up. Maggie approached Pete Barkey while Rick interviewed Jimmy Hoot.

“Hey Jimmy,” Carlyle said, “I wanna chat about the condition of Miss Tippsy’s body when you retrieved her from the well.”

Jimmy rolled his head and stared blankly at Carlyle. “I’m still traumatized, man,” he said, the smell of fermented hops riding on his breath. “I can’t remember much, you know?”

“Perhaps hypnosis might help you recall what you’re blocking out.”

Jimmy smiled. “That might work.”

“What will help you achieve that hypnotic state?” Rick asked. “A glass of ale or something dark and full-bodied?”

Jimmy’s head bobbed in double time. “My brothers’ Hooter Hoppy Hoedown is my beer of choice. After a glass, or two, my mind will be back at the well, remembering everything.”

The popularity of brewpubs was strong in the Northeast, and Jimmy’s more industrious siblings had opened Hooter Hoedown Brewery a year ago. The enterprise was struggling because, unfortunately, there were now as many brewpubs as beer drinkers in this part of Vermont.

“It’s nice you’re helping keep your brother’s brewery in business,” Rick said. “I bet they appreciate it.”

The man let loose a juicy-sounding chuckle. “Yeah, they surely do.”

Two tall servings of Hooter Hoppy Hoedown arrived, and the two men raised their glasses. “That’s an interesting tattoo on your wrist,” Rick said, pointing to Jimmy’s hand holding his glass. “Why do you have a pair of dice without the dots?”

Jimmy gulped half his glass before answering. “I dunno. I guess that’s all I had money for.”

Across the room, Maggie had just served Pete Barkey a slice of her olive bread. Two bites of that tangy baked delight had Pete talking.

“I believe Miss Tippsy wore a long-sleeved blouse,” he said. “Yeah, that I remember.”

Maggie nodded. Her aunt preferred long sleeves, and because of her arthritis, the sleeves closed at the wrists with elastic, not buttons.

“Could you tell whether her hands were tied?”

“Truth be told, I didn’t look that carefully because I didn’t want to stare at a dead woman.” Pete picked a breadcrumb off the tabletop and rolled it between his finger and thumb. “But I know her arms were floppin’ when Jimmy laid her down. That I know for sure.”

Maggie wouldn’t waste another slice of olive bread on Pete, who appeared to have nothing else to add. If he saw Miss Tippsy’s arms hanging by her side, maybe Maggie was doing precisely what Sheriff Cantrell always accused her of, thinking every village death was a murder.

Rick appeared at the table and waggled his head, signaling he was ready to go. Maggie wrapped up the loaf and stood. “Let me know if you recall anything else, Pete.”

“Will you have any of that good tastin’ bread for me if I do?”

“Sure, Pete, but you best not wait. The supply chain is all fouled up, and I might not be baking much bread for a long while.”

Maggie and Rick climbed into Carlyle’s jeep to return to her place. Rick broke the silence as he drove, unnerved, I suspect, by Maggie’s failure to be her usual loquacious self.

“Jimmy Hoot is a slick fella,” Rick said. “I bought him two beers and got nothing other than how his brothers’ brewery is hurting for business. How’d you do with Pete?”

“My olive bread was only slightly more effective. Pete recalled Tippsy wearing a long-sleeved blouse with elastic bands at the wrists but nothing binding her hands.”

Rick took his jeep onto the road berm and stopped. He looked Maggie in the eyes. “Maybe with Miss Tippsy being all butt-side up for an hour, the blood pooled in her arms and hands, pressing hard against the sleeve elastic. Maybe that caused what you thought were ligature marks?”

Maggie’s professional competitiveness with Rick had cooled over the last few hours but having him explain away her suspicion with a clever insight was too much. She’d share her second observation about the state of Miss Tippsy’s corpse. Even an idiot would be persuaded Tippsy was murdered.

“Okay, smart guy, here’s something else that bothers me. Tippsy’s well was pretty much dry because we haven’t had much snow melt over the past two years to raise the water table. The last time she lost her balance and fell in, she was able to extend her hands to break the fall.”

“Wow, she must’ve had some strong wrists.”

“Tippsy tossed a sixteen-pound bowling ball down the alley every Wednesday and Saturday nights for decades, so, yes, she did have extraordinarily strong wrists. But when I examined the palms of her hands at the funeral parlor, there was no mud, bruising, or cuts on them.”

Rick groaned. “Don’t tell me her face took the impact.”

“Yeah, the dear landed smack dab on the old schnozzle.”

“Double ouch.”
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