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CAST of CHARACTERS
Hilda Briar - eighty-year-old spinster
Agnes Briar Henley - self-appointed matriarch of Henley House.  
Audrey Briar - Agnes’ younger sister
Lester Henley - Agnes’ dark, dour husband  
Penelope Carson - Agnes’ lady companion
Kevin Henley - likable redheaded son of Agnes and Lester
Bernadette Tucker Henley - Kevin’s wife
Mark “Marcel” Robeson - fake French chef
Harold Donovan - Magnolia Creek’s police chief
Daryl Metson - young police officer
Shirley Gates - director of nutrition
Annie Pilston - Shirley’s secretary
Victor “Ole Man” Robeson - Mark’s father
Two female students - former cooks at Henley House
The Tuckers - bad seeds of Magnolia Creek
May Belle - Donovan’s wife
Quincy Martin – justice of the peace
Rupert Norrison – medical examiner
Stuart Oglesby – coroner
Jefferson Parkins – family lawyer
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


 


 


 


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THIRTY YEARS AGO
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
AGNES
 

 

 

Magnolia Creek, a small southern town of twelve thousand inhabitants
 
 
“Dear sweet Agnes,” murmured Hilda Briar as she swallowed the mild sedative that her elderly doctor had prescribed for her. She lay down on her old four-poster bed, part of the mahogany furniture that she had inherited many years ago, and glanced around at the blue chintz walls of her upstairs bedroom suite. Then she closed her eyes and centered her thoughts on her twenty-six year old niece who had suddenly appeared on her doorstep a few months earlier, anxious and inquisitive about her health.
Such concern and care Agnes had shown her. Hilda now realized that Agnes just needed to grow up some to appreciate how important kinfolk were. But who would have thought that of her two nieces, it would be Agnes who would care for her in her declining years, she asked herself.
A tear ran down her face as she remembered how her precious little niece Audrey, pretty and sweet, had been tormented and taunted by Agnes, unappealing and gawky, eight years Audrey’s senior. As a child Audrey had been Hilda’s favorite, always running to her for love and affection. The tears streamed down her face as she thought of the treachery that she now endured from the child with whom she had shared so much camaraderie.
According to Agnes, her dear Audrey had turned to the ways of Satan and Agnes herself had found salvation. Well, she thought, Agnes was still a plain-looking girl but she wasn’t gawky or mean anymore. She was a considerate angel, that’s what she was. Hilda would never have known about her illness until it was too late if Agnes hadn’t come and spotted it.  
 “Oh, thank the Lord for dear sweet Agnes.” That was the last thought that Hilda Briar would ever have as the mild sedative took hold.
 
 
The dear sweet Agnes who had so endearingly occupied her aunt’s last thoughts was standing quietly in the doorway waiting for the sedative to do its work. Cautiously, she approached her aunt as a beatific smile crept across her face. She stood staring at Hilda for a few minutes, secure that the old lady would not waken.
Old Doc Kelly was putty in her hands, she thought. Whatever she told him Aunt Hilda needed, he complied. Her saintly smile widened.
In her right hand Agnes held a plastic garbage bag with a drawstring. Using her left hand she slowly lifted her aunt’s white-haired head and slipped the bag over her. She pulled the drawstring tight enough to cause suffocation but not tight enough to leave any marks or bruises. Soon the old lady was still; no breathing was apparent. Agnes waited another five minutes, the silence in the room broken only by the ticking of the antique alarm clock on the nightstand. Slowly she released the drawstring and gently pulled the bag off her aunt’s head. She checked her pulse. Nothing. She picked up her aunt’s ornate, gilded hand mirror and held it under Hilda’s nose. Nothing. Still smiling divinely she bent over the wastebasket and emptied the contents into the plastic bag, closing it with the drawstring.
She walked over to the front windows and, from her second floor view, surveyed all that would soon be hers. It had been so easy. Too easy. Her aunt, who had been in perfect health and probably would have lived at least to a hundred, had protested at first when Agnes had told her that she looked peaked and needed to see old Doc Kelly. But she soon acquiesced to Agnes’ persistent warnings. And Doc Kelly, semi-retired and years beyond his prime, had, at Agnes’ recommendation, prescribed a mild sedative so that Hilda could get the rest she needed. There had not been a diagnosis of any illness but Agnes had convinced the two elderly people that Hilda must be extra vigilant and careful with her health. Agnes, of course, had been the vigilant one assuring that Hilda took her sedative every afternoon at two o’clock.
Maintaining her smile and absentmindedly gazing out the window, Agnes recalled how upset her aunt had been when she told her about the wicked doings of her teenage sister. Hilda had hardly needed any prodding at all to change her will. The Briar family lawyer, although not so old or decrepit as old Doc Kelly, had readily agreed that Hilda should disinherit the younger sister. If Audrey, at such a tender age, was already involved with prostitution, drugs, and alcohol, then Hilda had no recourse but to leave her entire estate to Agnes. There was no point in giving half a fortune to someone who would rapidly squander it, the lawyer had said.
Turning from the window and glancing at the peaceful corpse on the bed, Agnes gave a sigh of relief. The deed was done and she would soon be a wealthy woman. She could give up her job as hostess at the elegant Southern Star Restaurant in Connor’s Corner, fifteen miles away, although she had some unfinished business to take care of there before she resigned.
Agnes left the elegantly furnished room with its permanently still occupant and shut the door behind her. As she descended the stairs, smiling sweetly with a full trash bag in hand, she encountered Edna the housekeeper.
 “Oh, Edna darling, Miss Briar is sleeping peacefully now, but in an hour or so will you please check on her? She needs her rest but she mustn’t sleep too long or she won’t sleep well tonight.” It was a ritual they went through every day. “If there’s any problem just call Doc Kelly, no one else, hear? Oh, and please throw out this trash.”
 “Yes, ma’am.” Edna, a hard-working woman in her mid forties, thought that Miss Agnes was the kindest young woman that she had ever known. How many women her age would take such care with an elderly aunt?
Agnes walked on down the stairs and out of the house to her car and drove down to the new shopping center, humming a cheerful tune.
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
AUDREY
 

 

 

Paris, France
 

Audrey Briar, who was not a teen prostitute, a drug addict, nor an alcoholic, followed her tour guide and chaperone through customs at the Paris airport, still not quite believing that her spiteful older sister had treated her to a summer in France as a high school graduation gift. Was Agnes really turning a new leaf, she wondered?
She put aside her thoughts of Agnes and looked forward to the bus ride from the airport to the hotel. On the plane she had made friends with some of the girls in her group and hoped that she would room with them. Once at the hotel the chaperone divided them into groups of four and Audrey indeed found herself with her new friends. When the chaperone left them, the girls hugged each other and ran around the room shouting and jumping.
 “This is just too wonderful!” exclaimed one. “Freedom! Oh, glorious freedom.”
Audrey laughed and then in a sober voice said, “I doubt that any of you can appreciate this as much as I do. Freedom has not been part of my life for quite a while now.”
 “What do you mean, Audrey?” asked another friend. “Have you been in trouble or something?”
 “Oh no, not at all. I really hate to bring this up because I want this summer to be as carefree as possible.”
Her friends looked at each other with perplexed expressions. One finally said, “Maybe you should just tell us and get it out and then we’ll help you forget.”
Audrey was silent for a minute before replying. “I have an older sister named Agnes. Our parents died in an automobile accident four years ago. Agnes insisted that I live with her and that was the last thing I wanted. I would have much preferred living with our dear Aunt Hilda but Agnes wouldn’t permit it. She went through all kinds of legal maneuvers to make sure that she was appointed my guardian. Agnes was stricter with me than our parents ever were with either of us. I don’t think Aunt Hilda even knew how much I wanted to live with her.”
 “Audrey, I’m so sorry to hear about your parents. That must have been a dreadful time for you.”
 “Yes, of course, it was,” she said sadly.
 “But how could an older sister be strict? I should think you would have an easy time doing the things you wanted to do.”
 “Oh no, Agnes is the trickiest person in the world. She always managed to put a stop to my plans with sweet talk that was really blackmail in disguise.”
 “Now, that’s just plain crazy. So, how did you get away for this trip?”
 “Speaking of crazy, that is the craziest part of all. Agnes gave me the trip as a graduation present. She wants me to spend the summer here in Paris and on the French Riviera.”
 “Whoa now, I think I smell a rat. Do you suppose this is part of one of her disguised blackmail schemes?”
 “At first I wondered about that but there is nothing I have that she could want. I am simply going to enjoy my summer’s freedom and being away from my meddling, dictatorial sister!”
 “What will happen when you go back?”
 “I plan to go to a modeling school. I have always wanted to be a fashion model.”
 “Does your sister know that?”
 “Oh no, I would never have told her. I’m sure she wouldn’t approve but I’m old enough now to make my own decisions.”
 “Don’t you think eighteen is a little old to start a modeling career? Granted, you are tall and beautiful with a svelte figure but it’s a grueling career to get into.”
Another girl hooted with laughter. “Svelte? Is this the way we are going to talk now that we are in France?”
All four girls laughed and one said that they should concentrate on learning to speak French and not worry about how sophisticated their English was or wasn’t.
 

Audrey wasn’t notified of her beloved aunt’s death or of her own disinheritance. She spent the summer cavorting on the sunny European shores of the Mediterranean, all at Agnes’ expense.
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

LESTER
 

 

 

Connor’s Corner, a small southern town of 15,000 inhabitants
 

Two young men were shooting pool and drinking beer at the only pool hall in town. One of them, small, thin, dark, and rather taciturn, was rubbing the end of his stick casually while his tall, sandy-haired opponent lined up his shot.  
After making it, the tall one turned to his friend and asked, “So, Les, you still going out with that waitress over at the Southern Star Restaurant?”
 “She’s not a waitress. She’s a hostess.”
 “Whatever. She dresses and acts awful hoity-toity but I’ll tell you, I bet you have to kiss her in the dark.”
 “Aw, she ain’t that bad. In fact she’s passable, well, never you mind about that.”
 “Is it true she’s coming into some money?”
 “That’s what she says.”
 “You figuring on getting some of it?”
 “That’s the plan.”
 “So, you gonna fix me up with that cute friend of hers?”
 “Do you mean Penny? Ain’t she kind of shy for you?”
 “Hell, man, that’s the best kind.”
 “No, my friend, the best kind is the rich kind. Penny’s some kind of orphan and ain’t got a penny to her name.” He burst out laughing at his little joke.
 “I don’t know. Agnes may come into some money but I’d rather fool around with Penny.”
 “To each his own,” said Les, amazed at how clever he could be at times with words.
 

Later that evening in his one-room apartment, Lester, with a cold beer in hand, sat back on his old, second-hand sofa and dreamed of an easy life to come. He was in his mid-twenties and had never held down much of a job. He had tried his hand at auto mechanics but he hated working in places without air conditioning. If he had his own shop, he would definitely make sure the place was cool.
He turned on his TV to an old rerun of Dallas but didn’t pay much attention to the goings on of the Ewings at South Fork. However, their opulent life style did catch his attention.
 “Damn,” he said out loud to the empty room. “That’s the life I want. A big house and servants and nothing to do but drink all day. And if I got bored, I could tinker with a brand new Rolls Royce in my air-conditioned shop. Damn, I have to marry that Agnes Briar.”
She had taken him for a drive to Magnolia Creek the day before and shown him Briar House. It would soon all be hers she had said. She was the only heir. Lester smiled at himself. He wasn’t in love with Agnes but she was tolerable enough, especially with the inheritance that would come her way. That made her damn attractive.
Ah yes, nothing but the good life.


PENNY
 
 


A small apartment in Connor’s Corner
 
 
Penny Carson began her day with great anticipation. She loved her summer job and looked forward to her first teaching assignment in the fall. She whirled around the small living room and hummed happily to herself. Her roommate Agnes had already left for work at the Southern Star Restaurant where Agnes worked as a hostess greeting customers and Penny worked as a pastry chef. Agnes made more money than she did but Penny thought her job was more fun. Penny was rather shy and preferred to stay away from the public eye. She knew she could never be a hostess or, even worse, a waitress.
The only thing that bothered her that morning was her upcoming date with one of Lester’s friends. For the life of her she couldn’t understand what Agnes saw in Lester. He wasn’t good looking nor was he very ambitious. His friend was only just a little better in that he was tall and fairly good-looking but neither was very well educated and that meant a lot to Penny.
She thought about what Agnes had said about marriage.  
 “Honey, being married is the most important thing for an upstanding citizen of a small town. And, it’s exceptionally important to have more money than your husband. That way you can call the shots.”
Penny thought falling in love first was the most important thing in starting a marriage. The one thing she was sure of was that she wasn’t going to fall in love with Lester’s friend. She imagined that it would be a night in which she would spend it fighting off her date’s groping. She shuddered and then thought about the day ahead at the restaurant. Now, that was something to look forward to.
 
 


Later at the Southern Star Restaurant
 

 “Penelope, honey, what’s the matter?”
Penny, who was an attractive, brown haired, brown-eyed young woman, had tears streaming down her face as she made her way through the crowded restaurant.
 “Oh, Agnes, I’ve just been fired!”
 “Oh, honey, no. How could this happen? You’re the best pastry chef this restaurant has ever had.”
 “I-I, well, I think so, too, but-but,” her words died away.
 “But what?”
 “A customer claimed one of my pies poisoned her,” she sobbed as she collapsed into a booth. Her friend Agnes sat beside her, put her arms around her, and tried to console her.
 “Penelope, that’s terrible. But it couldn’t possibly be true. Don’t you worry. I’ll do all I can to help you. Run along now and I’ll talk to the manager. Believe me, I’ll straighten this out.”
 “But, Agnes, how can you? It’s my word and yours against a customer who is threatening a lawsuit if-if I’m not fired.” She buried her head in her arms and continued to sob.
 “Sssh, go on home now. It can’t be that serious. Trust me, I’ll take care of it.”
Penelope embraced her friend and, brushing away her tears, left the restaurant.  
 

Agnes sat back in the booth and smiled sweetly.
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

FIVE YEARS AGO
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


 
 

 

 

DONOVAN AND METSON
 

 
 
 
 
Magnolia Creek
 

Part of Police Chief Harold Donovan’s training of his newest officer was driving him around town, not that there was much training to do, and certainly not much to show him since twenty-three year old Daryl Metson was a local Magnolia Creek boy. Daryl had just graduated from the police academy upstate, the first policeman in Magnolia Creek history to do so. Donovan himself had become an officer some twenty years earlier at age twenty-two, simply by applying for the position and being accepted. His present position had been acquired by rising through the ranks due to promotions and the fact that he had had very little opposition. Harold Donovan was fast becoming a Magnolia Creek fixture if not institution.
Although Daryl knew as much about the town as did his chief, Donovan thought a cruise through town on a warm Saturday night in June might show the younger officer the importance of visible police presence. They left the city jail, a stone conglomerate located downtown next to Magnolia Creek, which meandered along the western limits of the business area. They crossed the one-way bridge to a rather seedy residential area where young, poor white and black families struggled to improve their home life. To the right of the bridge, just past a small park, were the Magnolia Creek Apartments, an attractive red brick and black shingle complex that lent an aura of respectability to the shabby neighborhood.  
As Donovan turned left, he cruised past Burger Paradise, a tiny shack that specialized in huge greasy burgers, making sure the teenagers there were aware of them. Then he began to relate Magnolia Creek burger history to Metson who already knew it but patiently contributed his bit to the discussion.
 “Now, the thing I can’t understand,” said Donovan, “is why they built Burger Paradise in this part of town.”
 “Well, it is close to downtown and the police station,” said Metson.
 “That’s another thing. It’s close to us and it’s across the creek where the bad part of town begins, but them teenagers, for as long as I can remember, have always preferred hanging out and eating there, right under our noses, so to speak.”
 “Those burgers are damn good, better than Lottaburger.”
 “Hell, anything’s better than Lottaburger. Little kids like to go to that place with all them Chirpy Meals and that playland. But soon as they get away from their parents, they head straight to Burger Paradise.”
 “And Burger Giant,” added Metson as Donovan drove a few blocks south, turned left again, recrossed Magnolia Creek on a larger bridge and headed for Burger Giant.
 “Yeah, but you ever notice? The kids just like to park there for their drinks, fries, or onion rings. Damn good onion rings.”
 “They are pretty good,” agreed the younger officer.
 “Yeah, upscale families seem to gravitate to Burger Giant as the kids get a little older. But, I tell you, if you want a true hamburger, then the best place in town, maybe the whole damn county, is the Cracked Cup Diner over on the south side.”
 “Yeah, they’re good but the only people you ever see in there are old-timers, truck drivers, and policemen like us.”
 “Don’t make sense, does it?” said Donovan. “You’d think everybody would head for The Cup, instead of those other places. Of course them Paradise Burgers are almost as good and who’d want to go to The Cup if teenagers hung out there? But Lottaburger and Burger Giant don’t make sense. Those chain restaurants just don’t know how to fix a real burger.”
 “Maybe it’s prestige. Maybe it ain’t so prestigious to go to The Cup. Hey, you ever been to the Deli-Coffee Shop downtown?”
 “That sissy food? Who would go to a place like that anyway?”
Metson, who rather liked the deli but decided not to say so to his new boss, said carefully, “Oh, the younger businessmen and women, I suppose. Health food, you know.”
 “Damn crazy, if you ask me. This is a burger town and the best is at The Cup and at Paradise. People are just losing their values, all there is to it. Starting little kids out at Lottaburger and then when kids get a little sense they head for Paradise and Burger Giant’s onion rings, but they get grown up and what have they learned? Damn near nothing! A fancy deli with soup and salad. Yuk!”
Metson smiled but said nothing.
After circling Burger Giant, they headed northwest toward Candy Crick Park, which bordered the southern shores of Candy Crick Lake, a favorite spot for teenage couples to make out. First, however, they passed through the trailer park where most of the crime in Magnolia Creek either occurred or originated.
Donovan drove slowly past one of the trailers in particular. A shabby little wooden fence surrounded a weedy yard in front of the decrepit trailer.
 “Isn’t that where the Tuckers live?” asked Metson.
 “Yeah, half the crime in Magnolia would disappear if we could get rid of that family,” grumbled Donovan.
 “Well, maybe at least get rid of ole man Tucker. He’s the rabble-rouser.”
 “Hmmph. Them boys of his are going to be just like him. And them girls are just as spunky.”
 “Yeah,” Metson agreed referring to the girls, “but spunky don’t necessarily mean committing any crimes.”
 “Maybe,” said Donovan, “but I’m just dreading when those kids get to be teenagers and older.”
 “I think that one of the girls is a teenager already.”
 “Oh lordy. But are those kids going to follow their old man or are they going to heed their mama?”
 “I hear tell that Miz Tucker came from a pretty nice family. How’d she hook up with a Tucker in the first place?”
 “Well, Daryl, I don’t go in none for gossip but since you’re on the force now, you need to know a little about the folks in this park. It’s true that Miz Tucker don’t belong here. Let’s just say that she had a teenage indiscretion. She was dating some nice boys when suddenly she let a Tucker boy sweet talk her and well, the wedding bells just had to ring. The poor thing ended up here, raising a passel of kids and having to contend with what turned out to be the meanest of all the Tuckers. And she was a pretty little thing back years ago and look at her now. She’s all dried up and looking much older than she is. In fact she’s not even as old as I am.”
 “Ole man Tucker sure is an ugly son of a, well, you know.” Metson had heard his boss curse a little but decided to wait until he got to know him better before he expressed himself freely. He knew that the chief liked to put on a front of being an upstanding church-going type of guy. He was curious to learn what the chief was really like in the police force.
Donovan laughed. “Yeah, a short, scrawny bag of bones to boot and meaner and tougher than all get out. Them Tuckers are all little bitty people and maybe that’s part of why they’re so bad-tempered. You look at one of them cross-eyed and you’re in for it.”
 “How often do you have to bring ole man Tucker in for fighting?”
Donovan snorted. “Used to be every Saturday night but he’s mellowing out, just a couple of times a month nowadays.”
They both laughed as Donovan speeded up some and pointed out more of the trailers in a more prestigious area of the park, one in particular where a certain notorious lady lived.
 “I’m telling you, Daryl, the most important thing you’ll ever do is who you choose to marry. You wouldn’t believe who some of the men in Magnolia are that come out here and pay respects to that lady. I got me the finest wife in the world but there’s nothing worse than a wife who’ll drive you into the arms of another woman, especially one like her.”
Metson grunted in agreement. Who he chose to date and marry was none of Donovan’s business but he did think that Mrs. Donovan was a fine woman, indeed. He kind of wondered how Donovan himself had managed to sweet talk her into marriage.
Changing the subject, Metson said, “Man, some of these mobile homes are down right well, uh, classy. Just look at how well kept their yards are. You can hardly tell we’re in the trailer park right now. You’d think we were in the ritzy part of town.”
 “Come on,” said Donovan, ignoring Metson’s observation. “Let’s check out the Crick.”  
They drove on through the trailer park and soon arrived at Candy Crick Park, cruising with dim lights and spying on the intensely occupied young inhabitants of the parked cars.
 “Let’s have some fun with these kids,” said Donovan, parking the patrol car behind a couple engaged in backseat acrobatics. He got out of the darkened car, walked up to the car in front of him, shone his flashlight on the two disheveled youngsters, and bellowed, “How would you like for your mamas to see you like this?”
After taking turns shining the flashlight into parked cars, Donovan and Metson returned to town laughing at how they had scared some of the boys back into their pants. That is, Metson pretended to laugh. So far the young officer had not been impressed by his superior’s professionalism.
 

Not all the young couples of Magnolia Creek were hanging around burger drive-ins or the park. Some couples made out in their parents’ living rooms while the parents attended social events. One such young couple was wrestling on a sofa in the young man’s home. The TV was flickering in front of the pair, but they weren’t paying attention, although some of the dialogue penetrated the subconscious of the young man.
 “Ouch, you bit me!” said the girl, a skinny, fifteen year old promiscuous blonde, playfully slapping her older male companion.
 “Did not!” he responded, feigning hurt from her slap.
She unrolled herself from his embrace and faced the TV. “What’s on?”
 “I don’t know,” he said nuzzling her neck. He glanced at the screen and momentarily found himself absorbed in the plot of Death on the Nile starring Peter Ustinov. “Oh, I know that movie. You’d be surprised but it’s kind of interesting.”
 “Oh, give me a break. This crap? Look at that fat man with the funny accent. How can you watch stuff like that?”
 “That’s Hair-cool Pwahrow, he’s some kind of famous detective.”
 “You mean for real?”
 “No, Bernie, you silly ass,” he said. “I watched this once with my mother. She likes to watch those old movies and never could get my dad to watch with her so I would.”
 “Whew! You and your mom got weird taste. Let’s watch MTV.”
 “No, listen. I wonder if anyone could really pull off something like that.”
 “Like what?”
 “A plot like that one.”
 “What do you mean?”
 “Aw, never mind, come here you,” he said in a teasing manner as he grasped and kissed her in a tight embrace. She squealed but didn’t resist.
 “Aren’t you afraid your folks might walk in and find us? You know how your mama hates my guts. What would she do if she and your dad walked in on us like this?”
 “Aw, don’t worry.” Then, looking at his watch, he exclaimed, “Holy Moses! I’ve got to get you out of here.”
 

Arriving in town, Metson asked Donovan, “Why is this town called Magnolia Creek anyway? There’s nothing but pecan trees lining the creek.” After a moment he added, “Some years they produce mighty good pecans, too.”
 “I think there used to be some magnolias along the creek. We’ve got a couple in our yard. May Belle loves the smell of them but I tell you they’re a bit much for me, especially when those blossoms start to fall.”
 “You ever go moonlighting pecans when you were a kid?”
Donovan laughed. “Hell yes. Man, but those were the days. How about you?”
Metson grinned. “Sure, and we were always worried that you cops were going to catch us. Never did, though. Do you ever catch kids doing that nowadays?”
Donovan groaned. “Don’t I wish that’s all I caught kids doing! What do you think the real reason was that we went cruising out at the park?”
 “Uh, trying to keep kids from uh, you know.” Metson wasn’t sure how he should have phrased his response.
 “Naw, not really. It’s pot, dope, that we got to worry about nowadays or worse such as coke and stuff. Sometimes those kids go to the park to deal. That’s why I go out there to nose around. I think they’re getting the message since I haven’t caught any with dope in quite a while. That’s also why I cruise around the hamburger joints. Any place kids hang out there’s bound to be some dealers. I tell you, Daryl, the world’s changing and not for the better. And the drug dealers aren’t even the worst of it. Now, we got the white supremacist loonies to look out for plus worrying about the loonies from overseas. Damn scary if you ask me.”
Metson solemnly agreed, silently thinking that maybe there was more to old Donovan than he had thought only moments ago. However, he had a feeling that the chief enjoyed interrupting the romantic interludes of teenage kids whether he was looking for dope or not.
The two police officers proceeded to cruise through some of the better neighborhoods of Magnolia Creek. A car with a young couple in it sped past them.
 “You gonna get them for speeding?” asked Metson.
 “Naw,” replied Chief Donovan, “didn’t you see who the boy was? That’s one fine young man. He’s never in any trouble. I ain’t gonna hassle him.”
 “Who’s the girl with him?”
 “Don’t know. Couldn’t see her but she had to be somebody his mama approved of.”
They drove on in silence for a few minutes then Donovan said, “Let’s check in for the night. Say, why don’t you come over for a nightcap?”
The last thing Metson wanted to do on a Saturday night was visit with the Donovans. A nightcap for them was usually coffee or on a night like this, a glass of iced tea or a can of soda pop. Reluctantly, he accepted.
 “I’ll come over for a while.” A very short while, he added to himself. They drove downtown to the station where, after signing out for the night, Metson got his car and followed Donovan to his home. He parked behind Donovan in the driveway and got out of his car. The fragrance of magnolia blossoms hung heavy on the night air.
 “Woo-ee, I see what you mean about this magnolia smell. But I guess women would like that sort of thing.”
Donovan grunted and said, “Yeah, but come on in. At least you can’t smell it inside.
Entering the modest ranch-style house, Donovan shouted out, “Honey, I’m home.” He turned to Metson and said, “She just cracks up when I say that.”
They walked into the living room where May Belle Donovan, seated in a recliner, was watching TV. Next to her, another recliner, much larger and presumably her husband’s, also faced the TV.
 “Oh hello, Officer Metson,” she said glancing up at them. She thought Metson was a mighty fine looking young man, slim but muscular, with very attractive wavy brown hair. She wondered how long he would remain single. Surely many of the young women of Magnolia Creek would be chasing after him. She hoped that the two men would work together amicably for a long time. Maybe Metson could be a surrogate son for the child they had never had. “You boys keep busy tonight?”  
 “Uh, yes, ma’am,” said Metson.
 “Still spying on the young folk out at the park?” she asked with a twinkle in her eye.
Metson stifled a giggle. Mrs. Donovan was not only a comfortable person to be around but a very perceptive one. He just wondered why she hadn’t been more perceptive when she was younger and fell in love with Donovan, who at six feet, was getting rather paunchy and double-chinned, due more than likely to a policeman’s diet of burgers and fries. Mrs. Donovan was short, probably around five feet four inches thought Metson, and pleasingly-plump, as the saying went, with graying short dark brown hair. Physically, they seemed to fit but mentally she seemed miles above him. Then he spotted some framed photographs on a nearby shelf, photographs of a husky, but muscular, young man in uniform and a pretty young woman smiling upwards at him. Ah well, he thought, people did change. Donovan probably had presented an air of youthful strength and stability in those days.
Donovan, unaware of Metson’s observations, winced at his wife’s words. Damn,
he thought,
how did she know that?
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

THE PRESENT


CHAPTER ONE
 

 

Saturday, June first
 

“Too bad there aren’t any crimes in this part of town,” commented Metson.
 “Huh? What the hell do you mean?” grumbled Chief Donovan, his mouth full of greasy cheeseburger.  
Metson was driving their patrol car, slowly ambling through the swankiest residential district of Magnolia Creek. The streets were wide and lined with oak trees. He momentarily wondered why magnolia trees hadn’t been planted here.  
 “I mean why do we always get called to the poorer sections, especially that damn trailer park?”
 “Hell, man,” said Donovan, “crime is crime. What difference does it make where we get called? Besides, remember there are some real nice trailers out there.”
 “Ah, come on, you know what I mean. We’re always making drug busts or settling domestic disputes in that one section of the park. And it’s damn dangerous if you ask me.”
 “Well, at least we got ole man Tucker finally sent down to the pen. That’s one less hothead to worry about.”
 “That’s what I mean. You never know when one of them will snap and pull a knife and stab somebody to death, like he did. Now if we were to be called over here to this part of town, it’d probably be for burglary. You know, jewels or some such. Nothing dangerous.”
 “You don’t think burglars are dangerous?”
 “Naw, think about it. The rich folks don’t know they’ve been burgled until they get back from vacation. The robbers’d be long gone. We’d get called over, be made comfortable, offered a drink, maybe some of them fancy horse-doors.”
 “We don’t drink on duty, Daryl,” the older officer mumbled somberly as he chewed, “and I think they’re called oar-doves.”
 “You know what I mean. We’d be made to feel real welcome and not fearful of what might happen when they answered the doorbell.”
 “Maybe. But I’ll tell you one thing. I’ve been doing this job a lot longer than you and messing with rich folks can get downright messy,” Donovan stated redundantly.
 “How so?”
 “Because usually it ain’t burglars long gone we got to contend with. Usually it’s rich kids vandalizing their neighbors’ property just for something to do. You got to tread mighty careful when you go to arrest some city councilman’s kid.”
 “Maybe so, but you ain’t in any danger.”
 “Not physical danger but danger of losing your job.”
 “Huh? I never thought of that. But still I’d rather lose my job instead of my life.”
The two officers fell silent as the patrol car wandered seemingly on its own volition through the carefully planned winding streets past elegant mansions set back from the street and protected by fences and gates.
 “Man, I’d love to live in that Henley House. That is one beautiful mansion,” admired Metson. He slowed down in front of a carefully manicured lawn with a long circular driveway that led to and from a three-story white stone house with a small, one-story pillared front porch. On the right side of the house was an attached, enormous garage and on the left was a tall stone fence with a gate next to the house.
 “And full of valuable antiques, so they say. Now that’s a prestigious family for you. Or rather used to be,” said his chief.
 “Used to be?”
 “Yeah, used to be called Briar House. The Briars were among the founders of Magnolia Creek who made a fortune when one of them about a hundred years ago became a shipping-uh-magnet, whatever the hell that means. I never could figure out how anyone could make a fortune shipping magnets around the world.”
Metson almost chuckled but contained himself. He had learned very quickly that it was best to ignore some of Donovan’s gaffes. Of course, he himself had trouble with some of the common foreign words and phrases that had worked into English and was never quite sure of pronunciations. He knew what a magnate was, though, but had no intention of correcting his boss. As for horse-doors, he wasn’t quite sure about that one and decided to follow the chief’s lead. He considered that maybe once in a while the chief got something right, perhaps from May Belle’s influence.
 “How’d it get to be Henley House?”
 “When old Miss Briar died some thirty years ago, she left it to one of her nieces who lived in Connor’s Corner. I was a teenager then and didn’t notice people like that. Anyway, Miss Agnes, the niece, married a Lester Henley also from Connor’s Corner. I didn’t pay any attention to them until their son was born and Miz Agnes began spreading her wings in all the social goings on.”
 “And that’s why it’s called Henley House now. Well, I always did say that Kevin Henley was a lucky guy.”
 “He’s younger than you, isn’t he?” asked Donovan.
 “Yeah, by about three years.”
 “You know, it’s all so peaceful and quiet out here on this street, it makes you wonder.” Donovan’s voice dropped.
 “Wonder what?”
 “What goes on behind closed doors, especially the closed doors on this street and especially in the Henley household? What’s going on inside? Is it all just as quiet as it is out here? All lovey-dovey?”
 “Why shouldn’t it be? I thought Miz Henley was one of our most prominent citizens,” said Metson.
 “She is, but ain’t you forgetting something?”
 “What?”
 “Who her daughter-in-law is.”
 “Oh lord-a-mighty!” exclaimed Metson. “How could I forget that? And us just a minute ago talking about her daddy.”
 “Exactly. Miz Henley gives the appearance of being a kind, generous southern lady, always helping out with charities and such. But how did she really feel about Kevin marrying a Tucker? On the surface she seems to have handled the marriage graciously.”
 “Yeah, it has been kind of hush-hush, hasn’t it?”
 “And look at the rest of the household,” continued Donovan.
 “What do you mean?”
 “They’re all adults.”
 “So?”
 “Under one roof you got Miz Agnes and Lester and their son with a socially unacceptable wife. Then there’s Miz Agnes’ sister and that lady companion.”
 “What’s wrong with all that except, of course, for Miz Bernadette?”
 “They don’t do nothing.”
 “You aren’t making sense, Chief. What are they supposed to do?”
 “Look at it this way. Miz Henley is the one with the fortune, her aunt’s inheritance, yet she’s the only one that works.”
 “Yeah, and she doesn’t have to. I get your drift now. So you think the rest sponge off her?”
 “Sort of looks that way, but yet Miz Henley used to always brag what a wonderful family she had. But that was before Miz Bernadette joined the family. It makes you wonder. What really goes on in that house?”
 “Maybe they’re kind of like that old TV show Dallas that my mama used to watch. All those grownups having breakfast with Miss Ellie and Jock, J.R., Sue-Ellen, Bobby, Pam.”
 “Yeah,” laughed Donovan, “and they sure didn’t get along. Well, if we ever do get called over to the Henley House, let’s hope we get offered some of those fancy oar-doves that you were wanting.”
 “Hey! I just thought of something. Their horse-doors-uh-doves couldn’t be too fancy.”
 “Why not? They probably got the fanciest food in town considering the kind of job Miz Henley has.”
 “Not from what I’ve heard,” said Metson. “I’ve heard tell that Miz Henley has hired Mark Robeson to be her cook or, rather, chef.”
 “What the hell! Why on earth would she do that? What kind of food would he cook up?”
 “Well, his dad runs The Cracked Cup Diner.”
 “That’s what I mean. Why would Miz Henley want down-home cooking? I mean, it’s damn good, but rich folks eat different.”
 “Because, according to the scuttlebutt,” explained Metson, “she thinks Mark is French.”
 “Daryl, you need to stop listening to scuttlebutt. That’s the dumbest thing I ever heard. If there’s one thing in this world that Miz Agnes Henley knows, it’s fancy food. She’s one mighty knowledgeable lady and she’d know Mark wasn’t French.” He paused for a few seconds then said, “But if it’s true, then that’s another adult under that roof.”
 “Yeah, but at least Mark’s working.”
 “Maybe. Ah well, I’m sure we’ll never have the occasion or privilege of being served his oar-doves.”
 “I doubt he’d even know what they are.”
They drove on down the pleasant, quiet street, each immersed in thoughts of living among richness and splendor. Donovan silently wondered if Metson even knew what an “oar-dove” was. The boy was unusually silent sometimes when he tried to insert a bit of culture into their conversation. He wondered what kind of wife he’d end up with. The kid was twenty-seven years old now and if he was going to stay in law enforcement he needed to settle down and present the right image to the community.  
Then he remembered May Belle’s admonition about letting Metson live his own life. Well, he was doing that but he sure wished the boy would get on the ball romance-wise.  
He finished his cheeseburger and threw his napkin into the sack it came in, a sack decorated with the logo of a cracked cup.
 
 


CHAPTER TWO
 



Sunday, June 2nd
 
 
Relaxing in her elegantly furnished third floor suite, Agnes Henley contemplated her wonderful life. True, she was a little overweight, but at age fifty-plus she carried herself well. She never admitted her age to anyone, not even to herself. The weight gain was due, she was sure, to the fact that she could employ a real French chef. The luxury of eating Marcel’s creamy, buttery sauce was something she had worked hard for and would not relinquish. Besides, she was a nutritionist and she ate enough healthy food. What harm could a little weight gain do? Everything else in her life was perfect. She had a prominent position in the Magnolia Creek School District, although she was disappointed that she had not yet been promoted to director of nutrition. Publicly, she announced to everyone around her that she didn’t want the additional responsibility of the higher position, and privately, she tried to convince herself that she had enough prestige and respect in the community to satisfy her dreams of power.
Although in reality her public career had not reached the magnitude she thought she deserved, her home-life was one of perfection. Her husband Lester adored her. Never mind that each had maintained separate bedrooms for years. Poor Lester had a sleeping disorder. Her sister Audrey had worshiped her all her life, trying desperately but ineptly to follow in her footsteps. Poor Audrey could never have maintained an independent life without her older sister’s direction.  
Thank heavens years ago she was able to convince dear Aunt Hilda to leave everything to her. What a tragedy it would have been if Audrey had squandered the family fortune on a modeling career. Agnes shivered at the thought. Her best friend Penelope would always be indebted to her. The pathetic little thing had been such a failure at everything she tried. She was so lucky to have a friend like Agnes to provide her with a home and companionship.
Agnes smiled beneficently.
The crowning jewel of her life was Kevin, her dear precious son, for whom she had worked so hard in order that he might have all the luxuries, comforts, and social prominence that a small community offered. She arose from the purple velvet divan that she had inherited from her aunt and crossed the sitting room to gaze downward through the side window to the pool area below. There was Kevin relaxing on a lounge chair in the late Sunday afternoon sun. Yes, everything in her life centered on him.
The only thorn in Agnes Henley’s perfect life was her daughter-in-law, Bernadette. What a little bitch she was and what nerve she had worming her way into the Henley family. Now, now, she chastised herself, she knew she shouldn’t think bad thoughts. Kevin had made a terrible mistake letting that little hussy entrap him. If only she could have known what he was doing, she would have put a stop to it. But the poor dear boy was just too young and inexperienced. She had no problem convincing herself that she could get Kevin to come to his senses and divorce the skinny little parasite.
In the meantime she would set an example for Bernadette to follow so that, beneath her lower-class exterior, Bernadette would admire and respect her accomplished mother-in-law. But when Kevin did divorce her, she wouldn’t get a dime from the Henleys.
Agnes gazed past her adorable Kevin and the pool and rested her eyes on her other pride and passion, her gardens full of flowers, herbs, and vegetables. Yes, she had proved herself to be quite the botanist, earning envy and admiration from the townspeople of Magnolia Creek. With her combined knowledge in nutrition and botany it was only a matter of time before she was promoted to director of nutrition, not that she really wanted it, she kept telling herself, but she would do her civic duty if asked.
She tore herself away from the window with its views of her two great loves, her son and her gardens. She turned toward her full-length mirror and studied her full figure attired in a tailored beige suite, and then she admired her curly, bright orange-red hair. Just like her darling Kevin. She thought of all of the famous redheads of history, especially Queen Elizabeth I, thinking that in Magnolia Creek, at least, she was just as regal. She smiled to herself. Regal was such a lovely word.
Yes, Agnes had never felt better about her life, her family with the exception of Bernadette, her friends, and her career. All admired, adored, respected, and perhaps even feared her, but none of them could exist without her. Life was wonderful.
 

Red-haired, freckle-faced, good-natured Kevin opened his eyes and, like his mother, gazed past the pool to her gardens. Laconically, he smiled as he fleetingly thought about the vegetation mish-mash his mother so carefully and lovingly planted. His thoughts wandered back to the pool and how good a dip would feel before dinner, a dinner prepared by Mark-er-Marcel.  
He remembered that day at the diner when Bernie had jokingly bet him that Mark could fool Agnes into believing that he was a French chef. Mark had replied that he was too well known around town, and Bernie said she bet Agnes had never seen him and had never entered The Cracked Cup. Kevin had agreed and told Mark that it was worth a try. And sure enough, Mark showed up one day at Henley House, dressed like a butler, and put on a very convincing act. His mother had been enthralled and Mark was hired.  
But, he thought to himself, what the hell? ‘Marcel’ was a damned good cook!
 

While Agnes was admiring herself in the mirror and Kevin was looking forward to Mark-Marcel’s cuisine, downstairs in the library three of Agnes’ admirers were toasting her health.
 “Here’s to the early demise of my beloved sister,” proposed Audrey, scornfully.
 “Here, here!” concurred Lester, her husband.
 “Don’t we wish,” agreed Bernie, her daughter-in-law. She didn’t really wish it, at least not now, but this seemed to be a daily ritual and one she thoroughly enjoyed, as her mother-in-law’s anticipated opposition toward her had been worse than she had imagined. She had found it refreshing to learn that the other household members shared her dislike of Agnes.
As they clinked their glasses, Penny, Agnes’ companion for many years, strolled into the opulently yet comfortably furnished room.
 “So you’ve begun without me again.”
 “Sorry, honey, but we couldn’t wait,” said Audrey, exhibiting her never-realized-model’s smile. “We have to fortify ourselves before dinner and we need as early a start as we can get.”
 “Sure, sure. You seem to get earlier every afternoon. And don’t try to tell me the sun has long gone down over the yardarm,” joked Penny as she mixed herself a diet cola and rum at the elaborately carved mahogany wet bar, a priceless antique purchased over a hundred years ago by Agnes and Audrey’s great-great-grandfather.
 “Well, it has somewhere,” replied Audrey caustically, “and it will soon do it here, not that we have a yardarm I don’t suppose.”
 “Just what does that mean anyway, ‘the sun over the yardarm’?” asked Bernie. “You all mention that everyday.”
 “Some kind of sailor talk, I think, about when to start drinking,” feebly explained Penny.  
Lester snorted into his drink but said nothing.
 “I really don’t think sailors need a reason to start drinking,” said Audrey.
 “And neither do we,” asserted Bernie, “as long as we live under the same roof as Mother Witch.”
 “Gee, Bernie, you usually use stronger language when referring to your beloved mother-in-law.”
 “So sorry, Penny, I guess I’m slipping. Maybe all those lectures she gives me are paying off,” she said, smiling.
 “Well, don’t worry about it. Agnes lives to lecture other people on how to live their lives,” said Audrey, “and please forgive my alliteration. Blame it on Agnes.”
 “Of course,” laughed Penny. “We blame everything on Agnes.”
 “Who says I’m worrying?” asked Bernie, ignoring the alliteration reference because she didn’t understand it. “I don’t worry about nothing.”
 “And why should you?” asked Audrey rhetorically. “None of us would worry about anything if something would just happen to my dearly beloved sister.”
 “You been wishing for something to happen to her for a gawd-awful long time,” grumbled Lester who had been more silent than usual.
 “Yes,” added Penny, “nothing’s going to just happen to her. Let’s admit it. She controls our lives and we hate her for it, but none of us has the gumption to do anything about it.”
 “Maybe someday someone will kill her,” said Audrey rather hopelessly.
 “Like who?” asked Bernie. Not giving anyone a chance to respond, she added, “Amen to the thought, anyway.” She downed her Tom Collins and walked over to the bar and began mixing another one.  
This, she thought, was what she liked about living at Henley House. She was only twenty years old and could have all the fancy drinks she could ever want and, except for that bitch Agnes, they all treated her like she was really one of them. Bernie didn’t want her dead, exactly, but it was fun pretending that she did.  
 “Besides,” she continued, “what better way to go into dinner than with the thought that someone is planning to kill her?” Bernie didn’t think any of the others really wanted a dead Agnes either, that this was just their way of letting off steam.
 “What gets me,” said Penny, “is that Mark’s-uh-Marcel’s meals are so wonderful. Oh, they’re fattening all right, but delicious. And Agnes ruins them every night with her saccharine speeches and lectures on how happy we all are living here and how grateful we should be to her. She has the most amazing capacity to disregard the truth and believe only what she wants to believe. Yes, I know we’ve been living like this for years, and we’ve continued to put up with her, but is this how we’re…?”
Lester interrupted her, “It’s Mark and his cooking that’s making life a little easier around here. We’ve been stuck in a rut. We need more changes.”
 “And Kevin never seems to notice how we feel,” said Audrey, slightly changing the subject. “He bounces nonchalantly into the dining room, pecks his mother on the cheek, winks at us, sits down, answers his mother’s questions, and begins to eat, not a care in the world. I wonder what those winks mean,” she added.
 “Oh nothing,” explained Bernie who hadn’t been in the Henley household long enough to fully realize the misery inflicted on the others by their benefactress, “except maybe it’s his way of saying not to pay his mother no never mind.”
 “Good lord, Bernie. It’s a miracle Agnes hasn’t lectured you on double negatives,” said Audrey.
 “Huh?”
Laughing, Penny said, “Audrey, Agnes wouldn’t recognize bad grammar in a million years. Look at the way she and everyone else in this town speaks.” Turning to Bernie she said, “You’re probably right about Kevin. He ignores his mother’s reprimands, not that she ever really criticizes him, and he’s probably telling us to do the same.”
 “And,” stated Lester, “we ain’t gonna bother Kevin with this killing his mother business either. Somebody should do it but ain’t no reason to upset Kevin with what people think about his mama.”
 “Who’s going to upset him?” asked Penny. “The people in this town think she’s wonderful. We’re the ones who know better.”
 “Well, of course we would never say anything to Kevin,” declared his aunt. “Dear Kevin makes life here bearable. He’s the only one of us who can charm his mother into seeing things his way. My word, he pulled off marrying Bernie, didn’t he? Of course we can tell Agnes hates the idea but so far she’s making a public show of tolerating the marriage.”
 “What do you mean ‘so far’?” asked Bernie.
Not giving Audrey a chance to respond, Penny turned to Lester and asked, “You’re being rather serious about all this, more than usual anyway. What’s up?”
He stared at the three women for a few minutes, then said quietly, “I been thinking, you want her dead? Then let’s do it.”
 “Us?” they cried simultaneously.
 “Oh, come on, Les, you’re joking,” protested Penny. “We drink to Agnes’ death to relieve tension. It’s our way of getting back at her. None of us would do such a thing. Besides, how could we get away with it?”
 “Aha! See there. You’d do it if you thought you wouldn’t get caught. That’s what you’re afraid of.” He paused, then finally spoke in a low tone, “What if we couldn’t get caught?”
“You mean we all do it together?” asked an incredulous Audrey apprehensively.
 “Oh, you mean like on The Orient Express!” joked Penny nervously.
 “Nope, that’s not quite what I mean,” stated Lester. “First of all, if Agnes dies mysteriously, nobody’s gonna suspect me, Audrey, or Penny. Sure, we all have motives, but, as far as I know, the police or nobody else in this town knows that. They don’t know nothing personal about any of us except you, Bernie.”
 “Me? Why me?”
 “To begin with you’re a Tucker. Your daddy’s in the pen for stabbing a man to death.”
 “That’s not my fault.”
 “Of course not, but the police might just see Tucker and jump to conclusions. I bet the whole town’s going nuts wondering how you get along with your new mother-in-law.”
 “It’s none of their damn business!”
 “Yeah, well anyway,” continued Lester, “I got a plan.”
 “You are kidding, aren’t you?” cried Penny. “What are we going to do, draw straws?”
 “That’s very good Penny,” he said. “You must be reading my mind.”
Audrey looked first at Lester then at Penny and burst out laughing, cheerily asking, “That’s the plan? We draw straws and the person with the short end kills her?”
 “Hey, that calls for a drink,” proclaimed Bernie, now getting into the game. “Let’s have a toast to Lester’s plan. And, Les, fix us some fresh drinks,” she demanded as she quickly gulped down the one she had just mixed.
The mood of the three women lightened, and as Lester mixed and served the drinks, rum and diet cola for Penny, vodka martini for Audrey, Tom Collins for Bernie, and Jack Daniels on the rocks for himself, they thought of several more toasts dedicated to the demise of the detested matriarch of Henley House.
While they laughed and joked about killing Agnes, Lester quietly went to a corner desk and began tearing up bits of paper and folding them. After a few minutes, he approached the three women carrying a glass tumbler with four bits of paper in it.
 “What you got there, Les?” slurred Bernie. It had never occurred to her to call her father-in-law anything other than his nickname.
 “We’re not going to draw straws,” he announced somberly. “We’re going to draw folded bits of paper. I marked an X on one of them. The person that gets the X kills Agnes. However, nobody’s going to look at the paper until each of us gets back to our rooms. Then and there we unfold the paper in the privacy of our own room, look at it, and flush it down the toilet. And sometime soon, one of us kills Agnes. We’ll never know which one, but we’ll know it was one of us. That’s why it’s important to flush away all the bits of paper, especially for the person who draws the X. Okay, you go first, Bernie.”
 “But-but the cops’ll think I did it anyway.”
 “Not if that jackass Justice of the Peace, ole stupid Quincy Martin, signs the death certificate. He’ll look at a dead, fat Agnes and say ‘heart attack’. But, in any case we’re going to alibi each other.”
 “How?” asked Audrey, “if we don’t know who or when?”
 “When she’s found dead we stick together and improvise. What’s important is that we verify each other’s whereabouts no matter what. No one would ever suspect that all four of us would be in cahoots to murder Agnes. Especially that fool Donovan, although I doubt he’ll even bother us.”
 “What if the police find her body before we all know about it and start to interrogate us individually before we can get together?” asked Penny.
 “Because whoever kills her has to make sure we’re all around. After all, it’s that dim-witted JP Martin who’ll sign the death certificate and he’ll do whatever I say. He’s just that stupid. But if for some reason that don’t happen, then just pass out from grief or go into hysterics and don’t say nothing until we’re all together.”
 “Lester, this is ridiculous,” said Audrey. “Do you have any suggestions on how this murder is to be accomplished?”
 “No,” he responded sheepishly, “but, dammit, we want her dead, don’t we? Look what she’s done to us! Whoever gets the X has to think of something, but the rest of us shouldn’t know the plan. Something accidental-like. Sleeping pills, smothering maybe.” He glanced slightly at Audrey who nodded imperceptibly.
 “All right,” she then agreed, “I think we ought to do it.”
Penny stared in mute stupefaction as Bernie gasped, “You two are serious, aren’t you?” Not waiting for a response she stepped up and defiantly drew one of the papers from the tumbler. Audrey quickly followed her. Trembling, Penny hesitantly did likewise. Lester calmly pocketed the remaining piece.
 “Now remember,” he admonished them, “go to your rooms, look at your paper, flush it down the toilet, and we don’t mention this again until it’s time to alibi each other.”
Silently they left the library and walked up the front staircase to their rooms.
 

Of course this was just a joke, thought Penny, as she locked her bedroom door and sat on her bed. She opened her fist and unfolded her little piece of paper. “Oh no!” She gasped in horror as she stared at the dreaded X!
 

Lester lay on his bed and laughed himself silly. He had marked X on all four pieces of paper. Now to see if anyone of them had the guts to do it. As he lay there giggling, he heard three toilets on the floor below him flushing.


CHAPTER THREE
 

 
 
The same day  
 

While the various members of the Henley household pursued their individual or collective enterprises, Mark was busy in the kitchen putting the finishing touches on his latest culinary creation. He chuckled to himself as he considered that the more absurd the ingredients he added to his dishes, the more the Henleys liked them, not only Agnes, but the others as well, who were certainly aware of his masquerade. Tonight he would serve a pot roast with assorted vegetables marinated and roasted in a cheap generic cola and orange soda. The carbonated beverages mixed with pan juices produced a tangy gravy, which he was sure would bring accolades from the whole family. He had decided to keep his ingredients secret, therefore giving him an aura of mystery and genius. Agnes thought he was a French chef. The rest of the Henley household regarded him as an excellent down-home cook who had learned his trade at The Cracked Cup, which was partially true. While his father stuck to basic and traditional recipes, Mark liked to experiment by throwing in unexpected spices and ingredients.
His only regret was revealing the ingredients of his “homemade” chili, the Henleys’ favorite meal, to the family. At least Agnes was still ignorant of his secret but he had mentioned it to Kevin and Lester when the compliments were heaped upon him. Obviously Kevin and Lester had told the chili secret to the women, who continuously asked him when he would prepare the meal again, smirking as they did so. The recipe had been his mother’s, and from that innovation, he was sure, came the inspiration to experiment with unusual ingredients.
Knowing that Agnes, always punctual for meals, would soon arrive for dinner, Mark quickly entered the dining room, one of two rooms opposite the library, and began setting the grandiose mahogany table that complemented the wet bar in the library. Above the table hung an enormous crystal chandelier, twinkling multitudes of reflected light. The family ate in style every night. What a life, he mused.
 

Agnes, meanwhile, continued her preparations for dinner. She never joined the foursome in the library, giving them free time to pursue quiet literary meditations while she did likewise in her third floor suite. Lester’s smaller suite was across the hall from hers, and, by unspoken agreement, neither invaded the sacrosanct privacy of the other.
After her aunt’s death, Agnes had moved into Hilda’s elaborate suite but had felt uncomfortable there. Marrying Lester had helped alleviate the uneasiness but with Kevin’s arrival and the beginning of Lester’s sleeping disorder, she had had the servants’ quarters on the third floor turned into suites for them. At the time of Hilda’s death there was no longer any household help living on the premises. The housekeeper, Edna, had stayed on for a while and had commuted from her farm in the country. She had adored Hilda and had greatly admired Agnes but her husband wanted her to retire in order to care for him, which she did. Agnes then hired a cleaning service to come in twice a week to care for the elegant mansion. The arrangement had worked splendidly for more than twenty-five years. Kevin was placed in Hilda’s suite where the blue chintz walls had been covered with a cowboy motif. He had received every luxury a rich child could possibly have. The two other bedrooms on the second floor eventually went to Penny and Audrey. The new chef had rooms across from the kitchen and behind the dining room. Her house was put to fine use she assured herself.
Following her usual routine, Agnes mixed a vodka martini, a taste she shared with her sister, and toasted herself in her full length mirror. Suddenly she heard Lester come up the stairs and enter his rooms. How strange, she thought, since he usually didn’t come upstairs just before dinner. She finished her drink, combed her hair, straightened her dress in preparation for her graceful descent down the stairs, then walked across the hall, and knocked on Lester’s door.
 “Lester dear, it’s dinner time. Don’t be late.”
She heard a muffled sound but couldn’t make out what he said.
 “Did you hear me, dear?”
Finally a croaking “yes” answered her.
 “Well, come along then,” she said as she began her descent.
 

Inside his room Lester was trying to muffle his laughter. Reluctantly, he pulled himself together, flushed his own bit of paper, and began to ready himself for dinner, a dinner that, for once, he was looking forward to.  
 

“We all seem to be a little late this evening,” Agnes said to Mark upon entering the dining room.
 “Yes, muh-dom, but eet ees all right.”
 “Oh, you are so congenial, Marcel. What are you serving us tonight?”
 “Le potte roaste with the veggie-tables cooked alongside eet. Very especial herbs. Very especial gravy sauce. You will like.”
 “Oh, I am sure we all will. Thank you, Marcel,” she said as he pulled out her chair at the head of the table.
Audrey was the next to arrive. Her slim, elegant figure was attired in a flattering beige suit similar to the one Agnes was wearing. Her blonde hair was swept back into a French chignon, which gave her a much younger appearance than her age of forty-eight would indicate. Although Agnes was eight years her senior, she looked even older in comparison to her younger sibling.
She gazed sternly at Audrey. “Really, dear, that color does not flatter blondes. I think navy blue or charcoal gray would be better.”
For once Audrey did not respond with a sarcastic retort. She merely said, “It looked lovely in the store.”
 “Well, you should try things on before you buy them. I pay you a good salary in order that you maintain the proper public image. We have a family name to uphold.”  
Agnes appeared not to notice that Audrey seemed distracted as she ignored a statement that normally would have provoked a stronger reaction. Had Audrey been her normal self, she would have responded with a sharp retort cloaked in sweetness and gratitude, knowing that Agnes very seldom comprehended sarcasm.
For her part, Agnes was irritated that her advice, which she thought should have been received thankfully and gracefully, had fallen on deaf ears.
Penny entered next, dressed in the navy blue that Agnes had prescribed for Audrey. Her medium-length, curly brown hair was combed neatly, framing a pretty, heart-shaped face that, at the moment, displayed somber and perhaps fearful big brown eyes. Like Audrey, she appeared much younger than her fifty-one years.
Although Agnes was seldom in tune to the emotions of her companions, she did notice Penny’s expression and demeanor as well as Audrey’s. She wondered if there had been an argument in the library. It was high time she put a stop to that little gathering, especially now that Bernadette had joined the family. She shuddered at the thought. Or perhaps she should join them for meditations and monitor her behavior. Bernadette should learn something from her before Agnes got rid of her.
Lester bounced in interrupting her thoughts. “Good evening, good evening,” he announced cheerily, and asked, glancing around, “where are the newlyweds?”
 “Thank goodness you are all right, Lester dear. I thought perhaps I heard you coughing a few minutes ago.”
Eyes dancing, Lester responded, “I feel great. Couldn’t be better.”
 “Well, you must take care of yourself, dear.”
At that moment, Bernie strolled in indolently, wearing a bright floral-print short dress that was sleeveless and clung to her skinny figure. Her stringy blonde hair drifted listlessly about her face.
 “Really, Bernadette,” said Agnes, using the same tone with which she had admonished her sister, “that dress is inappropriate for dinner and you need to fix your hair.”
Unlike Audrey, Bernie was her normal self and snapped back. “Oh, really? I like it and Kevin likes it and that’s all that matters,” she replied defiantly. She loved goading her mother-in-law, knowing that Agnes wouldn’t push too far for fear of alienating Kevin.
 “Now look at Penelope,” continued Agnes, “in her blue linen suit and silk blouse. She is dressed conservatively and that’s how you should dress.”
 “No kidding?” Bernie winked at Penny who gave only a glimmer of a smile.
Lester broke in, “I think all the ladies of Henley House look magnificent,” nearly choking on his own laughter. He assumed that Penny and Audrey’s demeanor was due to the drawing and that they were taking it seriously. Nothing could have pleased him more, for the moment anyway.
 “I see nothing funny, Lester. I am merely giving my apparently much-needed expertise on evening wear.”
Fortunately for the others, Kevin arrived, pecked his mother on the cheek, winked at Audrey across from him, and sat down, lightening everyone’s mood. “Sorry I’m late. Where’s the grub?”
Not wanting to chastise her precious son, Agnes ignored his question and began her nightly ritual of asking each member of the household to state an accomplishment of the day. To Agnes this was the “genteel” way to begin dinner.
As Mark served salads, she asked Kevin how his swim in the pool had been.
 “Great, Mom, great as always.”
 “Lovely, my dear, and Bernadette, what did you accomplish today?”
 “I bought this dress.” Since it was Sunday she had done no such thing but Bernie didn’t think twice about lying to her mother-in-law.
Before Agnes could reprimand her, Lester, sitting at the opposite end from Agnes, between Bernie and Penny, piped in. “I made a toast to your health, dear Agnes. You know, you and Kevin ought to join us for cocktails once in a while,” he cackled as he saluted her with his glass.
 “Dear Lester, how sweet of you. Maybe I will join you soon but more for meditation than cocktails. Penelope and Audrey are much too quiet this evening. I hope there weren’t any arguments. We must have a peaceful home,” she said, staring at Bernie.
 “Hey, don’t look at me. We didn’t argue.”
From Lester, Agnes turned to Penny, “Well, Penelope, how was your day?”
 “Fine. I read one of your Agatha Christie novels.”  
Penny was the only member of the household who, on a daily basis, told Agnes what she wanted to hear and let the others, mainly Lester and Audrey and now Bernie, indulge in cynical repartee which usually escaped Agnes’ comprehension. Penny figured that the less she said, the easier her life would be. Kevin blissfully did and said whatever he wanted, as he knew he could do no wrong in his mother’s eyes.
 “That’s lovely, Penelope. Just lovely. Improving your mind.”  
Penny, five years younger than Agnes and better read than Agnes would ever be, just grimaced and stared into her salad.
 “And you, dear Audrey?” she asked condescendingly.
Audrey, who sat between Agnes and Penny, glanced sideways at Penny. She said somberly, “I also read one,” which was not true. Audrey’s reading tastes ran in the direction of mainstream romance authors or fashion magazines. She had never touched Agnes’ collection of Christie novels, not realizing they had originally belonged to her dear Aunt Hilda. Tonight, however, she was not in the mood for a confrontation with her sister.
 “Splendid!” approved Agnes. “Now you see, Bernadette, that’s what you should have done. Read a book and acquire culture.”
 “Hey, that’s not a bad idea. I think I’ll read that one about Death on the Nile. I sort of saw it on TV once.”
 “Splendid! Splendid!” An unusually energetic Lester mimicked his wife. “Let’s drink to Death on the Nile!” He almost choked on his own laughter causing Mark, who was removing the salad bowls, to stumble. Luckily, Mark regained his composure without a mishap.
Kevin spoke up, “Ah, Marcel, le gran chef, don’t mind Dad. He’s okay. Uh, the dinnair smells delish.”
 “Mercy, señor.”
This response caused Kevin, Lester, and even Penny and Audrey to grab their wine glasses and sip rapidly to prevent themselves from erupting into uncontrolled laughter. Thanks to Kevin and Mark’s act, Penny and Audrey had seemingly recovered from their doldrums.
Bernie and Agnes looked perplexed, both of them assuming that Mark-Marcel’s French was correct and nothing to laugh at. Of course Bernie knew that Mark was putting on an act but she didn’t know that his French was fake.
 “Really,” remonstrated Agnes, “we must show Marcel our greatest respect and gratitude.”
 “Oh, Mom, we are, we are,” said Kevin patting her arm.
Mollified by her son’s affection, she turned her attention back to Mark who was bringing in the main entrée, a large silver platter containing the steaming pot roast and vegetables.
 “Oh, how divine!” she exclaimed. “Le potty roasty and the veggies. It does smell delicious.”
Mark deposited the platter in front of Lester who began carving and serving. He quickly returned with the gravy sauce.
Soon the Henley House occupants were indulging in Mark’s latest culinary accomplishment. The compliments poured upon him whenever he entered the room to replenish their water or wine.
 “Oooh,” cooed Agnes, “I love the way the French cook their meat in wine. What kind is this, Marcel?”
 “Oh, so sorry Muh-dom, but that ees state secret. I cannot divulge. But I am so glad you like.” Mark never used the Henley wine in his cooking. Instead he hoarded it in his quarters for after hours use. He spent many nights at home with his father, a recent widower, and shared the Henley wine with him. And if soda pop as a substitute fooled the Henleys, then he felt he had it made, as a fake French chef, at least. Agnes, of course, had no knowledge of Mark’s double life.
 

After dinner Kevin and Bernie began to help Mark clear the table, much to Agnes’ chagrin.
 “Kevin,” she said pulling him aside, “must I remind you every night that I pay Marcel well to do his job? He is our servant and a foreign one, after all. There is no reason for you to help him.”
 “Okay, Mom, I’ll remember from now on.” Following his mother out of the dining room, he motioned Bernie to do likewise, then winked at Mark who good-naturedly waved back.  
The rest of the evening proved uneventful with the household members spending their time quietly in the library, a room that had remained much the same as it had been in Hilda’s time. Although the furniture was old, the two genuine leather sofas and four matching easy chairs had worn well over the years. The mahogany bar stood in one of the corners and Lester saw to it that it was well-stocked, always convincing Agnes that a prominent family must have a little bit of everything on hand since one never knew what dignitary might come for a visit. A mahogany desk sat by the front window with a grandfather clock behind it. The walls were lined with bookshelves full of Aunt Hilda’s ancient tomes. The east window looked out on the pool area. End tables with lamps were situated at random around the chairs and sofas. The room was a comfortable and popular meeting place for the entire household.
From the shelves, Penny plucked another Agatha Christie, Murder After Hours, and she smiled whimsically at the title. She thought how incongruous it was that Agnes considered reading mystery novels a sign of culture and well-bred education, especially since she didn’t read them herself. Penny was grateful, however, to Miss Hilda Briar for having collected them. Agatha Christie had provided Penny with many an hour of escapism from the monotony of Henley House.
Bernie yanked Death on the Nile from its perch but only half-heartedly glanced at it. Audrey worked a crossword puzzle while Kevin and Lester played dominoes. Agnes sipped a brandy as she watched a tabloid news show and occasionally observed her family, approving their activities. A warm glow spread through her as she enjoyed her wonderful life.
 

Penny retired early to her room but being restless couldn’t sleep. She paced back and forth on the old carpet. She grimaced as she remembered the first time that Agnes had shown her to this room. When Penny had seen how threadbare the carpet was when she moved in years ago, Agnes had told her that the carpet was fine and that there was no reason to replace it and so it stayed. Hilda Briar had inherited many family heirlooms and had furnished the house with them. The bedroom furniture was heavy and ponderous but comfortable enough. Upon moving into the room Penny immediately asked to have the old mattresses thrown away and new ones substituted. Agnes had at first insisted that Penny keep things as they were but even she could see how old and lumpy the mattresses were and therefore reluctantly complied with the request. Penny also wanted to replace the dark, flowered wallpaper with a lighter lavender print but in this Agnes remained firm. The old wallpaper would show the world how historical the mansion was in case she should ever want to open it to the public, a paying public, a few days each month.  
Over the years Penny became accustomed to the dark room with the dark, heavy furnishings. The mahogany four-poster bed that stood very high off the floor, especially with the modern mattress and box springs, now seemed very comfortable to her, as did the other furnishings. The room also contained a mirrored dressing table with a matching chair, a mahogany desk, and an easy chair with cushions so deep that Penny almost disappeared into their depths whenever she sat down. Eventually the room became Penny’s private refuge although nothing of her own tastes or personality was evident. She even left the old pictures of dark, brooding landscapes on the wall.  
Now, however, as she paced back and forth, Penny’s thoughts circled in maddening confusion, preventing her from finding any peace at all in her little haven.  
 “Oh, that Lester! Is he really serious? Does he actually think one of us will kill her? What if he had drawn the X? Would he do it? Or was this just an elaborate joke on his part? What if Audrey or Bernie had drawn the X? Do they all hate Agnes that much? Yes, certainly Audrey and I do. Agnes ruined our lives if Audrey was right about things and she must have been. But Lester and Bernie? Bernie hasn’t been here long enough and she’s tough. So far she has stood up to Agnes but, as Audrey says, Agnes has ways of destroying people. And, there’s no way to know she’s doing it until it’s been done. But Bernie doesn’t know that. Not yet anyway. Lester obviously hates Agnes. She has robbed him of his dignity. He lives here in the lap of luxury as long as he tows the line. Of course, he does it for Kevin’s sake but would life be better if Agnes died and Lester inherited? Could I get my life back together at this late date? Oh, what am I thinking? I drew the X so Agnes won’t die. How could I kill someone? Agatha Christie loved poisons but I don’t know the first thing about something like that.”


Finally, almost exhausted from the pacing and the worrying, she lay in her bed wishing those fears would dissipate. At last Penny fell asleep with not only disjointed thoughts but also with conflicting emotions. She was actually contemplating ways to commit murder and those thoughts terrified her.
 

Next door, Audrey stood by the window in her room, a room furnished very much like Penny’s, gazing out over the darkened grounds of Henley House, not really observing the moonlight dancing on the pool or the ominous shadows of the gardens beyond. Her mind dwelled in a more surrealist realm.  
 “At least half of this should be mine. Life would be better if Agnes were gone. Much better, of course, for Lester than the rest of us. How clever of him to have us draw for an X. Does he really expect one of us to do it? Or was he just playing a parlor game to ease the tension and boredom of our lives? I wonder what is in Agnes’ will. Surely she left ample provisions for Kevin, but Les would be the primary beneficiary. And if something happened to Agnes then Les would make Kevin his heir. Or did Agnes even have a will? Has she ever contemplated her own mortality? After all, she considers herself a goddess to be worshipped by all.” Audrey laughed out loud at such an absurd thought.  
 “But Les would inherit, no matter what. Therefore, he, Kevin, and Bernie have nothing to lose. If Agnes made a will, did she leave me anything? She cheated me thirty years ago. Has Agnes changed at all since then?”
Looking upwards to the ceiling and beyond, Audrey entreated her beloved aunt, “Oh, Aunt Hilda, what did Agnes do to make you disinherit me? I know you loved me. Would my life be better if Agnes died? Would Les give me at least a portion of what should be mine? And if he didn’t, what would happen then?”  
Her mind jolted back to an excruciating fact. She had drawn the X, parlor game or not, and she more than anyone, probably even more than Les, wanted Agnes out of their lives but could she actually murder her own sister?
 

After Kevin had fallen asleep, Bernie took a long, hot shower. “Thank heaven I drew that silly X. Kill Agnes? Damn, what a laugh! But could I get what I wanted that way? And get away with it? Living here is divine.”  
The hot water cascaded down her slight figure as she remembered cold showers in her family’s trailer where hot water was at a premium with her large family. She trembled as she recalled her home life with her abusive father, alcoholic mother, squabbling younger siblings, and the annoying police showing up every time her father got out of control. Living with Agnes was a piece of cake compared to all that and there were things she wanted from the old biddy.  
 “Could I get them if she was dead? After all, old Lester likes me. Things would sure be different around here. At least it’s up to me to kill her or not. I wonder why the others hate her so much. If I did it, will they really back me up? Give me that alibi? Like Lester said, I am a Tucker. How could I do it? Shoot her? Where would I get the gun? Stab her? Agnes is bigger than I am. Of course that never bothered my daddy. He’s stabbed plenty of men bigger than himself.”


She stepped out of the shower and toweled herself off. She still couldn’t believe how many rooms that she and Kevin had to themselves in their suite. The bedroom ran along the front of the house on the second floor but each of them had a private dressing room and bath, one on each side of the bedroom. Her whole family had had to use one tiny bathroom in the trailer. The Henley lifestyle had amazed and bedazzled her. She smiled as she remembered how her mother had warned her about upsetting the applecart and getting thrown out by Agnes Henley, not that Kevin would ever let that happen.
She walked into the master suite still nude, climbed into bed, and snuggled next to Kevin. “Hell, why worry about it?” she thought to herself. “If I can think of a way to do it and not get caught, well, why not? No matter what, I got it made here. A dead Agnes or a live Agnes? Do I care?”  
She fell asleep, hugging Kevin, the son of her potential victim, and unlike Penny and Audrey, not disturbed by any moral dilemmas.
 

Lester lay in his bed in his rooms on the third floor, a suite that took up almost one half of the floor while Agnes naturally had the larger suite. Although his furnishings were sparse compared to those in the other suites, he lived in comfort. The back staircase came up from the garage and opened to the door of his suite. Agnes had thought it appropriate that he should be the one to have access to the garage. She never considered that he might use the staircase as a getaway route.
But tonight, escaping to another sanctuary wasn’t on his mind. He was beside himself with anticipation. Would any of them take him seriously? Or all of them? Would one actually try to do it? And succeed?  
 “What was it that Penny had said? The Orient Express? Maybe each one will get up in the middle of the night and stab Agnes, not knowing that the others were doing likewise. But if each one did try to kill her, would they each use the same method? Stabbing would be messy, and a full-scale investigation would enfold. But hell, I told them to make it look like an accident. So, maybe they’ll each try to smother her. Agnes locks her door, but it’s an old lock and easy to jiggle open. And the way she snores, she’d never hear anything.”  
Lester giggled himself to sleep dreaming of riches to come with his wife dead and buried.  
 

Agnes was neither stabbed nor smothered during the night. She was alive and well the next morning and, as she arose, oblivious to any malevolent thoughts that might dwell in the minds of her family, she began a secret, private, gratifying ritual. When she and Lester moved to the third floor, she discovered a “hidey hole” in the floor of her bedroom. In the hole, a long gone maid had hidden little treasures that she had probably stolen from her employers. Agnes purchased a small safe and fitted it into the hole. There she kept her most private possessions and papers. Every morning she would pull back her carpet, open the safe, and lift out Aunt Hilda’s priceless, rare emerald collection, which had been purchased in Europe over a hundred years ago by her shipping magnate ancestor. Agnes would sit on a purple velveteen cushion and caress each piece lovingly.
This morning she was particularly absorbed in admiring the necklace, an elaborate piece of jewelry that combined large emeralds with small diamonds. As she rubbed the necklace dreamily across her cheek, she thought she heard her door creak. As she threw the necklace recklessly into the safe, she jerked around and called out, “Lester, is that you? How dare you open my door without knocking!”
Shaking, she jumped up, ran to the door, opened it, and peered into the small, empty hallway. She crossed to Lester’s room and pounded on the door. There was no answer. She pushed it open and went in.
 “Lester, are you here?”
 “What the hell?” he said, stepping out of his bathroom with shaving cream on his face.
 “Did you just now try to open my door?” she asked angrily.
 “No, I did not. I’m shaving. Why? Did something happen?”
 “No, no I guess not. I thought I heard something.”  
Disconsolate, she returned to her room. “Was I imagining noises that weren’t there? This is an old house, and old houses creak from time to time. Did I lock my door last night? Nobody, but nobody, especially Audrey, must ever find out about my jewelry. She has no right to it and there’s no reason for her to know about it.”
 

Lester remained standing in the bathroom doorway. Had one of the women tried to do something then lost her nerve at the last moment? But damn stupid to try in the morning when Agnes was up. Still, this was good, this was promising.


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOUR
 



Monday, June 3rd
 

Expecting Agnes to arrive for breakfast with her usual eight o’clock punctuality, Mark had homemade, deep-fried cake doughnuts rolled in cinnamon sugar waiting for her. The others would drift down slowly, one at a time, during the course of the morning, nibble at whatever pastry or goodie that Mark had set out, and drink juice and coffee. Except for Bernie, they didn’t eat as heartily as did Agnes, at least not for breakfast. Lester was strictly a coffee man not caring to eat in the morning. Audrey and Penny nibbled while Bernie would eat everything that was left over. Between her and Agnes the pastries disappeared. Agnes was the only one who wanted something else with the pastries, usually an egg dish.  
Upon arrival at Henley House, Mark soon learned the morning and lunch eating habits of the residents and adjusted his menus to suit everyone, including himself. He arose early each day and made breakfast pastries or similar sweet concoctions, a different one for each day of the week. Cake doughnuts were served on Monday mornings, French toast and maple syrup followed on Tuesday, pancake rolls filled with melted butter and brown sugar were Wednesday’s fare, fruit strudel on Thursdays, cinnamon rolls for Friday, fried fruit pies on Saturday, and Sundays were devoted to gigantic blueberry muffins dripping with melted butter. The recipes had been handed down for generations from his mother’s family and were the only ones that he did not tamper with. He thoroughly enjoyed his mornings in the large, well-equipped kitchen, concocting sugary cholesterol-filled goodies, which were probably clogging the arteries of the inhabitants of Henley House, a notion that didn’t bother him at all.  
 “Ah, Marcel,” drooled Agnes as she entered the small breakfast nook next to the kitchen, “the doughnuts smell divine.”
 “Tank-you, muh-dom,” he replied as he helped her sit down then poured her a cup of coffee. “What else would you like this morning?”
 “I think perhaps a cheese omelet.”
 “Very good, muh-dom,” he said as he retreated to the kitchen to whip up a speedy omelet.
Agnes sipped her coffee and gobbled one of the doughnuts. Mark soon returned with the requested omelet and a small glass of orange juice.
 “Oh, exquisite, exquisite,” she gushed.
While Agnes ate, Mark set out a breakfast buffet for the rest of the family on a side board in the breakfast nook: the doughnuts, milk and juice cartons in ice buckets, the coffee maker ever ready with hot coffee, and a bowl of fruit. He stood back, admired his cookery, re-entered the kitchen and began planning an elaborate salad buffet because Agnes expected guests for lunch.
Since Agnes was the only one who could be depended upon to eat lunch at home, Mark had soon discovered that the easiest way to satisfy everyone was to set out soup and sandwiches, made from leftovers of the previous night’s dinner, unless Agnes instructed otherwise. If the others wanted to eat at home, fine, if not, then no harm was done. The rest of his day was spent planning and preparing dinner. The job was relatively easy, even fun and creative, and, best of all, Agnes paid a ridiculous sum for the prestige of employing an “authentic” French chef. Just how long the job would last depended in part on how long Agnes could be fooled. What her reaction would be if she did find out didn’t worry Mark. At any rate, Kevin had said that he would handle that eventuality.
 

Around ten o’clock, Bernie wandered into the empty breakfast nook, poured herself a cup of coffee, adding great dollops of real cream and spoonful after spoonful of sugar, and picked up a couple of doughnuts. Armed with sugar, caffeine, and cholesterol she slowly made her way outside to the patio where Audrey was reclining in the early summer sunshine, enjoying a hot mug of black coffee.
 “Goodness, Bernie, how do you stay so skinny with all those calories?”
 “Huh? When I’m hungry, I got to eat,” she replied as she sank into the cushiony comfort of a patio chair. Bernie had gone hungry most of her young life. Living at Henley House and indulging in Mark’s rich cuisine, or so it seemed to her, had introduced her to a way of life, especially regarding food, she had never dreamed possible.
 “But how do you stay so skinny?” Audrey repeated. “You’re always eating and you never do anything like exercise to keep the weight off.” Audrey thought that Bernie was the laziest person she had ever met. She didn’t do anything except lounge around all day or go shopping. “I mean, at least Penny and I take long walks. Agnes works in the garden, although she’s still fat. Kevin swims everyday. What I’m trying to say is, well, we all have some kind of exercise regimen.”
 “I swim,” Bernie stated defiantly.
 “You float. I’ve never seen you swim a stroke.”
 “Well, maybe. But I like to dive in. You know, take a running jump.”
 “Yes, I’m sure that explains your slim physique,” retorted Audrey sarcastically.
 “What about Lester? He’s skinny and he doesn’t do anything.”
 “Yes, that’s true, but he doesn’t eat as much as you either.”
 “Oh, I don’t know about that. I’ve seen him eat pizza until he almost passes out.”
Both women laughed then fell silent for a few minutes. Audrey wondered if being a newlywed contributed to Bernie’s metabolism. All that sexual energy. She smiled as she contemplated how Agnes would react if someone mentioned to her that Bernie stayed slim because of sex with Kevin.
Bernie sat staring at the pool. Suddenly an idea occurred to her. Would it be possible to push Agnes in and hold her under until she drowned?
 “Does Agnes ever go swimming?” she asked.
Audrey raised an eyebrow. “Why on earth do you want to know that?”
 “Oh, I was just thinking how funny she’d probably look in a bathing suit,” Bernie replied innocently.
 “Grotesque is more like it. No, I haven’t seen her swim in years, not since her weight gain.”
 “You mean she wasn’t always fat?”
 “Oh no, far from it.”
 “So, she does know how to swim?”
 “More or less. As kids, we used to swim here at Aunt Hilda’s. The Briars were among the first families to have a swimming pool. It was a prestige thing.”
 “Wow!”
Audrey wondered what was on Bernie’s mind and why she cared if Agnes swam or not. The two again remained silent while they sipped their coffee and enjoyed the twittering of birds, the aroma of honeysuckle from Agnes’ hodge-podge garden, and the warm breeze that rippled the pool.
Suddenly Bernie interrupted the silence with a short remark followed by a question that jarred Audrey. “So, about last evening. You think one of us will do it?”
 “You mean-uh-the drawing?” Audrey had avoided thinking about the cursed X that she had drawn. Naturally, Bernie would have no qualms in bringing up the subject. Bernie had very few qualms about anything.
 “Yeah. But what I want to know is why you and Penny hate her so much? You all know how she treats me.”
 “Yes, but I’ll give you credit for one thing. Agnes herself says you’re tough as nails. She’s very careful with you because she doesn’t want to offend Kevin. But watch out for her. That woman is dangerous and very sneaky.”
Bernie laughed, “Oh, I’m not afraid of her but she sure has the rest of you quaking. Look at how henpicked poor Les is.”
 “You mean henpecked.”
 “Whatever. She’s always picking on him, poor guy, telling him to do this, eat that, and so on. But you and Penny, what’s the story?”
Audrey took her time in answering. “In a word, jealousy,” she eventually replied.
 “You and Penny are jealous of Agnes?” Bernie asked, incredulous. “Come on, you two are gorgeous compared to that old walrus.”
Audrey hooted with laughter “No, no, Bernie. She’s always been jealous of us.”
 “Well, I can understand that but how did she get the upper hand? I mean you two are just as henpicked-pecked as ole Les.”
 “In Penny’s case, as far as I can tell, the jealousy began as soon as they met and with me, as soon as I was born. Lester and I, and to a certain degree Penny, have spent a lot of time discussing what went wrong with our lives and finally realized that Agnes must have been behind everything. There were just too many coincidences.”
 “What do you mean?”
 “Well, let’s start with Penny. She graduated from college with a degree in home economics. Her first job after graduation was as a pastry chef at an exclusive restaurant in Connor’s Corner. The job was for the summer only. In the fall she was going to begin teaching home economics in Connor’s Corner High School. She was excited about both positions, full of youth and enthusiasm. She was also very pretty, and, I think, very naïve. Agnes worked in the same restaurant as a hostess, greeting diners as they came in and seating them. She was very good at it but cute Penny got all the attention from the restaurant staff and accolades from customers for her pastries, especially her pies.”
 “Hey, why doesn’t Penny bake pies for us here at Henley House?”
 “Are you nuts? Agnes wouldn’t hear of such a thing. It would be undignified for her lady companion to occupy herself in the kitchen.”
 “Geez, so Agnes resented Penny for getting attention back then?”
 “I assume so. Agnes, who is five years older than Penny, invited her to share her apartment. Unsuspecting little Penny did so. They double-dated a lot and for a long time Penny thought Agnes was a great friend. In fact Agnes was dating Lester at that time, and Penny sometimes dated one of Lester’s friends.”
 “How old were they then?”
 “Penny was twenty-one. She had finished college in three years. Agnes and Lester were twenty-six. Anyway, Penny was suddenly fired from her job as pastry chef because a customer claimed she had been poisoned by one of her pies.”
 “How awful! But how can you get food poisoning from a pie?”
 “I think it was a custard cream or something that could spoil.”
 “And you think Agnes was behind it?”
 “We do now. As I said a while ago, there were just too many coincidences that followed. Agnes put on a wonderful act, though, and Penny thought she was the best friend in the world. But Penny’s bad luck was just beginning. The school district dismissed Penny before she ever got to teach because of the poisoning.”
 “Oh, the poor thing.”
 “Her story gets worse.”
 “Geez.”
 “Now about this time my wealthy Aunt Hilda died leaving everything to Agnes but I’ll get into that later. Agnes moved here into this house, married Lester, and left unemployed Penny in the apartment. But Penny bounced back from her adversity. She started attending a little Community Church and fell in love with the young, handsome minister. He believed her when she told him that she couldn’t possibly have poisoned the pie. He asked her to marry him.”
 “How wonderful for her. But, something must have happened?”
 “Of course. Someone, we can guess who, began spreading rumors about Penny.”
 “Like what?”
 “That the pie poisoning had been deliberate. The little congregation of the Community Church did not think the minister should marry someone with a cloud of suspicion over her head. He then broke off their engagement. Penny was devastated and had a nervous breakdown.”
 “Some holy guy he was!”
 “Well, I think he was devastated, too. He thought Penny had betrayed him. Years later I talked to him and told him what I thought had happened. I didn’t mention my sister’s name because I was afraid he wouldn’t believe me. By then Agnes had such a charitable reputation all over the county, even in Connor’s Corner, that no one would believe anything bad about her. So, I just told him that somebody had been out to get Penny. He was terribly saddened and grieved deeply for her.”
 “So why didn’t he marry her then?”
 “He had already married someone else.”
 “Geez, poor Penny.”
 “Exactly. So back to the story. Agnes, who was obviously keeping tabs on Penny, invited her to live here. Penny declined at first and kept trying to get teaching positions throughout the state, but somehow her tainted reputation followed her.”
 “The ‘somehow’ was Agnes?”
 “Well, we’ll never know for sure but it must have been. Penny had another nervous breakdown and finally accepted Agnes’ offer to live here at Briar-er-Henley House. Now remember, she had no idea back then that Agnes could possibly have been behind her misfortunes.”
 “My word, it’s no wonder Penny hasn’t killed her already!”
 “Oh, but there’s more.”
 “What?”
 “Oh yes. To spite Penny, Agnes went to college and got the same degree as Penny had.”
 “How did Penny feel about that?”
 “She may have been irritated but at that time she truly thought Agnes was her friend. Besides, she couldn’t have stopped Agnes from going to college even if she had wanted to.”
 “Wasn’t Agnes kind of old for that?”
 “Oh, Bernie,” laughed Audrey, “lots of people wait till they’re older to get a degree. Anyway, upon graduation, Agnes was hired as assistant director of nutrition for the school district here. Shortly thereafter, Kevin arrived. Penny found herself taking care of him while Agnes held a position she should have had.”
 “Are you serious? You mean Agnes has held that same job for twenty-five years? She makes it sound as if any minute she’s going to be promoted to director. So Penny has just stayed here year after year?”
 “No, when Kevin was about three, Penny thought she had recovered from her nervous breakdowns. She went to California to live with an old college roommate and there she finally got a teaching job. She stayed for about ten years or so but made the mistake of corresponding with Agnes and telling her what a great life she had.”
 “Oh, geez, here we go again, I bet!”
 “Exactly. Someone, anonymously, wrote to the school board of the California town where Penny was teaching and mentioned that they had hired an accused poisoner. Penny got a hearing but she didn’t have proper representation and was asked to resign. Another nervous breakdown resulted. Agnes welcomed her back with open arms telling her that she could live here forever and be her lady companion. Penny accepted, extremely grateful.”
 “Doesn’t Penny have any family?”
 “Yes, but she never felt wanted. She’s the only child of only children. Her parents are eccentric anthropologists who never intended to have children. To them, Penny was an accident, and she was brought up in boarding schools.”
Bernie pondered this for a few moments. She was sure she and her siblings were unwanted accidents also but her parents didn’t have any choice in what to do with them.
 “Where are her parents now?”
 “Living a comfortable retired life in Kenya writing books on their experiences.”
 “Where’s that?”
 “Africa.”
 “Geez, and Penny never goes to visit them?”
 “She can’t afford it and they’ve never invited her. I think they just shut her out of their minds.”
 “Is that why she latched onto Agnes? Maybe she wanted a family.”
 “That’s very perceptive of you, Bernie. I’m sure Penny used to view all of us that way, and in some ways still does but now she thinks the way I do. She assumes that Agnes ruined her life.”
 “But why did Agnes do all that to her? How can she be that jealous?”
 “I think Agnes subconsciously felt that she was Penny’s surrogate mother and she wanted to control her. Jealousy, control, desire for power, that’s Agnes. She preys on the weak and Penny is rather weak.”
 “Well, she certainly is now with all that’s happened to her. I guess she doesn’t have any fire left.”
Audrey was amused at Bernie’s instinctive observations. “If she had any to begin with, that is. One of the reasons Agnes hates you so much is that you stand up to her.”
 “She’d hate anyone married to Kevin.”
 “Maybe. She fully expected to handpick a society girl for Kevin, someone well bred, meek, and proper. Someone to provide suitable grandchildren. But you’re a Tucker, you don’t fill the bill.”
 “Hmmph! I ain’t having no kids.”
 “Well, I don’t imagine Agnes would let you anyway.”
 “What the hell do you mean?”
 “Oh, I’m sure she has plans to get rid of you. She’s just biding her time.”
 “Well, I’ve got plans, too.” She hesitated, “What do you mean? Get rid of me?”
Audrey looked distracted. She didn’t know if she really should be telling Bernie all the things she suspected about Agnes. After all, that’s all they were, just suspicions. “I-I don’t know. Maybe she thinks Kevin will come to his senses and divorce you and she’ll fix it so you don’t get a penny.”
 “What? Kevin divorce me? He adores me.”
 “Of course, that’s the whole problem. Just-just watch out for her.”
 “Hmmph! I’ll be okay. But speaking of divorce, if Lester hates Agnes so much, why doesn’t he divorce her?”
 “On what grounds? He would have to have an extremely good reason.”
 “Oh, that one everybody uses. You know, some big word with differences.”
 “Irreconcilable?”
 “Yeah, that one.”
 “Agnes wouldn’t let Lester try such a thing. It would cause a huge scandal, and he wouldn’t get a penny.”
 “So he’s conniving to get one of us to kill her.”
 “Very good, Bernie. I think you’re right about that.”
 “So why’d he marry her in the first place?”
 “Are you kidding? The Briar fortune.”
 “So he’s never had to work?”
 “Not a lick. Completely dependent on Agnes. But to give him some credit, I think he’s tried to work from time to time, but Agnes would always put a stop to it.”
 “What kind of work?”
 “He was an auto mechanic when they first met.”
 “Why did Agnes stop him?”
 “Control again. Desire for power. And the fact that a mechanic was not very prestigious.”
 “Geez, that’s silly. Why didn’t she buy him a shop or dealership? The Demonts across the street run a car dealership, and they’re even more stuck up than Agnes.”
Audrey hooted again. “Agnes has kept that money for herself. She wouldn’t think of buying a business for Lester. And, uh, Bernie, I don’t mean to hurt your feelings but would you stop saying geez? It’s very annoying.”
Ignoring the reprimand, Bernie continued, “Well, if Les married her for her money, why did she marry him? I mean, it sounds like a mechanic wasn’t good enough for her.”
 “Agnes was dating Les when she inherited. She was twenty-six years old and desperately wanted a husband. To her, a man was a man and Les was handy. It’s that prestige thing again. She had to have a husband and one that she could control. So they married and eventually Kevin came along. Les adored that little boy. He wouldn’t do anything to hurt Kevin, especially divorce his mother.”
 “But he’d kill her?”
 “Or get one of us to do it. But that’s different. If Agnes were to die, then Les would grieve with Kevin and they’d become even closer. That might not happen with a divorce. Besides, by now Les knows he couldn’t even attempt to divorce Agnes.”
 “What a loony family. My daddy’d just stab her, get sent to the pen, and get out in ten years or so.”
 “There are different kinds of looniness,” Audrey said haughtily.  
Bernie missed the sarcasm and asked, “How does Les feel about Penny living here?”
 “Oh, I think he’s always enjoyed her company.”
 “Does he know all the things that Agnes did to her?”
 “We talked about it in the early years but as time went by there didn’t seem to be any reason to harp on the subject. Penny and I discussed Agnes and her alleged treachery but as you can tell, she just accepts things as they are, not much gumption in our Penny. Lester doesn’t want Kevin to know so whatever you do, Bernie, don’t breathe a word about what I’m telling you about Agnes to Kevin.”
 “Okay.”
 “I’m serious, Bernie. There are some things we talk about among ourselves that Kevin isn’t privy to. We’ve always conspired to protect Kevin from any knowledge of his mother’s supposed wrongdoing.”
 “Well, I’m not going to say anything. By the way, why does Agnes always refer to Penny as Penelope? I mean if they’re supposed to be friends and have known each other a long time?”
 “Agnes doesn’t approve of nicknames. They’re not dignified. You are Bernadette and Les, her own husband, is always Lester. And by the way, Penny hates to be called Penelope.”
 “Yeah, I can understand that. It bugs me when I’m called anything but Bernie.” She fell silent a few moments then asked, “So what’s the story with you and Agnes? After all, you’re sisters. I love my little brothers and sisters even if they did drive me crazy at home.”
 “But I’m sure you didn’t torment them.”
 “Is that what Agnes did to you?”
 “From the moment I was born.”
 “Geez, uh sorry. But didn’t you go away somewhere? Why did you come back?”
Audrey sat silently, deep in thought. “I’m not sure I should tell you all this.”
 “Huh? I won’t tell anyone.”
Audrey smiled condescendingly. “Oh, I’m not worried about that. In fact I think it would be hilarious if you started a rumor about Agnes just as long as you never told anyone who your source was.”
Bernie thought that was stupid. If she spread rumors about Agnes, then everyone would know she had heard them from someone at Henley House. But she was curious, “Then why shouldn’t you tell me?”
 “Because I don’t want to scare you. I could be wrong. The things I’ve told you about Penny, remember, are just suspicions. We can’t prove a thing and what I think Agnes has done and might do, well, they’re just suspicions, also.”
 “You’re not making sense. Scare me? How?”
 “I’m sure Agnes is plotting to get rid of you, just like we’re plotting to get rid of her.”
 “Yeah, but she can’t make Kevin divorce me. And if she did make him, I’d get plenty of money.”
 “What if she tries something worse? Something I think she’s done before?”
 “What the hell do you mean?”


CHAPTER FIVE
 

 

At that moment they were interrupted by Agnes, attired in a satiny orange dress, walking cumbersomely with a group of over-dressed ladies toward the gardens. Agnes was giving a ponderous discourse on the pleasures of growing one’s own produce. The middle-aged ladies oohed and ahhed at appropriate pauses.
 “What on earth?” gasped Bernie.
 “Your dear mother-in-law is entertaining the local garden club. She loves to lecture, in case you haven’t noticed.”
 “Tell me about it. You should hear her lecture me on the ‘pro-pri-uhtees of well-bred behavior.’ I’d never even heard of those words until I came here.”
 “And I commend you on being able to pronounce them. I’m surprised that Agnes herself could do so. And those biddies over there eat up everything she says. I don’t know how they understand her.”
 “What do you mean?”
 “Agnes has the worst pronunciation I’ve ever heard for someone who’s supposed to be a college graduate. She’s always exchanging one word for another. Right now I’ll bet you she’s either mispronouncing or mixing up the uncommon herbs in her garden. But those ladies don’t know any better either. Look how they’re fawning over her! Another thing she does is make up a word when she forgets the original one.”
Bernie, who had trouble with pronunciation also, sat silently not knowing what to say. At the moment, garden talk didn’t interest her. She really wanted to discuss the possibility that Agnes might get rid of her.
 “Listen,” continued Audrey, unaware of Bernie’s sudden dark mood, “do you want to have some fun with this?”
 “Sure, I guess so. But how?”
 “Let’s sneak around the trees behind the garden and hide in the bushes and listen to her. You’ll crack up at the things she calls her plants.”
 “But why do we have to sneak? Why can’t we just go to the garden and listen? Kevin and Mark are already there, and it looks like Agnes is inviting them to join the group.”
Audrey turned and saw the two bemused young men who apparently had been gathering vegetables for lunch and dinner when Agnes and her entourage arrived.
 

Kevin had surprised Mark by joining him in the garden and offering to help gather vegetables for dinner. When the garden group arrived, both young men accepted Agnes’ invitation to stay and listen to her lesson. Both saw this as an opportunity to be entertained, not enlightened.
Kevin was the only person who could tease his mother about her botany mishaps. She mistakenly thought he was praising her and would beam with pride as she assumed that he shared her enthusiasm for plant life.
Mark, as the son of the owner of the local greasy spoon, knew far more about herbs and salad greens than Agnes ever would. She accepted his superior knowledge simply because she thought he was a real French chef.
 

“Ladies,” Agnes was saying, “you have met my son Kevin, and I’m sure you must know by now all about dear Marcel who is a perfect French fair savior.”  
Kevin and Mark exchanged glances at this interpretation of savoir-faire although neither one of them knew what it meant exactly but they somehow managed to present calm exteriors. Agnes puffed herself up and continued her discourse.  
 

“Why do we have to sneak?” repeated Bernie.
 “Are you nuts? Didn’t you see how she purposefully ignored us, making sure that the ladies didn’t look our way? Neither one of us is dressed properly for a June morning gathering of the Magnolia Creek Garden Club with you in shorts and halter-top and me in a light housedress. Besides, it’ll be more fun to hide and listen, especially if one of the boys baits her or leads her on.”
 “Would Kevin do that?”
 “Oh sure. And Agnes always thinks he’s complimenting her.”
 “Geez, you make her sound like she’s as nutty as she is mean.”
 “That’s why she’s so dangerous. So, are you game?”
 “I guess so. I’ll bet she’d ignore me even if I dressed in the latest outfit from Paris.”
 “You got that right! Although it would be fun to see you all gussied up and crashing one of her soirées. But right now, let’s be quiet and sneak around.”
 

The garden club ladies were very impressed that Kevin and the handsome young French chef wanted to stay for Agnes’ lecture. “Such a loving son and such a charming Frenchman,” one of them whispered.
 “Now, ladies, Kevin, and Marcel,” resumed Agnes, “here is my garden of herbs,” and pointing to coriander, which Mark knew also by its Spanish name cilantro, she said, “this is-uh- curlysandra, a very tasty herb.”
 “Oh, I’ve never heard of that one,” gushed one of the ladies.
 “Oh yes,” interrupted Mark, “ees very goot in both Mexican and Chinese dishes.”
 “We are very proud of Marcel,” said Agnes pompously. “He is not only adept at his native French coo-seen but other cultures as well.”
 

In the bushes Audrey held back a snicker, but Bernie was confused. It all sounded convincing to her.
 

“Now over here,” persevered Agnes, “between my herbs and vegetables is my little garden of dec-or-a-tive plants. However they are more than just dec-or-a-tive,” she paused, proud of her pronunciation. “They discourage plant-eating bugs. Some are also very-uh-medicinal but some are poisonous if accidentally imbibed.” She smiled benevolently at the group, hoping they noticed her intellectual choice of words.  
Kevin and Mark continued to have a difficult time maintaining serious expressions.
 “Oh, what is that one called?” asked one of the ladies as she pointed to a shaggy plant.
Agnes hesitated then said quite confidently, “That’s She-tekia, one of the medicine plants, but next to it is uh Chenequel, a very poisonous plant.”
 “Oooh, I don’t know how you keep them all straight,” cooed another one of the ladies.
 

Audrey was shaking with silent laughter and admiring Kevin and Mark for their straight faces. Agnes had confused the two plants and had misnamed both of them. Audrey glanced at Bernie who seemed to be entranced by the little lecture. Later, she would have to explain to her how Agnes had mixed up the plants.
 

Agnes led her admirers around her gardens, going next to the floral display. Kevin and Mark made apologies and departed in a dignified manner, leaving the ladies to compliment Agnes again on such a well-bred son and employee.
Two of the ladies, however, lagged behind a little. One of them, May Belle Donovan, the police chief’s wife, turned to the other and said, “There’s something rather familiar about Marcel.”
 “Oh, what do you mean?” asked her companion.
 “I can’t quite place it but I have the feeling that I’ve seen him before.”
 “My goodness, have you been to France?”
 “Oh no, not at all.”
 “Well, you know what they say, that everyone has a double somewhere.”
 “Maybe,” May Belle said doubtfully. “Come on let’s catch up with the others and listen to whatever Agnes is babbling on about now.”
Her companion giggled and said, “Shame on you.”
 

Audrey and Bernie nearly burst out laughing at this little conversation, both realizing that Mrs. Donovan had seen Mark somewhere in town. Audrey doubted that any of the ladies had ever patronized The Cracked Cup, but she was sure that Chief Donovan was a regular customer at the place and that he probably had mentioned something about Mark to May Belle and pointed him out at one time or other. Also, Mark had been a popular kid in school and it would have been easy for her to have at least known something about him especially since May Belle was a teacher and may or may not have had him in her classes. Audrey surmised that kids did change as they grew older and if May Belle had taught him she naturally would think he looked familiar.
The two of them escaped from the trees and bushes as quietly as they could back to the patio where they encountered Kevin and Mark.
 “The old hide-in-the-bushes trick, huh, dear aunt Hildy.” teased Kevin.
Wondering why Kevin had addressed his aunt that way, Bernie started to speak but Audrey interrupted her.
 “Kevin, your mother gets nuttier every day,” she joked.
He laughed and responded, “She’s your sister, too. Besides, she means well. The garden is harmless enough.”
 “As long as you don’t confuse ‘Shetekia’ with ‘Chenequel’,” joked his aunt who burst into laughter along with the two young men.
 “I don’t get it,” pouted Bernie, confused by the repartee encircling her.
 “Don’t get what?” asked Penny as she walked out of the house followed by Lester.
 “Oh,” explained Audrey, “Agnes is at it again with her plants. You should have heard the names she gave two of them. Shetekia and Chenequel.”
 “You’re kidding!” laughed Penny.
 “And,” said Mark, “she confused a poisonous plant with a non-poisonous one.”
 “Oh no,” moaned Bernie, “then make sure you’re the one that makes our salads, Mark.”
 “Well, sometimes she does like to gather the greens herself,” he teased.
Bernie wasn’t amused but the others were.
 “Come on, honey, we’re just kidding,” said Kevin, “Let’s go in the house.”
Easily placated she followed him inside. Mark went around to the kitchen leaving Penny, Lester, and Audrey on the patio.
 “Newlyweds,” stated Audrey. “Don’t you love them? Bernie is cheap, ignorant, and drives Agnes crazy.”
 “Yeah,” muttered Lester who was more preoccupied with the previous night’s drawing than with Bernie’s suitability as a daughter-in-law. Although he had admonished the three women not to talk about their arrangement, he desperately wanted to speak to each one separately to see if his plan was being taken seriously. But, as he studied Penny’s nervous expression and Audrey’s preoccupied one, he finally decided that perhaps his plan was weighing heavily on their minds. He worried that Bernie might be too absentminded to remember what she was supposed to do or that she regarded the plan as a game or a joke. Oh well, he thought, all he needed was for one of them to do it.
 “I think I’ll go to my rooms now,” he announced. “Here comes Agnes with her garden ladies, and I don’t want to listen to no fancy introductions.”
Penny and Audrey exchanged knowing glances and reluctantly left their comfortable chairs, following Lester’s example, and retreated to the sanctity of their own rooms.
 

After Mark had served the salad buffet without Shetekia or Chenequel to the garden enthusiasts, the ladies departed, and Agnes went to her suite to prepare for a conference with her boss, the director of nutrition, Shirley Gates.
Mark had not bothered setting out sandwiches and soup for the other inhabitants, knowing that they would avoid the Garden Club gathering. The ladies had demolished his satisfying pasta and rice salads. There were no leftovers, which Mark considered a compliment, as would any cook.
 

Early in the afternoon Lester and Kevin drove downtown to look at some new Chevy pickups. Lester silently and moodily wished that one of the women would quickly kill Agnes so that he could purchase whatever he wanted instead of being forced to petition her and listen to her interminable lectures on why he didn’t need anything new. She was willing to spend a fortune on the privilege of having a French chef but wouldn’t consider giving him a dime. His dream of owning a Rolls Royce had died years ago.
 
 
Kevin was wondering if his mother would really give his dad the money for a new vehicle. Or, would he have to do another one of his con jobs on her? Of course, that way he would get the truck and not his dad but if she did let Kevin have it, she would still insist that it be registered in her name.
 

As Lester and Kevin drove away, Penny was in her room preparing to walk downtown to the public library. The afternoon was warm but breezy with just a few fleeting clouds. There were plenty of books in the Henley House library, but Penny felt she needed exercise and a change of scenery. Also, she planned to stop at the deli and get a bite to eat.
 

Bernie and Audrey met on the patio once again.
 “Now that the ladies have left let’s see if we can get Mark to scrounge something up for us,” said Audrey.
 “I’m way ahead of you,” said Mark, immediately appearing with a tray of crackers and cheese, fruit, and lemonade. “I glanced out, saw you two getting comfy, and figured you just might be hungry.”
 “You are a dear,” admired Audrey, “why don’t you join us?”
 “Thanks, I’d like to but I’m working on dinner.”
 “So early? It must be something special.”
Mark smiled sheepishly. “Well, I hope so,” he said modestly, then quickly began to depart not wanting to elaborate.
Audrey stopped him. “Uh, Mark, we may have a problem.”
 “What do you mean?”
 “Bernie and I overheard two of the ladies talking about you. One of them, May Belle Donovan, thinks she’s seen you somewhere and, of course, she mostly likely has. Did you ever take one of her classes?”
 “No, but I did have classes in her hallway. That was a long time ago, though, back in junior high.”
 “Nonetheless, it’s only natural that she would know something about most of the kids who’ve gone through our public school system. Do you think you could grow a moustache and a goatee? That might disguise you better and might impress Agnes even more.”
He laughed and said agreeably, “Oh hell, why not? That might be more fun anyway. I wonder why we didn’t think of that earlier.”
 “I guess we didn’t think far enough ahead, just assuming that your fake accent would be enough.”
 “Well, I’ll start working on it immediately,” he said and turned and walked toward the kitchen.  
 “Mark certainly has sparked things up around here,” said Audrey as she munched and relaxed in the shade of a patio umbrella.
 “Yeah, I guess,” mumbled Bernie lying on a lounge chair in the bright sunshine hoping to darken her tan. Then, wasting no time in resuming their earlier conversation, she asked, “Okay, so what did you mean that you think Agnes is going to do something worse? Something she’s done before?”


CHAPTER SIX
 

 

 
 
Audrey hesitated as a jumble of thoughts raced through her mind. If she plunged ahead and told Bernie all of her suspicions, she knew Bernie wouldn’t keep her mouth shut. She would probably tell her family and then the Tuckers would happily spread rumors about Agnes’ alleged evil doings. Audrey didn’t want to be known as Bernie’s source, yet she perversely wanted to see how the community’s Saint Agnes would react to malicious slander. Although, knowing Agnes, it was feasible that she would never know anyone was talking about her. Town gossip eluded her as she placed herself loftily above the so-called lower class.  
Then the dreaded X appeared in Audrey’s mind. If Agnes should suddenly appear to have an accidental death, would vicious rumors cause Chief Donovan to suspect something else? How smart was Donovan? But Bernie’s curiosity had been aroused and Audrey knew she couldn’t tell her to forget what she had said.
 “So,” repeated Bernie, “what did you mean?”
Taking her time, Audrey responded carefully. “Haven’t you wondered why Agnes owns this house, lock, stock, and barrel, and why I have nothing?”
 “Uh, no. You’ve got a cushiony life here just like the rest of us.”
 “Cushiony life? Are you nuts? Well, this cushiony life, as you call it, should be half mine.”
 “How do you figure that?”
 “Surely you’ve figured out that Agnes doesn’t support us with her salary from the school district.”
 “No, you said she inherited a family fortune or something like that.”
 “Exactly. She inherited a fortune plus this house and its contents from our aunt.”
 “How about your folks? Didn’t they leave you anything?”
 “That’s just it. Our grandfather, Aunt Hilda’s brother, was disinherited because of bad gambling debts. Aunt Hilda inherited everything and because she was a spinster and very miserly with money, she spent very little of it and invested wisely. The fortune doubled during her life.”
 “Geez.”
Audrey grimaced at Bernie’s continued use of her annoying expression but realizing that reprimanding her would do no good, ignored it and continued with her discourse. “Our father inherited nothing when gramps died and had to work very hard all his life. But, in spite of her acrimonious ways, Aunt Hilda was very kind to us, at least to me. Aunt Hilda made out a will leaving everything to our parents. We would eventually get the family fortune back. But then our parents died in an automobile accident and she changed her will. I was too young to think about things like that back then.”
 “So Agnes got everything and you didn’t get anything?”
 “Exactly.”
 “How did that happen? I thought you said your aunt was kind to you.”
 “That’s just it. She loved me very much. When Agnes and I were children and Agnes would blame me for something she had done, I could always go to Aunt Hilda, who would comfort me. I think she’s one of the few people who could see through Agnes’ goody-goody act.”
 “So why weren’t you in her will?”
 “I think maybe I was at first. I was only fourteen when our parents died and Agnes was twenty-two and old enough legally to have custody of me.”
 “Ugh!”
 “Yes. I desperately wanted to live with Aunt Hilda but Agnes wouldn’t permit it. The courts sided with her saying that Aunt Hilda was too old to raise a teenager. Agnes and I lived in Connor’s Corner then and she never allowed me to visit Aunt Hilda.”
 “How sad.”
 “I know. Then, when I graduated from high school, Agnes did the strangest thing.”
 “What?”
 “She sent me to Europe for the summer. It was the happiest time of my life.” A wistful smile crept across her face. She continued, “But when I came home Aunt Hilda had died and Agnes was living here. I was heartbroken for my aunt because I had not seen her in years.”
 “Was that why she left you out of her will?”
 “I don’t know but I don’t think so. I think we were both in the will but that Agnes must have said something about me to make Aunt Hilda change her mind. When I came back from Europe, I was very young and didn’t suspect anything. Before I went, Agnes said she couldn’t afford to send me to modeling school yet she used her own money to send me to Europe.”
 “You wanted to be a model?”
 “More than anything.”
 “So, when you came back from Europe, did you go? I mean Agnes must have had plenty of money then.”
 “Oh, she had plenty of money but she wouldn’t give me a dime. She said we were too upper class for modeling.”
 “Geez, you can’t get classier than that.”
Audrey smiled in spite of Bernie’s expression. “I certainly thought so back then. I can tell you I was devastated. So I ran away from home.”
 “Good for you!”
 “I was old enough to leave anyway. I went upstate and began to work as a waitress, saving my money for cosmetology school. Modeling was way beyond my means.”
 “I think cosma-whatever is neat, too.”
 “Agnes didn’t know where I was at first but, when I enrolled in school, she eventually found me. She did everything she could to get me to quit but I stuck to it.”
 “Wow! That’s great. Then why aren’t you working as a whatchamacallit?”
 “I’ll get to all that. Just let me tell you the whole story.”
 “Okay.” Bernie was now enthralled by Audrey’s saga.
 “When I graduated, I moved out of state and got a job in a very nice salon. By that time, Agnes had married Les, sabotaged Penny umpteen times, and Kevin had arrived. When I look back on it now, I think she just had me on the backburner of her mind.”
 “What do you mean?”
 “Because someone sabotaged my beauty career by spreading rumors that I was a kleptomaniac.”
 “What’s that?”
 “Someone who steals compulsively.”
 “But didn’t you live out of state?”
 “Yes, but that didn’t stop Agnes if indeed it was Agnes. All she had to do was pick up a phone and call to plant seeds of suspicion.”
 “So you came back here?”
 “Yes. She was living here and I didn’t think it was fair. I wanted my share of Aunt Hilda’s estate.”
 “Did you confront her?”
 “Oh no. First I went to see the will. It was legal. But, get this, Agnes wanted me living here anyway, just like Penny. She wanted to control my life and couldn’t bear any success that I might have. So I moved in to live my life of leisure at her expense. Why shouldn’t I live here? Half of this house should be mine.”
 “So you get back at her by living off her, yet that’s what she wants? That’s crazy!”
 “Maybe.”
 “But there’s one thing I don’t understand at all.”
 “What’s that?”
 “Why did she pay for you to go to Europe if she’s so stingy?”
 “Oh, haven’t you guessed? To get me out of the way so she could con Aunt Hilda to changing the will and then to,” Audrey hesitated.
 “To do what?”
 “I think she killed Aunt Hilda.”
 “No! But how?”
 “Over the years I have tried to reconstruct what must have happened. I have interviewed everyone that could possibly have known anything except the old family doctor who signed the death certificate. He’s been dead for years but many have said that he was rather senile and susceptible to suggestions.”
 “So what do you think happened?”
 “Well, the maid Edna found the body and called Dr. Kelly who signed the death certificate, stating natural causes. Agnes had the body cremated immediately.”
 “Oh!”
 “Yes, that’s naturally suspicious. I think Agnes may have sedated her or perhaps smothered her with a pillow. Edna said Aunt Hilda had been taking sedatives every afternoon and that she looked serene and at peace so smothering her while she was asleep seems plausible or maybe she overdosed.”
 “And the doctor was fooled?”
 “Yes, very easily, I imagine.”
 “But how do you know about changing the will?”
 “A few years ago I went to see Aunt Hilda’s old lawyer. He wouldn’t give out confidential information but he did say something rather revealing.”
 “What?”
 “That he was glad that I had seen the error of my ways. His attitude toward me was arrogant and condescending.”
 “What does that mean?”
 “I think it means that Agnes had told another one of her malicious lies and both Aunt Hilda and the lawyer believed her.”
 “Sounds like you have more reason to kill her than anyone.”
 “That’s probably true. Do you remember just before we drew for the-uh-X to kill Agnes that Les stared at me?”
 “Yeah, I guess so,” Bernie replied with uncertainty.
 “I once told him my suspicions and he told me to keep quiet. I think I scared him. Sometimes I think he’s afraid of her and remember, the person who benefits the most if Agnes dies, is Lester.”
 “Yeah, but look at what she’s done to you and Penny. My daddy would’ve ripped her heart out by now.”
 “We’re not all as sensible as your daddy,” said Audrey, realizing Bernie would not respond to irony.
 “So, Agnes dies and Les inherits. Where will that leave you?”
 “In the same position as you and Penny.”
 “Oh, not exactly,” interrupted Bernie, “Les won’t kick out his own son and daughter-in-law.”
 “And I doubt if he’d kick out Penny and me either. We all get along well together. It’s Agnes, that cunning, conniving, manipulating, patronizing bitch who dictates how we should live, doling out her petty little allowances that she calls salaries, who makes our lives so miserable.”
 “Whew! You do have it in for her!”
 “Do you blame me?”
 “Hell no! But if you had inherited half of your aunt’s property how would you have divided the house?”
 “I don’t know what I would have done back then. I was so very young. But now I would sell out my half and buy a luxury condo. This house is very expensive to maintain and I imagine the taxes are tremendous.”
 “Yet Agnes doesn’t want us to go out and work to earn money for the upkeep.”
 “Oh no. She would be jealous of our independence. She wants us here, depending on her, worshiping her, grateful to her. She has convinced herself that we can’t exist without her. This is her domain, her empire.”
 “Geez, and you all just go on doing what she says.”
 “Not exactly.”
 “Looks like to me you do.”
 “Penny and I have secret jobs.”
 “You’re kidding! What are they?”
 “Well, almost everyone else knows, except Agnes, of course. You might as well know, too.”
 “So, tell me.”
 “We both write columns for the newspaper. It doesn’t pay very much money but enough for nice clothes and things. We don’t have to pay for room and board, remember, so with Agnes’ little allowance-uh-salary and our column money we have a little bit of independence, not enough for a grand trip, perhaps.”
 “So what do you write?”
Audrey blushed. “Have you ever noticed the Ask Hildegarde column, the one about etiquette and fashion?”
 “Yeah, I think so. Hey, is that why Kevin called you Aunt Hildy this morning?”
 “Oh, you noticed that.”
 “You mean Kevin knows what you’re doing?”
 “Sure. That kid has a great sense of humor. He loves putting things over his mom. He certainly knows about Mark.”
 “So what does Penny write?”
 “The Aunt Hazel Recipes. However, the newspaper thinks I write both columns and pays me for both. I divide the salary in half and pay Penny. She’s such a little wimp that she’s afraid Agnes will find out and do something again.”
 “Well, nobody’s going to get poisoned from her recipes.”
 “Of course not.”
 “How about Les? Does he do anything extra for money? I mean he’s got you-know-who over at the trailer park.”
 “Oh,” laughed Audrey, “nothing is secret in this town. Let’s just say that he has his ways but they’re not quite as profitable as mine and Penny’s.”
 “You’re all nuts.”
 “Seriously, Bernie, be careful. Agnes hates you and she stops at nothing to get what she wants.”
 “Geez,” said Bernie quietly.


CHAPTER SEVEN
 

 

 
 
Agnes, in the meantime, was driving downtown to the school administration building. With the success of the Garden Club gathering behind her, her thoughts, always self-centered, now dwelled on the magnificent contribution that she had made to the school children of Magnolia Creek. She considered how, during the past twenty-five years, her nutritional endeavors had helped make Magnolia Creek students among the healthiest in the country. Then she thought of poor Penelope who had been so inept in the education field and how grateful she should be to Agnes’ efforts, which enabled her to give up teaching. Penelope belonged just where she was as her companion. She smiled benevolently to herself.
Her wandering thoughts turned to her upcoming conference with Shirley Gates. She was fairly certain that Shirley was resigning and was going to tell Agnes that she would recommend her for the position. Shirley’s appointment five years earlier had been a devastating blow to Agnes who had fully expected to be promoted to director. Agnes had been passed over many times for promotion but Shirley’s appointment had been especially unexpected. Shirley, a much younger woman than Agnes, had appeared on the scene virtually out of nowhere. Her only credentials had been as food editor of the Connor’s Corner local newspaper. Agnes felt that she had worked well with Shirley. If she had had to undermine her decisions and inject her own from time to time, it was simply for Shirley’s own good and the well being of the students. She protected Shirley just as she did the members of her own household. Now Shirley would resign, return to newspaper reporting where she belonged, forever indebted to Agnes for her knowledge, expertise, and guidance.
 “Such a wonderful day,” she sang to herself as she drove along, savoring the successes of the day, especially the lovely Garden Club lecture and luncheon and now, at last, her rightful position in the school administration.
 

While Agnes was dwelling on how her attributes had improved the lives of so many of the good citizens of Magnolia Creek, Shirley Gates, an attractive, intelligent, and ambitious woman of thirty-five, was conversing with her secretary, Annie Pilston.
 “Annie, I think you know that a TV station in the state capital has offered me a spot on an early morning talk show.”
 “Yes, Shirley, I’ve heard the rumors. So, it’s true?”
 “Yes,” said Shirley in a rather bemused manner.
 “Congratulations! How wonderful for you and terrible for me.”
 “Why? How do you mean?”
 “Now I’ll have to work for that ooey-gooey moron Agnes Henley.”
Shirley burst out laughing. “I wonder if there’s anyone else in this town who knows how totally ignorant that woman is. She constantly and consistently confuses her food groups; she can’t spell worth a damn; and you never know what vitamins or minerals she’s talking about because she can’t pronounce them.”
 “How on earth did she get her job in the first place?” Annie, a twenty-two-year-old perky strawberry blonde and recent graduate of a technical school, was flabbergasted when she discovered that the revered Agnes Henley was one of the most inept employees of the school district. At first Annie was in awe of both Shirley and Agnes but soon discovered that Agnes was all show, a complete fake, and just a little flaky.
 “Goodness only knows. There are a lot of incompetent people working in our school systems. I suppose she came here fresh out of college. It doesn’t take much to impress some people. But why do you call her ‘ooey-gooey’?”
 “Because she’s always so sugary sweet while at the same time playing down to me or something like that.”
 “You mean pompously patronizing and condescending?”
 “Exactly. You certainly know the right adjectives for her!” laughed Annie. “Let’s just say I would never turn my back on her.”
 “Well, Annie, you’ve nothing to worry about. I’m not leaving.”
 “What? You’re giving up a TV show to remain here and continue to work alongside Agnes? Why?”
 “Oh, I’m not giving up anything. My part on the show is quite small. I can either tape it from here and send it in or drive up to the capital once in a while for a live interview. I’ve already made the arrangements. The school board here is quite impressed and feels that my little segment will bring prestige to Magnolia Creek. And the show’s producers are very amenable and flexible to my schedule.”
 “What show is it?”
 “The Wake Up Show. It comes on at 5:30 and goes off at 7:00.”
 “Wow, that’s early. What’s your segment about anyway?”
 “Nutrition with easy, healthy recipes, basically just good cooking.”
 “Sounds like fun.”
 “I think so, too. So, I’m staying here, and I won’t leave until after Agnes departs.”
 “But she has no intention of ever leaving. She wants your job.”
 “I know, but I’m going to play Agnes’ game right along with her. I think I know of a way of getting rid of her,” Shirley stated enigmatically.
 “How?” asked Annie with enthusiasm.
 “No, I’m not ready to divulge anything yet. I need more time to work out my plan.”
 “But, Shirley, if you and I know what an idiot she is, why doesn’t anyone else know? Maybe she had an easy time getting the job, but why has she kept it?”
 “Remember, she always has been passed over for promotion. Somebody had some sense. And once you’ve been hired to work in this school district, it’s very difficult to lose your job, no matter how incompetent you may be. Besides, Agnes Henley is a big deal in this community. She puts on gigantic shows for the Garden Club and various charities, attends Mass regularly, although I don’t think she’s Catholic. It’s all an act, but it works so well because she believes it herself. But, you know, I wonder about her family. She’s always bragging about how wonderful they are and how much they adore her and depend on her. Somehow she overplays the domestic heaven routine just like she overplays everything else. I’ll bet you anything they feel the same way we do, only stronger. Can you imagine living with that woman?”
 “But there’s something else I don’t get.”
 “What?”
 “I’ve heard rumors that she’s rich. I mean, look at Henley House. It’s gorgeous. Why does she work here?”
Shirley laughed again. “Yes, she is independently wealthy, or so she tells me all the time. But Agnes is one of those people who is impressed with anyone connected with education. She thinks her position entitles her to respect as an academic and elevates her even more in the public eye and esteem.”
 “That’s the goofiest thing I’ve ever heard.”
 “There are people who feel that way. However, they usually refer to teachers, not the people who plan school lunches.” Both women laughed, then Shirley said, “Can you feature Agnes in a classroom, controlling today’s students? Shhh, here she comes now,” she whispered as Agnes entered the outer office.
 “Agnes dear, do come in,” warbled Shirley.
 “Shirley, Annie,” Agnes said as she nodded to each one. Not wasting any time, she asked about the reason for the meeting. “What’s going on, Shirley? I’ve heard rumors that you are going back to your newspaper.”
Shirley and Annie exchanged glances.
 “Is that a fact? No, Agnes, that’s not it at all.” Shirley was taking her time, hoping to aggravate Agnes.
 “What?” gasped Agnes.
 “I’m not going back to newspaper work. I’ve been offered a TV position in the capital.” She leaned back in her chair and reveled in the conflicting expressions that crept across Agnes’ face. First jealousy, because Shirley was offered a more prestigious job, then relief, because she would now get her coveted directorship.
 “Oh, that’s wonderful!” gushed Agnes after a long pause. “Congratulations. When will you be leaving?”
 “Oh,” replied Shirley slowly as she enjoyed bringing Agnes down a notch, “I’m not leaving. I intend to stay here and fulfill my duties. I can tape my segments for the TV show and send them in.” She hesitated, relishing the hatred that flashed in Agnes’ eyes that was quickly replaced by disappointment. She could see that Agnes was finding it difficult to control her feelings. Shirley continued happily, pretending to be oblivious to Agnes’ discomfort. “I owe my decision to you, dear Agnes.”
Annie stifled a choking sound.
 “Wha-what do you mean?” stammered Agnes.
 “I owe all my knowledge to you and I know how much you fear all the responsibility that would go to you if you took over my job. Remember? You said something like that five years ago when I first came here.”
Annie was having difficulty remaining quiet. Watching Shirley give Agnes even false flattery made her just a little sick, yet the whole scene played out wildly comical.
 “Oh, but I wouldn’t want to stand in your way of progressing to new horizons,” protested Agnes haughtily. “I-I have twenty-five years of experience here.”
Shirley cut her short, “I know, I know. And that’s why I must stay on with you. We make such a good team, and I have so much to learn.”
After Agnes had left, Annie asked, “Was that little scene designed to get Agnes to resign?”
 “Oh, Agnes will never resign. She loves the prestige of coming to work here, even if she has to play second fiddle to me.”
 “Then how are you going to get rid of her?”
 “Have patience, Annie. I do have a plan.”
 

Agnes drove home in deep depression and disappointment. But, at the same time, her mind was whirling maliciously. “So Shirley is staying because she can’t exist without my leadership. That’s understandable. I’ve become Shirley’s mentor. She looks to me for guidance. Well, I’ve had enough of the mentorship.”
She wanted the job that should rightly be hers. A few phone calls, anonymous of course, should get Miss Shirley Gates out of Magnolia Creek. In fact, she might even eliminate that TV job. And if that didn’t work, well, she had other plans at her disposal.  
 “Now if I could just get rid of that cheap floozy Bernadette at the same time, then my life will indeed be perfect.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHT
 

 

 
 
As Lester and Kevin were returning from the Chevy dealership, Lester’s thoughts dwelled on his obsession. Would one of the women actually kill Agnes? Or were they just playing along as if it were a joke? Both their actions and their expressions were unfathomable. He didn’t know how much longer he could stay married to that woman. Almost thirty years in purgatory, no, not purgatory, hell, just plain damned hell. He had stayed for Kevin’s sake but had never gotten any of that blasted money.
Kevin, though usually cheerful, seemed preoccupied with his own thoughts as he interrupted his father’s silent reverie, “What are you thinking, Dad?”
Slightly jolted, Lester took time to compose his response. “Oh, just that your mother and I aren’t getting any younger.”
 “Yeah, so?”
 “Well, I been thinking, that if anything happens to either one or both of us, you know that Henley House will always be home to you and Bernie.”
 “Sure, Dad, I know that.”
 “I mean if I should die or become disabled, your mother would want you to stay and vicy-versy if the same should happen to her.”
 “Hell, Dad, why are you so morbid all of a sudden? You and Mom are still young enough, and besides, I know I’m set here for life. Cheer up.” He had started to add “old man” affectionately but thought better of it.
Lester now wondered if he should have brought up the idea of possible parental death, especially now that it seemed likely to occur. If only one of those damn women would get on the ball! But he wanted to prepare the boy. Kevin was a good son and would be the only member of the family to sincerely mourn Agnes’ passing. Of course, the good citizens of Magnolia Creek would mourn her loss. Yep, he had to give it to her, Agnes sure knew how to fool people.
As soon as they drove up the circular driveway, Kevin got out to go in search of Bernie.  
Lester remained in his vehicle for a few moments, daydreaming of a time when Agnes would no longer be there and he, Lester, would be the patriarch of Henley House. Kevin and Bernie, of course, plus Audrey and Penny could stay on and be grateful for his generous charity. He wouldn’t be the dictator that Agnes was.  
 “Oh no, I’m going to be likable, lovable, fun! Get married again? Naw, I’m not going to fall into that trap again. Besides, this time I’ll have the money. Maybe I can get Audrey and Penny to loosen up.”  
Then he remembered how he and Agnes used to double date with Penny and one of his friends. “Well hell, I can do better than double date now,” he thought, as if Agnes had already departed. “I’ll get some old friends some night while Kevin and Bernie are away and we’ll have one of them orgies. And watch Penny and Audrey boog-ie! Whoo-ee I can see them now! Henley House will finally be jumping!”
His reflections bounced back to Agnes and how years ago he had convinced her that he was impotent and could never sleep with a woman again. In her mortification, she had told everyone that he had a sleeping disorder. He had maintained celibacy in Henley House, but there was a certain little lady over in the trailer park that welcomed him once or twice a month. With Agnes removed and Penny and Audrey in place, he wouldn’t have to sneak around anymore. In fact, he might just bring his lady friend to live here in the mansion. Didn’t orgies mean the more the merrier?
A long time ago he had conned Agnes into giving him a salary so he could have a hobby working with tools. She had lectured incessantly, insisting that a hobby was respectable, but that he was in no way to say he had any kind of mechanical job. She had even let him fix up the garage with a workbench and all kinds of state of the art machinery and tools. He had never used the stuff and she had never checked to see if he was doing anything. For Agnes the spotless, shiny machinery was a source of pride and occasionally she would show off the workshop to her society lady friends. He laughed at the thought that the garage had provided not a hobby but an escape route. Once in a while he sold a tool or two and used the money plus his “salary” to pay for conjugal visits to another woman. He chuckled to himself again as he realized he wouldn’t have to pay again, that is, if someone would just get to it!
He got out of the pickup and looked up at Henley House. “Lord, how I love that name!”
Agnes couldn’t bear to live in a house that bore her maiden name and had changed Briar House to Henley House as soon as they were married. She had done it to spite Audrey more than anything, to show she was married and Audrey wasn’t.  
 “Wonder why Audrey hasn’t married, damn fine-looking woman spending her life dreaming for revenge and never doing nothing. Well maybe now she will, she just needs a little push”. Still staring up at the house he thought how the name suited him just fine. “And, if all goes well, it’ll soon be mine, all mine.”
Chuckling, he went into the house to wash up for the late afternoon ceremony in the library to toast Agnes’ demise.
 

Agnes momentarily forgot that she was either going to put a stop to the gathering in the library or monitor the little group. Before Bernadette came, Agnes had rejoiced at the thought of Lester, Audrey, and Penelope retiring to her library to read her great books of wisdom, thereby improving their minds. Inquiring into their reading choices had been her favorite topic of dinner conversation. Now, with the arrival of Bernadette, the atmosphere had changed, and Agnes did not approve. But this afternoon she was preoccupied with the shattering news that Shirley Gates had presented to her. She went straight to her suite and paced back and forth in her bedroom.
 

Of course, Lester, Audrey, and Penny had never gathered in the library for the purpose of attaining wisdom from Agnes’ books. During Agnes’ dinner grilling sessions, Penny would answer whatever she thought Agnes wanted to hear, and the other two improvised, smirking at each other as they recited their newly acquired, albeit false, knowledge. Agnes had never realized that when she asked Lester and Audrey what they had read that they sometimes made up titles and authors. Their gatherings in the library had evolved over the years into a ritual of bemoaning their fate at the hands of Agnes. With the arrival of Bernie, their meetings had become more boisterous, unfortunately attracting Agnes’ attention.
 

As he entered the library, Lester could barely wait for the others to drift in. He glanced out the window to make sure that Kevin was following his usual custom of sunning and taking a dip in the pool before dinner. He considered what a sensible kid Kevin was, always going out when there was no danger of sunburn.
The freckled, fair-skinned Kevin had never been able to tan. Lester studied his own olive skin and thought how lucky he was in that regard. Then he thought how lucky he’d be if one of his female housemates would hurry up and kill his wife.
Audrey, Penny, and Bernie soon arrived. Good, everyone was here, thought Lester.
 “Has Agnes returned from her meeting?” asked Audrey.
 “Yeah, I heard her moving around in her room,” replied Lester.
 “Well, that’s interesting,” commented Audrey.
 “Why?” asked Bernie.
 “The rumor around town is that Shirley Gates is going into television.”
 “And you think,” said Penny, “that the meeting was to announce the next nutritional director?”
 “Exactly. And since we haven’t heard any gloating, self-praising congratulations from Agnes, it can only mean one thing.”
 “That she’s been passed over again!” said Penny gleefully.
 “Hey!” exclaimed Bernie, “let’s drink to that!”
They clinked their glasses to laughter and delight but Lester was dismayed. He wanted the conversation to be serious. He had told them not to discuss the plot to kill Agnes but he was worried about how they would alibi each other.  
Why did he tell them they would improvise? Damn, they needed better planning. But how? It was best that he didn’t know who was going to do it. He looked at the three women. He wanted them to appear worried, concerned, not lighthearted. Hell, they weren’t even toasting her death like they usually did. He couldn’t have cared less whether Agnes was promoted or not. He wanted her dead and soon. Somebody had to kill her but how was he going to prod that someone along? Which one was going to do it?
But the women maintained their lighthearted façade.  
Perhaps, they were putting on an act, not only for him, but also for each other. He could only hope.
 

As they seated themselves at dinner that evening, Audrey bravely asked Agnes how her meeting had gone, if Shirley Gates was indeed going on to television.
Annoyed by the question, Agnes nevertheless put on a good front and replied pompously, “Shirley has decided to remain so that she might benefit more from my tutelage.”
No one said a word but there was muffled snickering and snorting as her tablemates grabbed water glasses or ducked behind napkins. Audrey was amazed that Agnes even knew such a word as tutelage much less pronounce it.
Agnes skipped her routine questioning, and the others assumed it was because she was in a bad mood due to not being promoted. Luckily for Agnes, Mark soon appeared with the main entree.
 “Ah, Marcel,” said Agnes grandiosely, grateful for the interruption, “what delicious repast do you have for us tonight?”
 “Uh, muh-dom, I have le especial goulash.”
 “Ohhh,” murmured Agnes, “how marvelous.”
 

Although he was unaware of the plot to murder his mother, Kevin was definitely a part of and amused by the act that Mark performed for his mother each night. He recalled Mark Robeson in first year Spanish class, a class that Mark had barely passed. As far as Kevin could tell the only French words that Mark knew were “le” and “merci”, which he used over and over. Once in a while, he threw in a few Spanish words, which fooled his mother and probably Bernie also, and entertained the rest of them. But what the hell, he thought, the guy could cook, no matter that it was really just down-home stuff and not that fancy cuisine his mom thought it was.  
But as long as Mark attached elaborate names to his dishes, Agnes was happy. And Kevin was grateful that Mark’s cooking was a lot better than what the two home economics students from his mother’s office ever came up with. That stuff was the pits. Yep, he had to leave it to Bernie, daring Mark to work here as a French chef had been a benefit to everyone. But how the hell did Bernie come up with an idea like that? Maybe it was those goofy romance novels she read once in a while.
 

 “Gou-lash,” pronounced Agnes slowly, “how very European and trez chick.”
Audrey who had actually been to France and could speak a little of the language chortled into her wine. She assumed Agnes was trying to say “trés chic”.
 “Hey man,” said Kevin, “what all did you put in this?”
 “Kevin, darling,” admonished his mother, “don’t be rude, don’t you remember that Marcel’s recipes are secret?”
 “Huh? Oh. Oh, yeah, Mom. Sorry, uh, Marcel.”
 “No problemo, monsoor Keveen.”
Audrey had a sudden fit of coughing as her wine went down the wrong way. Penny quickly slapped her on the back, disguising her own attempts to keep from laughing.
 “But, Marcel,” continued Agnes, “this goulash is so amazing. Only the French would think to add raisins and nuts as well as stuffed olives. This is so different, so elegant,” she added as she stuffed her mouth with the hamburger-macaroni mixture.
Lester thought Mark had gone overboard with the goulash. Everything but the kitchen sink seemed to have been thrown in. Macaroni, spaghetti sauce, hamburger, and cheese would have been enough, dammit. Why the hell did he have to add all these vegetables? Damn! He hated celery and mushrooms. And peas and corn? He needed to tell Mark’s daddy to have a little talk with him.
Lester, however, was the only one who did not fully enjoy the unusual goulash. Audrey and Penny were in such a good mood because of Agnes’ losing another promotion that they couldn’t care less what Mark threw together. Agnes, Kevin, and Bernie gobbled it up, leaving Mark feeling quite proud of his creativity.
 “And now,” he announced, “the piece of resistance , ze chocolaty diablo,” and saying this he produced a conglomeration of chocolate cake smothered with a mixture of whipped topping and chocolate pudding that had been mixed with chocolate-covered nuts drizzled with maple syrup.
 “Ohhh, Marcel,” spewed Agnes, “You must fix this for my Garden Club. Ohhh, it is divine.”
 “Wiz plezhure, muh-dom.”
 

While Agnes was the first to arrive for meals, she was the last to arrive for the post-dinner gatherings in the library. She liked to make a grand entrance and survey the members of her household deep in intellectual pursuits. She glanced at Penny who was deeply engrossed in Murder After Hours.
 “Come, Penelope, play gin rummy with me,” demanded Agnes quietly but sternly.
 “What?” quipped Lester, “you’re not going to improve your mind by watching the news or reading the newspaper?”
 “Lester dear, don’t be rude. Penelope is my companion, and we love to match wits by playing cards.”
 “Hmmph,” he mumbled. He knew Penny hated to play cards with Agnes and could probably beat her blindfolded. But Penny always let Agnes win, not only to placate Agnes, but also to end the game as soon as possible. He watched Penny reluctantly put down her book and slowly walk to the card table with a resigned expression on her face.
Good, good, he hoped, would this be enough to push Penny over the edge? Maybe now she would be so fed up that she’d do the deed tonight.


CHAPTER NINE
 



Tuesday, June 4th
 

After a restless night, Lester listened for sounds from Agnes’ room, hoping against hope that all would be silent and that Penny had sneaked upstairs and done away with Agnes. He hadn’t considered how the murder was to be accomplished. He just figured, “Where there was a will there was a way.” He didn’t want to know any particulars in case he had to take a polygraph test. Besides smothering her with a pillow, his own personal choice, would be to drown her in her bath, but he knew Penny wasn’t strong enough to hold Agnes’ head under water while Agnes struggled. In fact, none of the three women was strong enough to do that. And considering how fat Agnes had become, especially with Mark’s cooking, he wasn’t sure that he could do it either.
The sound of Agnes’ door opening and closing put an end to his meditations. “Damn! What a wimp that Penny is!”
 

Agnes seated herself in the breakfast nook and waited for her French chef to pour her first cup of coffee. She eagerly anticipated the French toast and maple syrup that made Tuesday mornings so enjoyable and continuously thought how nice it was to have someone cultured who knew how to cater to her needs, not like the students with their surly attitudes who had preceded him.  
Marcel waited on her hand and foot and seemed to enjoy the privilege. He was an elegant, elevated, dear servant but, she reminded herself, a servant nonetheless.
 

For his part, Mark appeared to take it all in stride. The others, knowing his charade, treated him as an equal and enjoyed his company. In fact, most of the time he felt as if he were a regular member of the household. He always laughed whenever some of the others tried to help him with a kitchen chore and Agnes would intervene, saying to help a servant was undignified, even a genuine French one.
 

“Ah, Marcel, such aroma,” marveled Agnes as she sniffed her coffee before tasting it.
 “Wee, muh-dom, always le best for you.”
 “And what are we having for dinner tonight?”  
Since Marcel had arrived, meals had become Agnes’ favorite focus each day.
 “My especial, le bone chili.”
 “Ooh, and your chili is the very best. Tangy but not too spicy hot.”
 “Tank-you, muh-dom.” He almost said “gracias” as that was easier for him to remember than “merci”. He didn’t think Agnes would know the difference between the two languages but he usually stuck with “tank-you” which impressed her to no end because she was proud of his learning English so quickly.
Audrey entered the breakfast nook. “And what are you so grateful for, Marcel?” she asked lazily.
 “Ah, muh-dom was complimenting my le bone chili, which we are having tonight.”
 “Oh yes, the chili with the secret ingredients,” she said as she winked at Mark out of Agnes’ sight. Everyone except Agnes knew that Mark’s chili was the canned kind mixed with sweet pickle juice and lots of ketchup, yet it had surprised them all by being astonishingly delicious.
Yes, thought Audrey, they were definitely reaping the benefits of The Cracked Cup Diner and Mark’s dad’s eccentricities regarding food. However, she regarded last night’s goulash as a bit off the wall, not to mention the dessert.  
Audrey didn’t know that many of Mark’s dishes were last-minute improvisations.
Mark set down a plate of French toast, which had been dipped in a mixture of whole milk and fresh eggs then sautéed in real butter. He placed a silver pitcher full of maple syrup beside the toast.
 “No one is going to stay thin around here with this kind of food, Marcel, especially if you make more desserts like last night,” commented Audrey as she helped herself to the delicious cholesterol concoction. “Except Bernie, she’ll stay thin,” she added to irritate her sister.
 “Oh, but this food is wholesome and so very French,” declared Agnes, as if being French compensated for fat and calories.
Audrey couldn’t remember eating so-called French toast during her tour of France thirty years ago. As for French fries, they were served all through Europe and in several countries they went by the English name, chips. But at that time she had been very young and not particularly interested in international cuisine. Then she thought of Mark’s potatoes, which he fried in bacon grease, much to Agnes’ delight. If only she would die of coronary disease. That would solve her problem,
she wished silently as the X floated in front of her mind’s eye.
 “And how are you going to spend your day today, Audrey?” the older sister asked condescendingly.
 “Oh, I don’t know. Read a book. Go shopping with Bernie.” She knew doing anything with Bernie would irritate her sister.
 “Really, Audrey, you should find something worthwhile for your time such as a charity fund-raising.”
 “You’re so right, dear sister. Bernie and I will definitely go out and look for a charity and maybe look for needy French chamber maids to complement Marcel.”
 “Don’t be fakatious. It’s not becoming,” Agnes reproved her pompously.
 “Oh, I would never become ‘fakatious’. Facetious maybe, but never ‘fakatious’.”
 “You know what I mean,” her sister countered indignantly. “You need to present a more respectable front to the community.”
 “Well, I shall certainly try harder. I’ll go look for Bernie and we’ll see how we can better ourselves.”
 “You would do better to leave Bernadette at home.”
 “Oh no,” gushed Audrey, “I wouldn’t think of it. I’m sure she’ll have some wonderful ideas.” She got up and left the room, not giving Agnes time to respond.
The other inhabitants drifted in and out of the breakfast nook desiring the French toast but not Agnes’ little admonitions and lectures on how to spend idle time. For some reason she was more unbearable than usual. Even the always-affable Kevin seemed a little irked at his mother’s prodding. Penny said very little, just nodded from time to time and said, “You’re right, Agnes,” as she hurriedly ate the toast. Bernie took her time and ate as much as she wanted, but she glowered at Agnes and said very little, which was quite out of character for her.  
Agnes hoped that Audrey would leave before Bernadette finished.
However, this was not to be the case. Carefully licking the remaining syrup from her fork, Bernie announced, “Well, got to go. Me and Audrey are going to town. See ya.”
She was followed by Kevin who called after her, jokingly, “Hey, don’t spend all my money.”
Agnes gritted her teeth. Something had to be done about Bernadette.
 

Lester had taken his coffee out on the patio to enjoy not only the outdoor luxury of Henley House but also the peace and quiet that came without Agnes’ presence. “Damn! This place has my name. I want it to be mine, all mine!”


He was worrying himself into a panic convincing himself that his little plan wasn’t being taken seriously. Something had to be done and soon, he kept telling himself.
 

As Mark cleared away the breakfast dishes, he realized that he had forgotten to ask if anyone would be having lunch at home today. “Anyway,” he decided, “I’ll just set out the usual soup and sandwich buffet. Too bad there aren’t any leftovers from last night. This family’ll eat anything, I swear. At least I know Agnes will show up for lunch.”


He wondered if he would still be here when school started and if Agnes would continue eating lunch at home. He could imagine her bragging to her co-workers about her authentic French chef. But would his charade last that long?
Just as Mark had expected, Agnes returned to the kitchen at twelve o’clock sharp. “Oh, Marcel darling, I only want a salad today,” she said as she spotted the sandwiches and soup. “I’ll go out to the garden myself and pick out my favorite veggies. If I allow myself even a tiny bite or sip of your buffet goodies, I’ll give in and stuff myself silly. Then I’ll ruin my appetite for tonight’s chili.”
 “Very well, muh-dom, I’ll leave these things out in case anyone else shows up, and then I think I’ll go shopping for my secret ingredients for tonight’s le bone repast.” Sometimes he almost forgot to implement his fake French accent but Agnes never seemed to notice.
 

After leaving the supermarket, Mark decided to have lunch at the Deli-Sandwich-Coffee Shop. Once in a while he needed a break from his own cooking. To his surprise, he found Kevin there biting into a huge submarine sandwich.
 “What?” teased Kevin, “not staying at home and partaking of your own French cuisine?”
 “Nah, what about you? Tired of my cooking?”
 “Hell no, man, it’s just that, well, I was downtown and not planning to go home till later.”
Mark sat down beside Kevin and ordered a Reuben sandwich. Their conversation dwelled on athletic events and Magnolia Creek’s softball team. Mark wondered how an athletic guy like Kevin could be so happy living a life of doing absolutely nothing. He himself enjoyed working, having something to do each day, even if it was catering to the nonsensical whims of rich people. Ah well, he thought, ‘to each his own’, a saying he had heard Lester say once in a while. Of course some people had more than others. And besides, he had plans.
His sandwich finished, Mark got up. “Guess I’d better get back to the house.”
 “Yeah, man, no problem, or as ‘Marcel’ would say, no problemo. Damn, you’re funny at times.”
 “Thanks, you coming back now?”
 “Nah, I got some stuff to do around town. Looking forward to that chili tonight.”
Mark grinned and waved goodbye. What kind of stuff could he possibly have to do? He wondered if Kevin would end up as nutty as his mother. Then he laughed at himself. He really didn’t care how he ended up. Kevin had gone along with the masquerade and that was all that had mattered.
 

As he entered the back door Mark noticed how eerily quiet the house was. He went to the kitchen and began putting away the groceries. Next he went to the breakfast nook. The lunch buffet was as he had left it.
And Agnes was still there but slumped over, face down in her salad.
 “Miz Henley,” he said quietly. She didn’t move. He walked over to her and carefully felt her pulse. There wasn’t one. He glanced down at the contents of her salad bowl, which were garnishing her face.  


CHAPTER TEN
 

 

 
 
Mark calmly dialed 911 and reported that there had been an accident at Henley House. He knew Agnes was dead but decided the paramedics should make that pronouncement first. Next, he walked out into the main hallway and shouted up the stairs, not expecting a reply due to the stillness of the house, but deciding to make sure anyway.
To his surprise, Audrey answered, “Yeah, Mark, what is it?”
 “Ha-have you been here a while? I didn’t think anyone was here when I got back from town.”
 “I was in my room. I guess I fell asleep reading a book. Why? What do you want?”
 “There’s been an accident.”
At that moment Bernie appeared from the suite she shared with Kevin. “What’s going on? What are you two gabbing about?”
 “What? You’re here, too?” he asked, rather astounded.
 “Yeah, I been trying on some new dresses that I bought.”
 “Then neither one of you ate lunch?”
 “We ate an early lunch downtown,” answered Audrey. “We had planned to shop all day but Bernie just couldn’t wait to try her new dresses on, so we came on home.”
 “Hey! Are those sirens I hear?” asked Bernie.
 “My goodness, Mark, are those sirens coming here?” gasped Audrey. “What kind of accident are you talking about?”
 “Huh? Accident? What’s going on?” demanded Bernie.
 “Come on down. It’s Agnes.”
Audrey and Bernie stared at each other, open-mouthed, and then simultaneously ran down the stairs.
 “Where? What? How? When?” they both yelled.
 “Just calm down and wait.”
Lester burst through the front door. “What the hell’s going on? That damn ambulance followed me all the way home!”
 “Agnes has had an accident, but we’re not sure what happened. Mark found her.” explained Audrey.
 “Agnes?” His startled expression turned immediately to concern. He looked around. “Where’s Penny?” He desperately needed all three women in the library at once. Now was the time to improvise.  
While Lester was worrying over his own problem, Mark was leading the paramedics through the kitchen to the breakfast nook. Then Lester thought to ask, “Accident? Then she’s-she’s not?”
 “We don’t know,” wailed Bernie. “Mark didn’t say.”
Penny came running in from outside, breathless.
 “Where have you been?” demanded Lester.
 “Wa-walking in the gardens. Then I heard the sirens and suddenly realized they had come here. What’s happened?”
 “Something’s happened to Agnes but we don’t know what,” explained Audrey.
 “Oh!” gasped Penny.
 “Are you all right?” asked Lester. “You look like you’re going to faint.”
 “Yes, I guess I’m okay,” she replied meekly.
 “Fine. Now I want everyone in the library while I find out what happened. I mean, after all, she is my wife.”
The three women obediently trooped into the library.
Lester ran to the kitchen and grabbed Mark.
 “She’s dead, Lester,” he said evenly.
Lester sank into a chair and buried his face in his hands, relief sweeping over him, but pretending uncontrollable grief. “How did it happen?” he moaned.
Mark didn’t think he should say anything definite until the authorities arrived. “I don’t know. I found her face down in her salad. The paramedics are waiting for the cops and the medical examiner.”
 “Cops? Why do the cops have to come? You should have called Quincy Martin. He’s the Justice of the Peace!”
 “That’s just the way it is nowadays, I guess. The paramedics called them. And why should I have called old Quincy? The guy’s an idiot. Come on, Les, you need to calm down. You’re not making sense.”
 “I-I’ll tell the others,” he said as morosely as he could and left the kitchen. Were they going to be able to pull it off? So far, the women had put on a damn good show. That damn Mark! How could he be so stupid and not call Quincy? Didn’t people know they’re supposed to call a JP when someone was found dead? Damn, why did it have to be Mark that found her?
As he walked into the library, three feminine faces anxiously turned toward him.
 “She’s dead,” he stated matter-of-factly.
 “Ohhh,” they all murmured.
 “But how?” asked Audrey.
 “Mark doesn’t know. He found her face down in her salad. He and the paramedics are waiting for the cops to arrive.”
As he watched the information sink in, Lester said, “Now, we’ve got to work on our alibis.”
 “But Mark said it was an accident,” objected Audrey, “so why are the police coming?”
 “Mark don’t know diddly,” snapped Lester. “I thought ole stupid Quincy would come sign the death certificate, put anything I told him. Heart attack, maybe. Whatever happened, we got to have alibis anyway, just to be on the safe side.”
The three women looked at each other then at Lester in horror. They were damn good actresses, he would give them that.
“Okay,” he said sprightly, “Audrey, didn’t you and Bernie go shopping?”
 “Yes, but…”
 “No buts. Did Mark or Kevin see you when you came back?”
 “No, but…”
“I said, no buts. You two were out shopping and had just come back when Mark found her.”
The two women stared at each other. “That won’t work, Les. We already told Mark we were here,” explained Audrey.
 “What?” Lester almost screeched.
 “Wait,” said Penny, “do you know when she died?”
 “No,” said Lester, “but it had to have been sometime after noon. She was dead in her salad.” His voice was croaking. Damn, that was funny, he thought, but he knew he had to get control of himself.
 “But,” Penny asked the other two women, “did you tell Mark what time you got home?”
 “No-o-o,” said Audrey slowly.
 “Okay, then you two can alibi each other. Just say you went upstairs together and stayed there. You can both say you left your doors open and would have known if the other went downstairs.”
 “I wouldn’t change clothes with the door open,” protested Bernie.
 “Shut up, you ninny,” said Audrey. “This is an alibi we’re talking about. We’re going to do exactly as Penny said. We were upstairs with the doors open. I was reading and fell asleep just as Mark called out to us. I already told Mark that, so I can’t change it, dammit! And you were changing clothes. Now, that’s it. You got it?”
 “Yeah,” she replied sullenly.  
As Bernie had never exhibited much in the way of modesty, Audrey thought it nerve-wracking that she should at this time put on such a silly act.
 “Okay, that’s settled,” said Lester. “Now, Penny, we’ll say you and I ran into each other downtown and we bought hamburgers at Lottaburger’s Drive-Thru.”
 “Is that where you ate, Lester?” asked Audrey.
 “Yeah, but nobody’ll remember whether we went there or not. We’ll say we ate on the way home.”
 “But she wasn’t with you when you drove up,” Audrey pointed out, “and the paramedics were right behind you.”
 “Oh, right. Okay, let’s say after eating in the pickup I let Penny out to do some window-shopping and she walked home alone. No, that won’t work because I think I asked where Penny was in front of Mark. Damn!”
 “Oh my, oh my,” cried Penny. “What am I going to do?”
 “How about this?” suggested Audrey, “we’ll say you went shopping with Bernie and me.”
 “But lots of people saw you and me together but no one saw Penny,” objected Bernie.
 “It doesn’t matter. We’ll say we split up as soon as we got downtown then met again to come home. When we got here Penny decided to go for a walk and didn’t come inside.”
 “That’s not good,” grumbled Lester. “One of us has got to say we saw Penny someplace.”
 “Oh, I’ll say I saw her out in the gardens from my window, that she never came near the house,” said Audrey.
 “But-but you said you fell asleep,” wailed Penny.
 “Th-that was just before Mark found the body,” Audrey had difficulty in describing Agnes that way. “I just barely dozed off. Agnes had to have been dead before Mark came home.”
They fell silent as the ramifications of what they were discussing hit them. Agnes was really dead and they were each contributing to a cover-up, a possible crime in itself. 
And more than one of them was thinking that someone had actually committed murder!
Audrey broke the silence, “Now, Lester. Your alibi. Did anyone see you downtown?”
 “Sure, lots of people.”
 “Very good. Then if Agnes died between noon and,” she glanced at her watch, “well, right now it’s after one-thirty, say one-fifteen and a lot of people saw you, including the paramedics, then you have the best alibi.”
Lester sank into a deep easy chair and collapsed, thinking that if Audrey could figure out that he had an unbreakable alibi, then surely those idiot cops could do the same.
 “Now,” continued Audrey, “Penny, Bernie, and I went shopping. We ate downtown, Bernie and I together. Where did you really eat Penny? Here?”
 “No, I skipped lunch. I gulped down a large breakfast. The French toast, remember? I wanted to work up an appetite for tonight’s chili.”
 “Well, we’ll just say you shopped while Bernie and I ate. Then we’ll say we came home, say around one o’clock. Bernie and I went upstairs. Penny, you stayed outside.”
 “But we got home earlier than that,” argued Bernie.
 “Oooh, Bernie, we’re creating alibis! We have to stick to the same story. Just remember one o’clock we arrived, you and I upstairs, Penny outside, Lester downtown the whole time. That way we’re all covered. This is for your own good and ours, too. Do you understand?”
 “Yeah, I guess so.”
 “Well, you’d better,” chastised Lester who added in a rather matter-of-fact tone, “now we got to act natural which means we’re in mourning but we can’t overdo it either.”
Suddenly, Audrey fell onto a sofa and exclaimed, “Can you believe it? It’s happened! Agnes, my sister, is really dead!”
 “That’s good! That’s good!” approved Lester. “But you have to cry some. Shed some tears. Let’s all of us get into the act now. Agnes was a respected community leader. We’re her family. We, above all, have to put on a good show of grief.”
Audrey looked up at him, slightly angry, “I wasn’t acting.”
 “Lester!” cried Penny, “This isn’t a joke, a game, anymore. This is real. Agnes is, uh, gone.”
 “Good, good, keep it up,” he said ignoring their little protests. “Now another thing, we never ever mention the drawing, and, therefore, no one must ever confess about having drawn the X. Now, we’re hoping that the cops’ll think like Mark and call the whole thing an accident but, if not, then that person is the suspect if somebody tells our little secret. And no matter what, don’t talk about it among yourselves. We can’t afford any finger pointing.” He especially didn’t want any fingers pointed at him if each disclosed she had drawn the X.
Penny and Audrey stared at him, speechless. Bernie stood back and looked at everyone with a sullen expression.  
Damn, she was going to be the hard one to control, figured Lester. Why did Kevin have to marry a loose-tongue Tucker?
 “So,” he continued, “I want each of you to swear that you’ll never ever tell nobody.”
 “That’s a double negative, Les,” interrupted Penny, “two negatives make a positive.”
 “Gawdamighty! What the hell you talking about, woman? We ain’t talking grammar. We’re talking murder! Gawdamighty,” he repeated. “Audrey, do you swear you’ll never mention our plan or the X or anything?”
Slightly bemused, she replied calmly, “Yes, Lester, I do so swear.”
 “Penny?”
 “Yes,” she said meekly.
 “Bernie?”
 “I guess so.”
 “You guess so? You guess so? No, Bernie, you have to say yes, I swear not to talk.”
 “Yes, I swear not to talk,” she countered defiantly.
 “Now, I got to go see if the paramedics can tell me anything so don’t talk about nothing except maybe practice your alibis. Get that down pat.” He left the room shaking and hoping that they wouldn’t break down and confide in each other. “Audrey’s got common sense. Maybe she’ll keep Penny who’s weak and Bernie who’s a hothead Tucker in check”. As he walked toward the kitchen, he prayed for the alibis to hold up and for his plan to succeed.
 

“Are you okay?” asked Mark, putting his arms around Lester’s shoulder when Lester entered the kitchen.  
 “I-I don’t know,” moaned Lester. “Mark, do you know where Kevin is?”
 “He’s downtown. He and I had lunch together at the Deli. He stayed because he said he had stuff to do. I came back and that’s when I found her.”
 “Well, somebody’s got to find him.”
 “That’s just what I was thinking but I ought to stay till the cops get here. Why don’t you go and try to find him?”
 “Yeah, I’ll do that.”
As Lester turned to go, he felt tremendous relief. Kevin, his poor, dear son, who was the only family member who truly loved Agnes, had been downtown during the crucial time and, therefore, had an alibi, as apparently did Mark. Well, they were innocent, anyway. He just hoped none of them had to explain what they were doing. Audrey, Bernie, and he had pretty solid stories, except that damn Penny. Well, as long as Audrey and Bernie covered for her she was okay. But wait, maybe the cops would agree with Mark. An accident? Maybe that dumb doctor would say a heart attack because Agnes was fat. Could he be that lucky?
 

At that moment, Officers Donovan and Metson arrived, accompanied by the medical examiner.


CHAPTER ELEVEN
 

 

 
 
Lester ducked into the library as Mark opened the front door and courteously greeted the authorities.
 “Officers, if you’ll follow me, please.”
 “Hold on a minute, Mark,” said Donovan who wanted to take in his surroundings, the interior of the famed Henley House. May Belle had visited here many times but had never given him a complete picture. He and Metson stood inside the entryway, which opened onto a long hallway, and glanced around. To their right was the main staircase that led to a balcony that circled the entire second floor. Straight above them, hanging from a very high ceiling, was an enormous chandelier.
 “Man, I’d hate to have to change one of those teeny little bulbs. How on earth do they do that anyway?” asked Donovan.
 “I’ve never seen it done, sir, but I think they must do it with a very tall ladder. I’ve seen one that’s taller than the staircase in the garage. Also, they never turn those lights on except maybe when Miz Agnes has-er-had evening company.”
 “Lordy,” whispered Metson in awe of the Henley lifestyle.
As he glanced around and up at the balcony, Donovan asked, “I see the stairs go on up to the third floor. Does anybody live up there or is that an attic?”
 “Oh no, sir, not an attic. Both Miz Agnes and Lester have their own private suites up there. The stair doorway opens onto a small hallway.”
 “They both got their own rooms?” asked Donovan in amazement. Then he looked at the doors that faced the main hallway. Just under the staircase was a closed door. To their left was another closed door.  
 “Where do them doors lead to?” asked Donovan.
 “This one,” said Mark, indicating the one on the right, “opens onto the living room. The other one goes into the library.”
 “And where is Miz Agnes?”
 “She’s in the breakfast nook, sir.”
Donovan wanted to ask what a breakfast nook was but figured he’d find out soon enough. “Well, take us there then, son,” he said gruffly.
Mark led them down the long, wide, marbled floor of the hallway. As they passed another door on the right, Donovan asked, “What room is in there?”
 “That’s the formal dining room, sir.”
 “Oo-ee, they got rooms for each meal?” he said before realizing that perhaps he shouldn’t reveal how ignorant he was of the lifestyles of the wealthy.
 “Uh, no, sir, lunch is usually eaten in the breakfast nook or outside on the pool patio.”
 “Is that so? Well, let’s get to that breakfast nook, then.”
Reaching the kitchen, Mark turned left and started to enter the kitchen.
 “Wait just a minute, boy,” said Donovan, “what’s this room behind the dining room?”
 “Those are my quarters, sir, a little sitting room, bedroom, and bathroom.”
 “Gawdamighty,” mumbled Donovan as he and Metson followed Mark into the kitchen. The kid was acting like he really was some kind of English butler. However, he immediately turned his attention to the kitchen with its shiny silver fixtures, glistening pots and pans, wall oven and microwave, electric range, refrigerator and freezer almost big enough to walk in, and butcher block table that formed an island in the middle of the room. The breakfast nook just beyond the kitchen formed a circular alcove that looked out onto the patio area and the gardens. Seated at the table with her head in her salad was a very dead Agnes Henley.
Mark stepped aside and watched Donovan and Rupert Norrison, the medical examiner, as they made a visual examination of the corpse in silence. Metson stood aside and watched them, also. A few minutes later Norrison asked Mark where the nearest phone was.
 “Right here in the kitchen,” he replied, leading him back into that room.  
Norrison, a dark haired serious man who was a year younger than Donovan but much more fit physically, called the police station and, to Mark’s surprise, requested lab men and the police photographer. He replaced the phone and stood quietly.
Donovan, who had remained in the breakfast nook with Metson, walked into the kitchen and broke the silence, “Uh, would you excuse us, Mark?”
Mark bowed and returned to the breakfast nook.
Donovan shook his head in amazement at Mark’s behavior then turned to Norrison, “Well, doc, what do you think?”
 “Considering she’s face down in a salad bowl full of poisonous weeds, what would you think?” Not giving him time to answer, he continued, “We’ll have to have an autopsy to make sure.”
 “What?” cried Donovan. “You mean she accidentally ate poisonous weeds? How do you know they’re poisonous?”
 “You mean a country boy like you don’t recognize them weeds? Besides, I can’t imagine how anyone could force her to eat them. But that’s not my job to find out why she ate them, if indeed she did eat them. That’s your job. Finding the cause of death is my job, not the whys and wherefores. That’s why I called the lab boys, just in case you need some evidence.”
 “Wha-What?” Donovan almost choked. He thought that Norrison’s behavior was a little extreme. Wasn’t he supposed to be the one in charge? Damn, he had never had an investigation like this. Miz Henley, of all people! But no, he had to calm down. Rupert was right. He probably knew more what he was doing than he did. He hoped that Daryl and especially that damn Mark weren’t noticing anything  
Deciding he needed to do something authoritative, he walked back into the breakfast nook and asked Mark, “Okay son, what happened? Who found her?”
 “I did.”
 “Were you here while she was eating?”
 “No, sir. I had set out a soup and sandwich buffet for the family, although they don’t always eat here. No one seemed to be around except Mrs. Henley. She’s the only one who usually eats-ate-all three meals regularly.”
 “What do the others do?”
 “Drift in and out for breakfast and lunch, but most of them usually eat lunch downtown if they’re shopping or whatever. But everyone is always here for dinner. Miz Agnes wanted that meal to be a major production. She liked dining in high style.”
 “Yeah? Well, we’ll talk about that later if it’s important.” He wondered how Mark could serve anyone in high style. “So where were you while she was eating?”
 “Shopping for groceries.”
 “How come she was eating salad instead of soup and sandwiches?”
 “She said she didn’t want anything except salad and that she’d go out to the garden and pick the greens.”
Donovan raised his eyebrows. Didn’t Mark know what he was saying? Didn’t he know that Agnes Henley’s salad bowl was full of poisonous weeds?
 “Was that normal for her to pick her own greens?”
 “Oh yes, sir, she loved that garden.”
 “So you left?”
 “Yes, so I went to the grocery store for tonight’s dinner ingredients and then to the Deli where I met Kevin. We ate together. I left him there, then came back here and found her.”
 “Hmm. And the others? Were they here when you left and when you came back?”
 “I don’t think anyone was here when I left but I could be mistaken. The house was awful quiet when I returned. When I found Miz Henley, I dialed 911, and then called out to make sure the house was empty. To my surprise, Miss Audrey and Miz Bernadette were upstairs in their rooms.”
 “Hmm, ya don’t say.” Donovan couldn’t get used to referring to a Tucker girl in such a formal manner. “And the others?”  
 “Lester got here just ahead of the paramedics. As for Miss Penny, I’m not sure. My impression is that she was outside somewhere. Right now I think they’re in the library. Lester was on his way to town to look for Kevin but entered the library just as you came, I guess to tell the ladies where he was going. I don’t know if he’s still there or not. As for Kevin, I guess he’s still downtown.”
Before he could respond, the doorbell rang. The lab men, two officers in plain clothes, and the police photographer had arrived.
Mark led them to the breakfast nook and stood back to watch the proceedings. He figured he shouldn’t be there but since Donovan didn’t seem to know any better, Mark decided to stay until someone told him to leave.
After photographs were taken, Norrison made a cursory examination, and then the lab men began their chores. Mark observed the silent, eerie police rituals slightly perplexed. From watching TV dramas and movies, he had assumed that the lab men and photographer would joke, laugh, and comment about the corpse and it’s surroundings as they went about their gruesome tasks, using hilarity to mask and numb whatever feelings they might have toward death. Not so, at least in this case. Perhaps his presence stifled their normal behavior but somehow he doubted that. They all knew he was Mark Robeson, son of the owner of The Cracked Cup Diner. None of them would blink an eye at cracking jokes in front of him. He finally decided their behavior was due simply to show respect for the deceased, a prominent citizen. What puzzled Mark the most, however, was why they were being so meticulous before removing the body. What made them think this was anything but an accident? It seemed to him that they were acting like this was the scene of a violent crime. This worried Mark and he hoped that he was overreacting at their procedures.
As the lab men finished, Donovan turned to Mark, “Okay, show me the library now.” Metson stayed behind to complete his notes and watch the paramedics remove the body.
Mark led him back to the main hallway and, as he turned to indicate the library door, Donovan continued to muse at his behavior. He had known Mark all of his life and had considered him a good kid. At the moment, Mark’s behavior was calm, professional, and respectful as due a trusted family servant, which, he thought, was completely out of character for a young man brought up in Magnolia Creek. He admitted to himself that he was impressed but damn, he didn’t know whether that was good or bad. The kid was a puzzle. That was for damn sure.
Mark didn’t enter the library but remained by the door.
If Mark was calm, the scene that Donovan encountered in the library was anything but. The occupants turned jerkily toward the door as it opened, mouths open and anxiety written on their faces. A very nervous Lester took charge. Donovan wondered why he wasn’t out looking for Kevin.
 “Oh, Chief Donovan, what-what has happened to my dear Agnes?”
Donovan turned to Mark, “Haven’t they been informed?”
 “Yes, sir. I think Lester wants to know how she died.”
 “Hmmm.” He didn’t want to say more than he should. He’d never had a case like this before. At least he thought this was a case, whether or not murder was suspected. On the surface it seemed to look accidental but he wondered why that esteemed lady would eat poisonous weeds.  
Cautiously, he replied, “It appears to have been an accident. The autopsy should help.” Damn! Should he have said accident? To late he realized that he should have said they were waiting on the autopsy. But, he reminded himself, this was Miz Henley’s family. They needed to know something.
A collective gasp escaped from his little audience. Was it a gasp of relief or something else? Suddenly, the hairs on Donovan’s neck bristled, a personal phenomenon that occurred when things weren’t just quite right. Or were they reacting the way normal people would react when informed of a loved one’s death? But then, he wasn’t informing them of the death. He knew grief and shock can cause people to act in odd ways. He’d had plenty of experience in informing families about relatives who had died in accidents but the expressions facing him were not like any he had experienced before. What had he said that had provoked them so? Accident? Autopsy? What had they been expecting?
 “Accident? What kind of accident?” demanded Lester.
Relieved that they weren’t going to protest an autopsy as some families did, not wanting their loved ones cut up, he responded, “Something she ate or so it seems. I can’t say anything else until we get the autopsy results.”
Horror appeared on the faces before him, causing him to realize that his relief had been premature. He knew he was going to have to tread lightly. This was a family in mourning but there were questions he wanted to ask.
At that moment Metson entered the room. Donovan motioned him to sit down and to continue to take notes. Metson, wondering what his boss was up to, complied but thought that was a strange way to act in front of a grieving family. It looked like the poor woman had accidentally put weeds in her salad. Well maybe the chief did need to ask some questions.  
 “Now,” continued Donovan, “I don’t want to upset you anymore, and I want you to know that this is just normal procedure. Even though you’re hurting bad, I got to ask you some questions.”  
There was silence from the group as they waited expectantly.
 “I’d like to know where each of you was during the past couple of hours.” He wanted to add that maybe if someone had been here, the accident wouldn’t have happened. Someone would have prevented her from eating those weeds
but he felt giving his opinions might not be prudent and none of them yet seemed to know what had killed her. He turned to Lester, “Mr. Henley, your whereabouts?”
Lester sputtered, tried to clear his throat, and croaked, “I-I was downtown. As I was coming home, the paramedics drove right up behind me. Sc-scared me to death.” He was still scared to death but glad that he had not gone in search of Kevin. He wanted to keep a rein on the women and watch and monitor what they said.  
 “How long were you downtown?”
 “About two and a half hours,” he almost said he had plenty of witnesses but he’d read in one of Agnes’ mystery books that it was incriminating to voluntarily give away unsolicited information. Of course he didn’t think he needed to worry. That fool Donovan seemed to think it was an accident but yet why the autopsy? Anyway, if he asked him he would gladly give him the information.
 “Hmmm, Miss Audrey?”
 “Uh, Bernie, Penny, and I went shopping this morning and we got back shortly before Mark found her.”
 “None of you went into the kitchen or the-uh-breakfast nook when you got back?”
 “No, there was no reason to. Bernie and I had eaten at the Deli. She and I went straight to our rooms. Penny didn’t even come inside.”
Donovan turned to Penny, “Where did you eat?”
 “I-I didn’t. I skipped lunch. I had a big breakfast.”
 “Then what did you do when you came back from town?”
 “I-I went for a walk in the gardens. It’s a lovely day,” she added in a timid little voice.
The mention of gardens startled Donovan. Yet Miss Audrey had said they arrived just before Mark discovered the body. So Miss Penelope was allegedly in the gardens after the death.
 “Where did you eat, Mr. Henley?”
 “Lottaburger.”
 “What?” sputtered Donovan. “You passed up Mark’s soup and sandwiches or his dad’s cheeseburgers?”
 “I happen to be partial to them big double-deckers. They don’t call then Lottaburger for nothing,” stated Lester calmly, wondering why Donovan should care one way or the other what and where he ate.
Donovan immediately realized he shouldn’t let personal feelings regarding food, in particular hamburgers, interfere with a possible investigation. However, he felt that Lottalettuce would be a more appropriate name than Lottaburger. He turned to Bernie.
 “After you got to your room, what did you do, Miz Bernadette?” He almost choked, addressing her that way.
 “Tried on some new clothes.”
 “And you, Miss Audrey?”
 “I started to read, then dozed off just as Mark called out.”
 “Miss Penelope, what did you do downtown while Miss Audrey and Miz Bernadette was eating?”
 “Shopping.”
 “What did you buy?”
 “Not much. I was just looking.”
Metson groaned. What the hell did any of these questions have to do with anything? Putting this poor family through the third degree for no good reason. Donovan was acting like he was out in the trailer park instead of with a grieving high society family.
Looking at the three women, Donovan asked, “If Miz Agnes had called out for help, would any of you have heard her?”  
Metson groaned again, more loudly this time. What the hell did he think he was doing?
Donovan himself knew he had asked an improper question the minute he said it. In a court of law it would be objected and sustained. He was getting out of control here. He had to put an end to this interrogation-investigation.
But he noticed how startled the three women and Lester were at the question. What was going on? Fear? Guilt? Did they hear something but didn’t go to her rescue?
 “We didn’t hear anything,” said Audrey who regained her composure first. “Or, at least, I didn’t. As I said, we arrived shortly before Mark did.”
And, of course, she was dead before Mark found her, thought Metson, if they were all telling the truth. And why wouldn’t they be? Donovan needs to let up on them. Poor family. Poor Miz Agnes.
 “Ch-Chief Donovan,” injected Penny shyly, “you said she died from something she ate. Do you know what it was?”
 “We’re not definite on the cause of death. I have an idea but can’t say anything for sure, like I said, until I get the autopsy results. Now then, we need to find Kevin. Mark said he had lunch with him downtown, and I suppose he’s still there. He should be informed of his mother’s death.”
Metson sighed with relief. Finally he was acting the way he should have all along. Interrogating these people, the very idea.
At that moment, the front door opened and Kevin’s voice was heard, “Hey, what’s going on? An ambulance just pulled out of the driveway.”
 

Donovan wasted no time in informing Kevin of his mother’s death. It was a part of his job that he hated and it was a part he tried to do quickly and efficiently with as much sympathy and compassion as he could muster, which in this case was quite a bit. He had always liked Kevin in spite of the fact that he was a spoiled, rich kid but Kevin had always seemed fond of his mother.
Devastated, Kevin collapsed on one of the library sofas and was consoled by Lester and Bernie. Penny and Audrey, with stricken faces, stood mute like statues behind the sofa.
Donovan informed the grieving family that he and Metson were leaving but would return the next day with the autopsy results.
 

As Donovan and Metson drove back to the station, the chief commented, “Ya know, I feel sorry for the Henleys, but I get a weird feeling from them.”
 “How so?”
 “I don’t know. They seemed genuinely grief-stricken but something else, too, fear maybe, and they were awful nervous.”
 “Ah, come on, boss, you’re letting your imagination get away from you.”
 “Yeah, you’re right,” agreed Donovan. “This is Magnolia Creek, just a small southern town. No way we could have some fancy complicated crime here.”
 “Of course not. Their reactions are normal. At least probably for people like them.”
 “How so?”
 “Rich people hold in their emotions more than us plain folks.”
 “That’s ridiculous! Besides, they weren’t holding anything in. Like I said, they were grief-stricken. Of course they weren’t crying and carrying on like some people would over at the trailer park. They’re too well bred for that, except for Miz Bernie, and you got to admit she was behaving like she should. Besides ole Lester ain’t exactly high society. The one I can’t understand, though, is Miz Agnes herself.”
 “Huh? How do you mean?”
 “Why would she eat poisonous weeds?”
 “Do you know for sure that she did?”
 “No, but it sure looks like it. If she didn’t then why were they in her salad? No use speculating though till we get the autopsy report. I think Mark’s the only one that saw her dead in her salad. I wonder if he knew what those weeds were.”
 “Probably not. I wouldn’t have known, at least not until the medical examiner said so.”
 “Mark was the only calm and cool one in that house,” said Donovan.
 “Well, he didn’t have any reason to mourn. He don’t have any emotional ties to Miz Henley.”
 “Yeah, but will he stay on as Marcel, French chef? He and Kevin were classmates for gawd’s sake. I feel sorry for Miz Henley and her family but this Marcel business is damn strange. I’ll be curious to see if Mr. Lester Henley keeps him on.”
 “I guess he gets the whole shebang.”
 “Huh? What do you mean?”
 “Lester, as the husband inherits, don’t he?”
 “I imagine.” Donovan fell silent for a few minutes, and then said, “In that case not only am I curious as to what happens to Mark but also to Lester’s sister-in-law and his dead wife’s companion.”
 “I guess we’ll find out sooner or later. Uh, you think when we go back there we’ll get served any of those horse-uh-doves?”
 “Now what the hell kind of oar-doves would Mark Robeson serve us? Chips and cheese-dip?”
 “He might add some chili. That’s what’s he’s going to fix for dinner tonight.”
 “Good lord!”


CHAPTER TWELVE
 

 

Mark quietly entered the library and beckoned to Lester, who reluctantly left his grieving son.
 “Uh, sir, do you want me to go ahead with dinner as planned? It was-uh-chili, you know.”
 “Of course, Mark,” he said distractedly. “We still have to eat.”
 “Please accept my condolences, sir. Miz Henley was an-er-exceptional woman.”
Lester stared at Mark, suddenly wondering if he were sincere or merely putting on an elaborate act, something he was quite good at. Or was it something more sinister? Did he suspect anything? But staring at the young man’s complacent face, he convinced himself not to let paranoia take hold.
 “Uh yes, Mark, thank you. And the chili will be fine. It’ll be just the thing we need to perk us up.”
 “Very good, sir.”  
Mark withdrew from the room leaving Lester puzzled at his behavior, which, although he dropped the French accent, was more Marcel than Mark Robeson. There was no longer any need for the French chef routine.
He returned to his son. “Bernie, let’s get Kevin upstairs. Son, do you need a sedative or something’?”
 “No, Dad, I’ll be okay. But how could this have happened? She wasn’t that old!” He began shaking and quivering as he embraced his father.
 “We never know when we’ll be called, son. It was her turn, I guess.” He heard Audrey stifle a gasp behind them. Or was it a giggle? Damn, he thought. So far they had played their parts perfectly. If only he could get Kevin upstairs before someone cracked.
 “I hate to mention this, son, but it has to be done.”
 “What, Dad?”
 “About the arrangements. The funeral. You want me to take care of everything?”
 “Oh lord, yes. I can’t bear to-to think about it.”
 “Uh, Lester,” murmured Audrey.
 “What?” he snapped.
 “Don’t forget the autopsy.”
 “What?” wailed Kevin. “But why?”
 “It-it’s standard procedure, son. They think her-uh-death might’ve been accidental-like.”
 “What? You mean it could’ve been prevented? What kind of accident?”
 “Uh, we-we don’t know. Donovan says it was something she ate but didn’t say what.”
 “Oh no! You mean food poisoning? But Mark uses only fresh ingredients! I mean, he grew up with food preparation.”
 “Son, we don’t know what happened. She was found in uh-the breakfast nook. She must have died during lunch.” Lester felt this was not the time to inform his son of the incongruous position of the body, especially the head.
 “Who-who found her?”
 “Mark did.”
 “Mark? But-but I had lunch with Mark.”
 “He found her when he got home.”
 “But where were the rest of you?”
 “We’d all gone to town.” Lester didn’t want to go through the makeshift alibis with Kevin. The less he knew, the better, at least for now.
 “She died all alone?”
 “Looks like it, son.”
Kevin was silent a few moments, burying his face in his hands. Suddenly he jerked up, “But an autopsy, cutting and slicing my mama. Ohhh.”
 “They’ll put her back together,” said Audrey rather morbidly. “It’s done rather well, I think.”
Ignoring her, Lester continued to console Kevin, “Don’t you fret, son. Get some rest. Come on, Bernie, let’s get him up to your room.”
 

After the three of them had left, Audrey turned to a very silent Penny and studied her for a few moments, then said, “Let’s certainly hope the verdict is that dear Agnes died accidentally.”
 “Of course. They mustn’t think anything else.”
 “Very good, Penny. Keep thinking that way. Now, I think we should both go to our rooms and rest and not say anything else.”
 “Yes, later, but I’m starving. Dead Agnes or no dead Agnes. I’ve got to have something to eat.”
 “At a time like this?”
 “Audrey, I didn’t have lunch!”
 “Oh. Come to think of it, I’m hungry, too. We ate very early. Let’s go see if those sandwiches are okay.”
 “Why wouldn’t they be?”
 “Well, lying in close proximity to the corpse and all.”
 “Oh, Audrey, surely not! Perhaps the soup?”
 “Soup would be better anyway. We need something light since we’re having Mark’s chili tonight. Isn’t that the reason you skipped lunch?”
 “Yes, you’re right. I thought I could hold out.”
As they entered the kitchen Penny said, “Do you think Mark is going to continue working here? It seems strange that we won’t have to call him Marcel anymore.”
Apparently overhearing her, Mark stepped out of the pantry. “Yes, Miss Penny, I hope I can stay on here and I hope you all want me to. This is a good job with good pay, for the time being anyway. Of course, a lot depends on Lester. But it’s good experience in case I open my own restaurant or start a catering business.”
 “But couldn’t you achieve that with your dad at The Cracked Cup?” asked Audrey.
 “Yeah, but I need to expand my references and my clientele. Not many of you society folks patronize The Cup, and you’re the ones I want to cater to.”
 “Oh, I wouldn’t think we’re classified as society folks,” said Audrey, thinking of Lester and Bernie.
 “Miz Agnes sure thought she was.”
Audrey laughed. “Yes, she did put on airs. And the Briar name was once one to be reckoned with in this town.”
 “Just how did this charade of yours come about, anyway?” asked Penny. “I have a general idea, but not the particulars.”
 “Oh, I imagine it’s probably like you think. Bernie and Kevin used to come in at The Cup a lot and one day, while they were joking around, one of them said I ought to go cook at Henley House and replace those students Miz Henley always hired.”
 “Just exactly who came up with the idea?” asked Audrey.
 “Uh,” hesitated Mark, “I don’t remember exactly. But one thing led to another. Somebody came up with Marcel, French chef. Kevin later joked about it with his dad, who loved the idea. So one day, I got all dressed up and put on an act for Miz Henley, and she hired me on the spot. Didn’t seem to be any harm in the scheme. Everybody was happy. My dad’ll probably retire soon. My mom’s death really got to him. I’d like to work here until I can take over The Cup, then I’d change it to something more upbeat. Anyway, I’m getting some good ideas working here.”
 “Maybe so,” said Audrey, “but The Cracked Cup, as it is, is a Magnolia Creek institution.”
 “Have you ever eaten there, Miss Audrey?”
 “Well, no.”
 “And you, Miss Penny?”
 “Er-no.”
 “So, you see? I need to bring in fresh blood. I can keep my dad’s cheeseburgers but upgrade the place as well.”
 “Then,” declared Audrey, “I hope Lester keeps you on. We love your confections and concoctions but, if you want to upgrade your cuisine, then you’re going to have to eliminate all that fat and cholesterol. However, I don’t know how we managed before you came along.”
 “Everyone had to get his or her breakfast and lunch,” said Penny, “and we got so tired of those students that Agnes hired, one-by-one, to cook dinner for us. Especially those last two who were supposed to be under her tutelage at school. Some nutrition expert! The girls’ meals were disasters.”
 “I hate to be reminded,” stated Audrey. “Then Saint Marcel came and saved us with his unique, down-home, French cooking. You know, I agree with Penny. I’m going to miss calling you Marcel every evening. That was kind of fun.” She remembered she was supposed to be in mourning for her sister in front of Mark and immediately put on a sorrowful face.
Evidently not noticing any impropriety, Mark grinned, “Well, I’m glad everyone enjoyed my expertise including Miz Henley.”
Penny and Audrey laughed nervously.
 “Ah yes,” said Audrey, “what joy Agnes had in securing a prestigious French chef who produced such tasty yet fattening cuisine, not that it seemed to matter to her if it was fattening.”
 “Your first meal was a delight,” Penny smiled hesitantly. “Chicken and dumplings. Only you called them ‘pollo con le dimples.’ They were delicious, but how we kept a straight face during that meal, I’ll never know.”
 “Or any of the other meals either, for that matter,” joked Audrey.  
All three laughed temporarily leaving respectful mourning aside.
 “Okay, Mark, are the sandwiches and soup still edible?” asked Audrey.
 “As far as I know. I put them back in the fridge. Don’t eat too much, though.”
 “Yes, we know. Chili tonight. All we want is some soup. Save the sandwiches for tomorrow.”
 

As he watched the two women eat at the butcher-block table in the kitchen, the breakfast nook making them squeamish, Mark pondered the strange way in which various people reacted to a death. A sister and a friend using humor to cover their loss. He had felt tension between Agnes and the members of her household but death usually brought remorse and regret.
Audrey commented, as if sensing his thoughts, “I know we sound perhaps rather callous joking about your cooking and fooling Agnes so soon after her death. But sometimes laughter helps with grieving. She was my sister and it’s hard to grasp that I’ll never see her again.” With watery eyes, she rose from the table. “In fact I think I’ll go to my room and-and think about her.” She quickly left the kitchen, sniffling gently.
Penny arose, and said, “Yes, Mark, please understand. Sometimes shock causes people to act in strange ways.” She also left.
He stood motionless for a few minutes, meditating on the vagaries of people who realized their losses too late. Kevin was the only one in the household who had treated his mother with love and respect while she was alive. And even he had reveled in the Marcel act. Now everyone was obviously regretting their actions, wishing they had shown her more compassion. As for himself, Mark didn’t regret a thing. He had done what he had to do and, in spite of all her pomposity and condescension toward him, he had enjoyed fooling old Agnes.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 

 

 
 
In her room, Audrey began pacing up and down with anxiety in fear that Mark might have become suspicious of her and Penny’s actions. At least she had managed to squeeze out a few tears for Mark’s benefit.
 “I’ve got to get hold of myself. I’m supposed to grieve for my sister. I can’t let up for a minute. And Penny? What if she cracks? She’s always been such a namby-pamby, goody-two-shoes, and spineless. No wonder Agnes controlled her so easily. And now that damn autopsy looms over us. Why did Agnes have to be such a prominent citizen? I bet if that idiot Justice of the Peace would have signed the death certificate like Lester said, stating heart attack or some natural cause, then the case would be closed. Lester ought to put up some kind of fight. But no, it’s too late for that and he was the one that thought up the X drawing scheme. If anyone cracks, then the finger will point to him first and to me second. Why the hell did I have to be the one to draw the damn thing? Oh how I hope the others keep their mouths shut. I wonder, could Kevin stop the autopsy on grounds he didn’t want his mama cut up without drawing undo attention or suspicion?”
 

Penny was equally worried. She sat on her bed and buried her face in her hands.  
 “Oh, what will I do if they have an autopsy? I never thought about there being one. Natural causes would be a wonderful solution. Why couldn’t they have left it at that? Me, of all people, drawing that X! How could I have been drawn into that little plot? Will everyone really keep quiet and stick to the alibis? What if someone reveals the plan? Someone like Bernie who will say she didn’t draw the X? Would Audrey and Lester follow suit?”  
 “Well,” she thought defiantly, “I’ll just say the same thing. And whether we all did or did not flush our pieces of paper down the toilet, I could, at least, tear up another one and say that one was mine. Nobody would know the difference. But what if the other three did the same? Oh, this is ridiculous. How could anyone suspect shy little me? But still, why, oh why was I the one who drew it? Damn Lester and his ideas.”
 

Lester had retired to his rooms on the third floor, shaken by Kevin’s reaction. He loved the boy and hated to see him suffer. Kevin was a great son and he was lucky to have him. The only thing Lester and Agnes had agreed on was Kevin’s upbringing.  
 “I never minded when Agnes indulged him. We never played against each other in front of him or for him. I’ll give Agnes that much” He paced back and forth.


 “But,” his thoughts continued, “the other part of my life has been pure hell living with that woman. The constant nagging, lecturing, ‘Don’t eat pizza, Lester darling. It’ll make you fat, bad for your heart.’ Fat? Hell, talk about the pot calling the kettle black! ‘Put your shirt on Lester, darling, when you go outside. We must maintain our position and appearance in society.’ Appearance? Hadn’t she ever looked in a mirror?”
His thoughts were spinning out of control, his blood pressure rising.
Putting a halt to his irritating reflections, he turned to a more pleasing and self-congratulatory concept. What a stroke of genius it had been to come up with the idea of drawing to see who would kill Agnes. He wondered how the others were dealing with the so-called accidental death. Could it actually appear that way? But what were Audrey, Penny, and Bernie thinking? Were they going nuts, worrying about their little game? They had to hold up. Donovan shouldn’t be too hard to fool.
 

Bernie had finally convinced Kevin to take a sleeping pill. She watched him as he dozed fitfully. He had taken his mother’s death too hard, much too hard. But did she really care how Kevin felt about his mother? The woman had treated her abominably, although it had been anticipated. She knew Kevin loved her more than he had ever loved his mother. Otherwise he would never have married her. 

 “It’s funny, though, but I never thought he’d react like this.” Her thoughts shifted to the X she had drawn. “Will anyone besides Les, Audrey, and Penny think I had anything to do with Agnes dying? What’s an autopsy all about anyway? That accident idea sounds good to me. I don’t want nobody else thinking I did this. The four of us got to keep cool heads. Something my daddy never did. I sure don’t want to end up like him. I hope that little fool Penny keeps her mouth shut. She’s so honest she might just blab about us drawing to kill Agnes. Surely, Audrey’ll make her keep quiet.”
 

Dinner that evening was served at the regular time in deference to respect for the memory of Agnes and especially for Kevin, and, the four conspirators agreed, to put on a show of deeply felt mourning in front of Mark.
They had met briefly in the library where Lester and Audrey both admonished the other two to be careful with their behavior.  
The very paranoid Penny was convinced that all three pairs of eyes were focused on her and that they knew she had drawn the X. She even began to wonder if the entire plot had been planned that way.
The meal was hushed as everyone doted on a still seemingly sedated Kevin. The only departure from solemnity resulted from a comment by Bernie.
 “This chili is delicious but I don’t get it.”
 “Don’t get what?” asked Audrey sharply.
 “I thought chili was Mexican not French.”
As the others fought to contain their laughter, Kevin, coming out of his sedation, reproved her, “Honey, you know Mark isn’t French. For crying out loud, he came here from The Cracked Cup.”
 “I know,” she stated petulantly, “but I thought he was trying to cook French style.”
Kevin almost exploded, “Damn, you’re almost as easy to fool as Mom was!”
The others gasped at his momentary departure from grief.
 “Actually,” interposed Penny, “chili is Texan. It’s supposed to have originated near San Antonio.”
Ignoring Penny’s unsolicited tidbit of information, Kevin addressed his tablemates, “Now listen, you guys. I loved my mama but you all got to admit she was a little nuts when it came to food.”
 “Oh yes,” contributed Audrey dryly, “just remember Shetekia and Chenequel.”
They all laughed nervously except Bernie, who assumed that Audrey was referring to the spying episode the previous day in the garden. There seemed to be an undercurrent that went beyond Agnes’ plants. She looked at Mark, who, as he was serving the last of the chili, was trying to maintain a serious demeanor. Well, he had to get along with Kevin and Lester, too, for that matter. But she felt something just wasn’t right.


 “And,” continued Kevin in a more serious vein, “I know we all loved her and we’ll miss her. I-I think we should dedicate this dinner in her honor. I know how much she was looking forward to it.” Suddenly he broke down and cried.
Lester couldn’t take much more of his son’s grief or of his homage to his mother and knew he had to take charge. “Yes, Kevin is right. She had her moments,” and, he thought, that was putting it mildly, “but this meal is for her.”
To change the focus away from Agnes, he addressed Mark, “From now on I want you to eat with us. I want you to stay on and become a part of this family. Invite your dad over once in a while.”
Mark appeared relieved and grateful. He hoped that his amusement at being socially promoted due to the death of Agnes didn’t show on his face.
Lester’s comments to Mark produced a simultaneous reckoning among the three women. From now on Lester really was their new benefactor. Their future in Henley House depended on him, more, of course, for Audrey and Penny than Bernie who as Kevin’s wife had a secure position in the household.
 

The phone rang in Shirley Gates’ apartment study.
 “Hello,” said Shirley, breathlessly, as she picked up her telephone.
 “Shirley?”
 “Yes. Annie, is that you? What’s up?”
 “Then you haven’t heard?”
 “Heard what?”
 “About our dearly beloved assistant director.”
 “Agnes? What about her?”
 “She died sometime today.”
Silence, then “No! How? You’re not serious?”
 “Absolutely. It’s on the news right now. I’m surprised nobody notified you.”
 “I-I’ve been in my study here at home all afternoon working on the script for my TV segment. I turned off the bell on my telephone as soon as I got home from our luncheon and let the answering machine in the living room take over. I had just finished my work and had turned the bell on the minute you called. So please, explain everything to me.”
 “I only know what’s on TV. I thought maybe you had more information.”
 “No, no. What was on TV?”
 “She was found dead in her home.”
 “Who found her?”
 “Mark Robeson.”
 “Oh yes, Marcel, le grand chef. So, tell me everything. Was it a heart attack? She was so fat.”
 “The media hasn’t given out much information. All the medical examiner has said is that it may have been an accident.”
 “You’re kidding! What kind of accident?”
 “He wouldn’t say but the TV reporter said the rumor is food poisoning.”
 “Accidental food poisoning for the great nutritionist? How appropriate!” She almost laughed, then said more seriously, “I hope it wasn’t something that Mark fixed?”
 “Uhh, I don’t know but after what was said about finding a way to get rid of her, well, and I’m joking, really, I thought to myself, is this what Shirley meant by getting rid of Agnes? Killing her?”
 “Oh my goodness! That’s not funny, Annie. No, no, no! My plan was to petition the administration to eliminate Agnes’ position in order to save money to hire more teachers. There are lots of unnecessary positions in this school district and assistant director of nutrition is certainly one of them.”
 “Well, you and I know that but Agnes Henley was a force to reckon with in this town. She would never have been eliminated that way.” In spite of herself Annie began to giggle.
 “What’s so funny?”
 “This is terrible of me. She was eliminated. Isn’t that what mobsters do to, uh, competitors?”
 “Oh, Annie, we’re both terrible,” Shirley replied laughing. “But you’re right, I guess. Agnes probably would have kept her job. Although if the petition had succeeded, it would have been fun to see her get what she deserved. Alive, that is!”
 “Well, whatever. She’s out of the picture now. Do you think Shetekia and Chenequel had anything to do with her food poisoning?”
 “My word, Annie! What a thing to say! A few months ago I might have said maybe, but not now with Mark Robeson doing the cooking. I wonder what on earth could have happened. Listen, I’m dying to see if there are any messages on my answering machine. I’ll call you back if I learn anything.”
Shirley hung up the phone, walked into the living room, and found the machine blinking away. Of course, it wasn’t blinking any faster than usual. It just seemed that way. The messages were frantic calls from school personnel, colleagues, and friends inquiring if she had any knowledge of the death of Agnes Henley.
One call was from Chief Donovan.
 

Donovan drove into his driveway of his home wondering if May Belle had heard about Miz Agnes. He figured she probably had heard since she knew the poor lady and her friends loved to gossip. One thing he could say about May Belle, though, was that she ignored gossip. She listened to it but never picked up the phone and passed it on. He knew there were plenty of times that he probably could have gotten valuable information from her regarding a case but they had agreed early in their marriage not to discuss what went on at their respective jobs. May Belle taught world history in the junior high school but never brought her problems home to him and he did the same with her. Their evenings together were quiet sanctuaries of watching the evening news and reading newspapers.
Walking in the front door he called out his usual, “Honey, I’m home.”
She walked into the living room from the kitchen and kissed him on the cheek. “Busy day, huh?” she said with a slight sparkle in her eye.
 “You heard about Miz Agnes then?” he asked. This was probably one time when their rule about discussing his cases would be broken. After all May Belle knew Agnes Henley very well. It was only normal that she would want to talk about the death of a friend.
 “Oh yes, my phone has been ringing all day. The rumors are out of control. Everyone says she died of food poisoning. I hate to ask you this but is that true?”
 “I don’t know but it’s highly unlikely. I should get the autopsy report tomorrow.”
 “Well, in that case, I’ll try to squelch all the rumors that are floating about. I wonder how things like that get started?”
 “Damned if I know. I can’t believe that anyone on the force or in the Henley family leaked anything to the press. Oh, what am I saying! There’s a Tucker living there. I bet she’s the one that’s spreading those rumors. All she had to do was call her mama and tell some warbled story and ole lady Tucker would have a field day. Or maybe it was Mark Robeson what told his daddy. After all he’s the one that found the body.”
May Belle smiled. For once she would have liked to grill Harold about Agnes but she realized that this was one case that she should wait for the official verdict. She had definite opinions regarding Agnes Henley especially in regard to food poisoning but she’d keep silent for the time being. After Agnes was buried and the case was closed then she might tell Harold a thing or two.
 “Well, come on and get ready for dinner,” she said. “At least you don’t have to worry about food poisoning here.”
He laughed as he gave her a big hug.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 



Wednesday, June 5th
 
 
“Damn!” said Donovan Wednesday morning when he heard the results of the autopsy. “You mean to say I really do have a suspicious death to investigate here in Magnolia Creek? And Miz Henley of all people!”
 “It’s just as I expected,” said Rupert Norrison, the medical examiner, “she died from eating poisonous weeds in her salad. Her salad bowl and her stomach were full of them. Now, the way I see it, your job is to figure out why or how a nutrition expert could confuse something like that.”
 “Damn! That’s crazy! Like maybe somebody held a gun to her head and told her to eat them? That’s nuts.”
After the call he turned to Metson and explained the autopsy results.
 “How could she have died so fast?” asked Metson. “I thought most poisonous plants just made you sick, at least give you time to get to the doctor.”
 “Apparently not this one. Rupert gave me the scientific name but I can’t remember it. It was Latin or Greek, I guess. Anyway, according to him this particular weed paralyzes the body first, from the muscles to the lungs. The mind’s the last to go. In other words, she must of known what was happening but couldn’t move or speak.”
 “Damn! That’s horrible! But still, it must’ve been quick acting.”
 “Yeah, that’s what Rupert said. Damn, now I got to tell the Henleys what she died of.”
 “You going to interrogate them some more?”
He answered slowly, “Guess I’m going to have to. After all, it is a most suspicious death.”
 “Yeah, but the Henleys of all people.”
 “Come on, let’s go get this over with.”
 

Lester answered the doorbell. “Officers, do you have any news for us?” he asked anxiously.
 “Mr. Henley, I sure hate to bother you at a time like this but, well, I’d like to talk to all of you at one time in the library.”
Inwardly Lester quivered. Donovan’s words sounded ominous. Outwardly he tired to appear calm and polite.
 “Yes, sir. Just step in here and I’ll try to round up everyone. Uh, do you want to see Mark, too?”
 “Yes, everyone that lives here.”
 

Momentarily left alone, the officers glanced around the room, which seemed big and opulent but comfortable. As Donovan admired the collection of mystery novels, he was irritated by Metson’s next comment.
 “Strange reading tastes.”
 “How do you mean?”
 “Books on gardening and botany. Agatha Christie novels. Reader’s Digest Condensed Books.”
 “So? What would you suggest that Miz Henley should have read? They sound normal to me.”
 “Yeah, but she was a nutrition expert. Where’s the cookbooks and such?”
 “In the kitchen with Marcel,” Donovan replied sarcastically. “Besides, gardening and botany go right along with nutrition, I’d think, which just makes her death that much more suspicious.”
 “Yeah, I guess so, considering what she died of.” He paused a few minutes, and then added, “What about Lester? This ain’t stuff a man would read.”
Donovan himself was a mystery aficionado, although the only Agatha Christie novel he was really familiar with was Murder on the Orient Express, preferring Rex Stout’s Nero Wolfe, a man who knew good food. Peeved again at Metson’s comments, he came to Lester’s defense, “Maybe he has a study of his own upstairs with reading material. Of course, some people don’t read much anyway,” he added pointedly to Metson who missed the inference. “Shhh, I hear some of them coming.”
The door opened and Penny cautiously walked in, visibly distraught and nervous. Donovan noted what a pretty woman she was, considering her age, although she was a little too much on the shy side. He thought how different his own confident, assured wife May Belle was.
Audrey entered quickly behind her. Now there was a really good-looking woman, he thought to himself, as he admired her sleek figure and carefully coifed blonde hairdo. She didn’t spare money on herself. Of Course she was Ask Hildegarde so naturally she’d be classy. Why, however, did she have the fake name? Ask Audrey sounded ritzy to him. May Belle said the rumor was that Audrey also wrote the Hazel recipes, but May Belle herself thought Penny wrote them. Strange, he never could understand aliases and pen names.  
He studied Audrey some more. Again, his wife’s image appeared in his mind, short, plump, and graying. Comfortable. That’s what his wife was, comfortable. Audrey was elegant but she didn’t look comfortable. Was that why she never married? He figured he knew why Penny had never married, just too shy.


Bernie came next. Donovan couldn’t figure for the life of him what a rich kid like Kevin Henley saw in a little piece of trailer trash like her. Damn, she would be disqualified in a wet tee-shirt contest. Topside, she was flatter than a griddle pan.
Then he mentally chastised himself. Bernadette Tucker had just as much right to marry Kevin Henley as anyone else, especially if Kevin loved her. Just no accounting for tastes, he thought as he recalled the family fights he had been called to at her folks’ trailer.
Lester and Kevin walked in together with Mark at their heels. No father and son could be more different. Lester was small, wiry, dark and swarthy. Kevin was tall, robustly muscular, freckle-faced, and redheaded. To an observer most of Kevin’s genes would appear to have come from his mother.
Then there was Mark who could simply be described as tall, dark, and handsome, a cliché perhaps but true. Both young men had graduated from high school. Neither had gone to college. Mark had worked at his father’s diner before coming to Henley House. As far as Donovan knew, Kevin had never had a job. He was an indulged, wealthy kid but a likable one, nonetheless. And he had married the town tramp. Donovan had never figured Kevin and Mark to be particularly friendly with each other but he guessed maybe he had been wrong about that. Apparently, Kevin had been privy and agreeable to the idea of Mark posing as Marcel, his mother’s French chef.
Put them all together and you have a mighty odd assortment, he reflected.
Donovan addressed the assemblage, “I would like for all of you to sit down, get comfortable.” He spoke with a soothing tone, hoping to put them at ease. There was a little shuffling as the men seated themselves in armchairs and the three women settled on one of the sofas. They were expectant and silent.
 “This is a little difficult for me,” began Donovan, “but I may as well come right out with it.”  
Metson, standing back to the right of his superior, had a clear view of each member of the Henley household. He, like Donovan, had been silent as the family members filed in. Now, with pencil and notepad ready, he studied their expressions as Donovan continued.
 “Miz Agnes Henley died from plant poisoning. Her salad was full of poisonous weeds.”
Whatever reaction Donovan and Metson expected, they couldn’t have been less prepared for the one they got. Later, Donovan confessed to Metson that he thought each one, except maybe Kevin and Mark, was on the verge of a choking fit from repressed laughter.
Lester gasped the loudest, desperately trying to contain himself.
Startled, Donovan ignored him and persevered, “Now, I’d like to know again where each and everyone of you was between twelve o’clock and one-fifteen yesterday
 “But-but,” stammered Lester, “I thought that you thought that Agnes died accidentally.”
 “Hmm,” murmured Donovan, not sure what he should say and not say at this point, “be that as it may. Like I said yesterday, if anybody was here, they might of heard her cry out. If so why didn’t they come to her rescue?”
Metson wondered if his boss was going senile. Didn’t he remember what the medical examiner said? She was paralyzed! She couldn’t cry out! He ought to be asking why a cultured lady like Miz Henley would be eating weeds. However, he kept his thoughts to himself.
 “Oh,” said Lester weakly, “but none of us was here,” and he thought to himself, as long as they all stuck to their alibis.
 “Well, I just want to get everything clear in my mind. Kevin, son, I didn’t get to talk to you much yesterday and I hate asking you. But could you tell me your movements during the crucial time period?”
Kevin answered straightforwardly, “Oh, a little before noon, I think it was, I went downtown to do some shopping. I wasn’t hungry at first. That’s why I didn’t eat at home. But, after I got to town and was walking around, I got hungry and went to the deli.”
Donovan knew this tied in with what Mark had said, but he had to ask, “Did anybody see you during this time?”
 “Yeah, sure. Lots of people, including Mark who ate with me.”
 “Okay, uh, Mark, you got anything you want to add from yesterday’s account?”
 “Yes, sir, I do,” he stated emphatically, startling everyone including the two policemen. “Now that you said what caused her death, well, it makes sense and we should have known something like that might happen.”
 “What the hell you talking about, son?” snapped Donovan.
 “The plants. She was always getting them confused. One day she was saying one plant was poisonous and the next she’d say the reverse. She was really absentminded about those plants. She was forever confusing their names and their qualities. One day she would point out one plant, call it Senekia or Shetekia and say it was poisonous. The next day she’d talk about it and call it Chinkwell or something like that and say it was harmless.”
Kevin interrupted, “Oh and just the day before yesterday, she was entertaining the Garden Club. She took them to the gardens where Mark and I were gathering vegetables.”
 “You help Mark with the cooking and gardening?” asked Donovan in disbelief. He didn’t think Kevin did much of anything, certainly not servant’s work.
 “No, not exactly. Mom tended the gardens but Mark picked stuff for meals usually. He was heading outside and I just sort of followed along talking about sports and stuff. I ended up in the garden with him and pitched in picking vegetables and such.”
 “Okay. So did something happen with the Garden Club?”
 “Yeah. She did just like Mark said. She mixed up the plants and called them Shetekia and Chenequel.”
Bernie gasped and Audrey poked her in the ribs giving her a meaningful look to keep quiet. There was no point in divulging they were hiding in the bushes. Audrey wished she could tell Bernie that Donovan didn’t have to know everything.
But Donovan noticed her reaction. “You have something to say, Miz Bernadette?”
 “No, no, sir, I-I just sat on a spring or something.”  
Donovan thought it highly unlikely that Agnes Henley would have had a loose spring in any of her furniture, although Mark and Kevin were unbelievably indicating that she had a loose screw.
 “Now, what I want to know is why Miz Agnes Henley, nutritionist, would grow poisonous weeds in her vegetable garden?”
Metson thought that finally he had asked a relevant question.
Audrey answered, “She didn’t grow them in her vegetable garden. They were flowering plants that grew between the vegetable garden and the flower garden but she insisted that one was edible and one was not.”
 “But,” asked Donovan, “why grow one that was poisonous anywhere?”
 “She thought it was beautiful, gave class to the garden,” patiently explained Audrey.
 “And,” inserted Penny timidly but determinedly, “she swore that the edible one was very healthy for you and cured all kinds of ailments.”
 “So all of you knew about this confusion of hers?”
Everyone, except Bernie, nodded affirmatively.
 “Yes,” continued Audrey, “but we didn’t think she ever actually ate any of the edible plant. We just thought that was part of her boasting, especially in front of guests.”
Donovan turned to Mark, “You said yesterday that she said she was going to gather her salad greens for her lunch and that then you left?”  
Metson groaned inwardly. He felt that Donovan should have made Mark repeat his statement, not do it for him.
 “Yes, sir.”
 “So, let me get this straight. Yesterday you said it was normal for her to pick her own greens?”
 “Yes, sir, but I was referring to lettuce and cilantro.”
 “See what?”
 “Cilantro. It’s an herb. She grew it along with rosemary, sage, and thyme.”
 “Just like in the song.” interposed Audrey.
 “We’re getting off the track here. I think, Mark, in a few minutes you need to show me this garden.”
 “Yes, sir.”
 “So, is this the first time that any of you know of her actually picking and eating any one of these two plants? This,” he paused, trying to remember, “this Shetekia and Chenequel?” He didn’t see the snickering smiles that passed among them but Metson did.
They nodded. Audrey added, “I can surmise that my sister decided for once to follow her own advice and try the edible plant and simply picked the poisonous one by mistake.”
 “Well, that may be,” replied Donovan, “but right now all I want is straight facts. We’ll never have a way of knowing what was in her mind. Okay, we now definitely know one of them was poisonous and quick acting but was the other one really healthy?”
Again, Audrey answered for the group, gratifying Lester. He thought she was doing a fine job especially the part about Agnes following her own advice.
 “I don’t think,” she said, “any of us would have any idea. It was Agnes who boasted about identifying the poisonous one and then confusing it with the other. I think we all sort of knew to stay away from both plants.”
The others nodded in agreement except Bernie who remembered Mark definitely telling her that Agnes had confused a poisonous plant for a non-poisonous one. Suddenly she understood. Audrey was making the cops think they didn’t know anything about the plants. Unknowingly, her thoughts echoed Lester’s as she realized how smart Audrey was.
 

Donovan went through each person’s alibi, interviewing each one individually in the breakfast nook where Agnes had been found. The women provided alibis for each other just as they had the day before, as did Kevin and Mark for each other, but Donovan felt nothing was really ironclad, although Lester insisted he had proof of his whereabouts at all times. Penny had seemed to be the most nervous but she’d be the last one that Donovan would suspect of anything.
As he ended Mark’s interview, he said, “All right, son, show me this poisonous weed that gives class to Miz Henley’s garden.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 

 

 
 
As Mark led the two officers down the hall past the kitchen and breakfast to the back door and out to the patio, Metson commented, “Oo-ee, boss, so this is how the rich folk live.”
Donovan nodded as he surveyed the surroundings. The pool, which ran along the side of the house into the back yard, was rectangular, having been installed more than fifty years ago before the popularity of odd-shaped pools. He wondered what could have inspired Miss Hilda Briar, who at the time must have been a middle-aged spinster, to even want one. The encircling patio was dotted here and there with luxurious yet comfortable-appearing lounge and deck chairs. The grounds between the pool and gardens were immaculately groomed and maintained.
 “You do the yard work, too, boy?” Donovan asked Mark, who politely ignored the term of address.
 “No, sir, Miz Agnes hires-uh-hired a landscaping service to do that plus a cleaning service for the house.”
 “Must be nice,” Donovan mumbled under his breath.  
They reached the flower garden first, a jumble of rose bushes, honeysuckle vines, and a hodgepodge of zinnias, pansies, and marigolds.
 “Does the lawn service maintain this jungle?” Donovan asked. “It looks like something that TV lady from up East would dream up.”
 “No, sir. The gardens were Miz Agnes’ domain.”
 “What TV lady?” asked Metson.
 “Some TV woman my wife watches. Says she can’t believe the woman herself does all that cooking, gardening, landscaping, and crafting. Some of it’s real far out. Okay, where’s that classy weed?”
 “Here in the middle. Between the flower garden and vegetable garden is the herb garden, and she planted these two plants, or weeds as you call them, right here.” Mark pointed to the two plants in question, both raggedy-looking, but one did have very pretty pink blossoms.
Indicating the one with the blossoms, Donovan asked, “Is that the poisonous one? Looks like the leaves that were in her salad.”
 “Yes, sir.”
 “And she couldn’t remember which was which?”
 “No, sir. She’d get the other herbs mixed up, too, but that didn’t really matter, of course.”
 “And she was allowed to come out and pick stuff for her salads?”
 “Well, it was her garden and she’d never touched those two plants that I know of, just bragged about them a lot. Uh, do you want to look at the vegetable garden?”
 “Naw, I’ve seen enough. Thanks, Mark.”
 

“Well?” asked Metson once they were in the squad car.
 “I don’t know. It must be how they say, that she was kind of ditsy. But yet, how could Miz Henley be that confused?”
 “Yeah, that’s what I was thinking. What are you going to do now?”
 “Talk to Miss Shirley Gates, Director of Nutrition for the school district, Agnes Henley’s boss. She, more than anyone, should have an unbiased opinion about the state of Agnes Henley’s mind.”
 “So, you think there’s a possibility that someone might have fed her those weeds on purpose?”
 “Damned if I know. But why would anybody want to do that? Mark’s the only one who admits to having seen her after twelve o’clock. But, if he did something, what would his motive have been?”
 “Yeah, you’re right. Miz Henley fell for his Marcel act. He had it made with her.”
 “Unless she found out who he really was. But why kill her? Be more like she’d be the angry one. What’s crazy is that the others went along with the Marcel gag. They not only lived it up for Miz Henley but they still are in a way. I mean Mark’s still not acting like himself.”
 “You think it could be a conspiracy?”
 “How the hell’d you come up with that idea? You mean the whole bunch putting weeds in her salad or covering up for one of them that did?”
 “Something like that.”
 “What’s the motive? They were all living high off the hog. Why disturb the status quo? And remember, she was a dearly beloved woman.”
 “Lester would be the only one with a motive.”
 “Maybe you could look at it like that. Besides, I always thought they were a devoted couple. But kill her? I don’t know, his life ain’t going to change in any way as I see it. He and Kevin have never done didly. Just wouldn’t make any sense.”
 “Yeah, we probably got overworked imaginations. Like you said, we ain’t going to have no fancy crime in Magnolia Creek.”
 “I’d still like to know if Miss Audrey and Miss Penelope are going to stay on. But hell, Daryl, nobody had a motive to do nothing. So let’s go talk to Miss Gates. Let’s see what Miz Agnes was like on the job.”
 

Back at Henley House Lester proclaimed gleefully, “Mark, you and Audrey did great. Just great.”  
 “Dad, what are you saying?”
 “Huh? Oh, I mean-uh-well, Mark and Audrey told that old hayseed Donovan what really happened.”
 “Of course, Dad. What else could they have said? Mom ate some of her poisonous plants by mistake. That’s obvious.”
 “I’m sorry, son. I guess I’m high-strung over all this. You’re right. How else could your mother have-have?” Not finishing his question, he broke down crying but Lester was crying from nerves, stress, and relief that Mark had unexpectedly come through for them. And to think that good old Audrey was adding her bit, too. She was damn convincing. As long as Kevin thought he was crying from grief, he wouldn’t have any reason to suspect a plot.
 “Then you think Chief Donovan doesn’t suspect anything? That it was accidental poisoning?” pleaded Penny.
 “Penny!” shrieked Audrey, “what’s the matter with you? Like Kevin said, what else could it be?” The little ninny would ruin everything if she let Kevin get suspicious.
 “Hey, everybody, let’s get a grip. Yeah, Dad, you’re right. Mark explained Mom’s botany problems. We’re all just rattled, that’s all. Mark, fix us some lunch. Then I think we should rest and pull ourselves together. It-it’s what Mom would want us to do.”
 

Donovan and Metson pulled into the parking lot of the Landview Condominium.
 “Miss Gates sure lives in a snazzy place,” said Metson as he glanced around at the Mediterranean style complex with shining white walls, balconied terraces, and red tile roof.
 “Well, why shouldn’t she?” asked Donovan. “She’s got a good job, two good jobs, if you ask me. She’s going to be a TV personality now. She’s got to keep up appearances. Besides, I bet you’d live here if you could afford it.”
 “Yeah, that’ll be day.”
Donovan ignored the comment and said, “Let’s go see her.”
 

“Officers, please come in.” Shirley opened her door and let them into her sunken living room. “How may I help you?”
Donovan studied her for a few minutes before answering. She was an attractive, stylish woman, probably late thirties, with medium brown straight hair and a sleek figure. He supposed she would appear well on TV.
 “Well,” he drawled, “we need some information about Miz Henley.”
 “Of course. I’ll tell you whatever I can. This is just so dreadful.”
 “Yes, ma’am. I have a few questions here,” he said, pulling out some notes. “Can you tell us just how knowledgeable Miz Henley was about Shetekia or Chenequel?”
 “Shetekia and Chenequel? Don’t tell me they had something to do with-with poor Agnes?”
 “Well, we think one might have killed her.” Of course, he knew that one of them had killed her, but he was curious to see Shirley’s reaction, if she thought it unlikely that Agnes could make such a mistake.
 “My word! You mean it was murder?”
Not expecting such a vehement response, he cautiously asked, “Why do you say that?”
 “Be-because you just said that one of the girls might have killed her.”
 “Girls? No, I’m talking about plants.”
 “But you said Shetekia and Chenequel. They’re students who used to work here in the office part-time. They worked separately at Henley House as cooks before Agnes hired Mark Robeson.”
 “Then why did her family just now tell me that’s what she called her plants?” Stunned by this revelation, Donovan couldn’t believe that the Henleys, in their time of grief, would be playing games with his investigation.
His disbelief was extended when Shirley started to laugh.
Seemingly noting his expression, she apologized. “Oh, I’m sorry, Chief, but, well, you see, that was typical Agnes.” She continued to chuckle.
 “What do you mean?” he demanded sternly.
 “Please, don’t get me wrong. I don’t mean to be disrespectful. Agnes had a pronunciation problem, or at least I guess that’s what it was. She herself would never admit it and would get extremely embarrassed if anyone tired to correct her. She liked to put on airs about her great knowledge of nutrition and botany but she never pronounced anything accurately. Once she learned to pronounce a difficult word she would use it in place of similar words simply because she could pronounce it. Sometimes she called Chenequel, Chinkwell, and then referred to Shetekia as Senekia. It’s not surprising that she’d transfer the girls’ names to her plants, especially if the names were similar. She also mixed up things like vitamins and minerals. She’d say alphabeta carrots instead of beta-carotene. I’m not kidding. Wait a minute, what did you say might have killed her?”
 “Her family said she called a poisonous plant either Shetekia or Chenequel and that she was forever confusing it with a nonpoisonous one. Her salad and her stomach were full of the poisonous one.”
 “Oh no! That’s horrible! Then you do know what killed her. But it would be completely in character for her to do that, not only to confuse the girls’ names for the plants but to forget which one was poisonous. Wait a minute.” She turned to a shelf, took down a book, and flipped the pages. “Here, is this the poisonous plant that she ate? Its Latin name resembles Senekia, which is what she sometimes called Shetekia. At least it would to Agnes. She really was sort of a female Archie Bunker when it came to pronunciation of strange words.”
Ignoring the last comment, he looked at the illustration and replied, “Yes, that’s the one all right. Damn salad bowl was full of the stuff and it was growing in her garden.” The reference to Archie Bunker irritated him. May Belle sometimes teased him about his speech resembling that of the TV character.
 “Oh, what a terrible way to die,” she lamented as she read some of the description.
 “Uh, ma’am, just what were you doing yesterday at lunchtime?”
Metson, who had been silently observing the interchange, thought that was just what he was wondering. She seemed to know quite a bit and had plenty of ready answers.
But Shirley’s answer put an end to both of the officers’ suspicions. “What? Why-why my secretary and I had a business luncheon with some school board members. Then I came home to get some work done.”
 “I see. Just had to check. Routine, you understand. But one thing I don’t understand.”
 “What is that?”
 “Why didn’t her family tell me those were the names of two girls who had worked there? Surely they knew them by name.”
 “Well, Mark and the daughter-in-law might not have known. They both came after Shetekia and Chenequel had left. As for the others, I don’t know. Maybe they were in shock or something. You’d-uh-have to ask them, I guess.”
 

As they drove away from Shirley Gates’ condo, Donovan asked Metson, “How do you feel about what she said?”
 “I don’t know. Like you said, her opinion should be unbiased. She must’ve been telling the truth so I’d say it was an accident. Except I can’t see why the family didn’t explain about those girls’ names.”
 “Yeah, let’s go back and get that straightened out. You know, I get the feeling that they’re all kind of making fun of Miz Agnes. Why even Miss Shirley laughed at her mixing up girls with plants. You remember how Miz Bernadette gasped when those names were mentioned? Supposedly, she didn’t know those girls. And the rest of the family, they’re not acting respectful enough.”
 

“Damn!” exclaimed Lester, peeking through the front library window. “Here come the Keystone Kops again.” Reluctantly he walked out into the hall and opened the front door.
 “Sorry to interrupt your afternoon siesta,” said Donovan, “but I got one or two things I need to get cleared up. Is everyone still in the library?”
 “No, they’re finishing lunch in the breakfast nook.”
Donovan winced. He couldn’t believe that a mourning family would be eating in a room where a loved one had just died. Was this the kind of strange attitudes that rich people had?
 “Well, could we join them there for a few minutes?”
 “Sure,” replied Lester, resigned to whatever Donovan was up to.
 “Excuse me, folks,” said Donovan as he entered the small room, “there’s something I want to ask you. I just learned that Shetekia and Chenequel were girls that had worked here before Mark came. Why didn’t you tell us that before?” He eyed the sleepy-looking little group menacingly, suddenly thinking that their expressions could also be described as sheepy-looking. Nothing like being an authority figure, he thought.
 “What?” gasped Bernie.
 “You didn’t know about those girls, Miz Bernadette?” Donovan asked accusingly.
 “No, no, I had heard Agnes call the plants that,” she mumbled, glancing warily at Audrey. Donovan caught the look.
 “And when was that?”
 “When she was in the garden.”
Audrey interrupted, “Yes, the day the Garden Club came, on Monday. Bernie and I went out for a walk. When we came to the bushes by the garden we overheard Agnes’ dissertation. Isn’t that right, Bernie?”
 “Yes, it sure is,” she replied grateful for Audrey’s timely explanation but wondering what a dissertation was.
 “Hmm, Mark, did you know those girls?”
 “No, sir. I only heard those names applied to Miz Henley’s plants.”
 “And the rest of you?”
 “Yeah,” said Lester. “We knew the girls, but we didn’t think they had anything to do with Agnes’-uh-poisoning.”
 “That’s not what I mean. I want to know why you didn’t tell me about her confusing the girls’ names with plant names.”
 “Oh hell, Chief,” wailed Kevin, “it just never occurred to us. I mean that Mom got confused with words and names. But I-I don’t think any of us were deliberately withholding information. I mean, you had just told us how she died.”
 “Yeah,” agreed Lester, “ we were thinking about poor Agnes, not them girls.”
 “We were in a state of shock,” added Audrey.
Feeling foolish for having misinterpreted their grief, Donovan nonetheless turned to Penny for one last corroborative answer.
 “Miss Penelope?”
 “I-I agree with the others. I never considered the girls at all,” she squeaked, barely audible, and flinching at Donovan’s persistent use of her full name.
 “Very well,” he replied pedantically. “I just wanted to clear that up. I didn’t mean to upset you. I’ll let you know tomorrow if there’s going to be an inquest and when you can make arrangements for the funeral.”
 

After the officers had gone, Lester said to the group, “Damn stupid cops! Did they think those girls poisoned Agnes just because she confused them with plants? It was an accident, dammit! A couple of incompetents, if you ask me! A damn Laurel and Hardy!”
 “Come on, Dad, calm down. They’re just trying to do their job.”
Lester looked at his son. “I know. You’re right. I’m just grieving so.” And why was he complaining if the cops suspected those girls? Now, that was damn funny. But no, they had to think it was an accident.
 

 “What now, Chief?” Personally Metson thought Donovan didn’t know beans about conducting interviews with society folk and had bungled this one with the Henleys. But, what the hell, he thought, it couldn’t matter since those girls couldn’t possibly be involved. “Are you going to interview those girls?”
 “What on earth for?”
 “Their whereabouts yesterday at noon.”
 “Daryl, are you crazy? Those girls don’t have nothing to do with this.”
 “Oh, I agree. I just thought maybe you wanted to cover all possibilities.”
 “Well, that one’s a little far fetched. However, we might ask them about Miz Henley mispronouncing their names. You remember a while back when we was driving around here, wondering what goes on behind closed doors?”
 “Yeah? So?”
 “We still don’t know how Miz Henley felt about her new daughter-in-law.”
 “Well, the others seem to be fond of her.”
 “Yeah, and Miz Agnes was the charitable one in the family. She had such an influence on them that they’re still following her lead and being kind to Miz Bernadette.”
 “Too bad Miz Henley had that pro-noun-ciation problem,” commiserated Metson.
 “Yeah, too bad,” agreed Donovan who at times had the same problem. But, he thought to himself, damn if he would ever eat poisonous weeds!


CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 

 

Rupert Norrison called Donovan later that afternoon.
 “Whatcha got, Doc?”
 “I doubt if it’s important one way or the other, but I thought maybe you ought to know.”
 “What’s that?”
 “Agnes Henley dyed her hair.”
 “So what? She was mid-fifties or so. Lots of women do that when their hair starts turning gray.”
 “That’s just it. She had very little gray hair, hardly any, in fact.”
 “How could you tell?”
 “Her roots are black.”
 “Black? But her hair’s red.”
 “Because she dyed it.”
 “Man, I’ve known Agnes Henley for say, hmm, twenty-five years. She always had red hair.”
 “Well, she was born a brunette. But what gets me is that kid of hers.”
 “What about him?”
 “He’s a natural redhead.”
 “So?”
 “Look how dark Lester is. Two dark-haired people having a redheaded kid? I need a refresher course in genetics. Maybe it’s possible. Talk to that sister of Agnes. Maybe she knows of a red hair gene in the family. After all, she’s a blonde.”
 “Yeah,” interrupted Donovan, “but maybe she dyes her hair, too. She looks like she spends a fortune at the beauty salon.”
 “Well, could be. Anyway hair color didn’t contribute to Miz Henley’s death.”
 “You’re right. It’s curious, but I got more important business than worrying about red-haired genes.”
 “You got any theories on how it happened?”
 “What? You mean her death? Circumstantial evidence points to an accident. Seems that Miz Henley actually had a habit of confusing poisonous plants with nonpoisonous ones.”
 “That don’t sound right with her being who she was and all. I thought she was supposed to be a right knowledgeable lady.”
 “Well, according to all and asunder who knew her, she was just the opposite. Even her boss corroborates her family. They all seemed to think she was loony. Can you believe that? That dear sweet lady. Anyway, thanks for the hair diversion.”
As Donovan put down the phone, Metson asked, “What was that all about?”  
Donovan explained what Rupert had said.
 “So you don’t think it’s important?”
 “Hell no. Just one of them wild goose chases that TV policemen go running off about trying to fool the audience. We ain’t got no audience. It’s the same as tracking down those two girls’ names. Waste a time.”
 “Yeah, but that wild goose chase proved Miz Henley got names and plants and things mixed up. That shows how it could’ve been an accident.”
 “Maybe.”
 “You got other proof?”
 “Hell no!” Donovan repeated, slamming his fist on his desk. “I ain’t got proof a nothing. Besides, are we supposed to go off on a tangent trying to prove something stupid like Miz Henley got pregnant by some redheaded guy twenty-five years ago and passed Kevin off as Lester’s son? For crying out loud, both Lester and Audrey would’ve known she was a brunette.”
 “Yeah, and no guy is going to show up now and murder her. What would be the point? And it wouldn’t take Lester that long to figure out what had happened and kill her in a fit of jealousy.”
 “Daryl, that’s the dumbest thinking I ever heard.”
 

The Henleys and company returned to the library after the second departure of the policemen, wandering distractedly around the room peering at the bookshelves, avoiding a discussion of Agnes, her plants, and her two ex-cooks.
Finally Kevin said, “Come on, Bernie, let’s go out to the pool and take a dip before dinner. Whatcha fixing tonight, Mark?” he added.
 “Barbecued meat loaf, corn fritters, potato salad, and cheesy apple pie.”
 “Good lord, Mark! Are you trying to make blimps out of us?” complained Audrey. “Now that Agnes is gone, you might try something healthy and slimming.”
The usually good-natured Mark almost responded that she didn’t have to eat his cooking. “Ma’am,” he said in a controlled, polite tone, “the Tuckers, that is, Bernie’s ma, brought the potato salad around since this is a grieving family and that’s the neighborly thing to do. The Demonts across the way sent over the pie and the Alexanders next door brought over meatloaf. I myself love corn fritters with meatloaf, so I’m going to fix them.”
 “Oh, all right,” she mumbled, thinking that the Tuckers in no way could be considered as neighbors. She shuddered to think in what kind of sanitary conditions the salad had been prepared.
 “Sounds damn good to me,” stated Lester.
 “Mama brought the salad? Geez, when?”
 “Early this morning, Miz Bernie. She said not to bother you.”
 “Well, how sweet of her!” She realized her mother never would have dared approach Henley House while Agnes was alive. But bringing food to honor a dead Agnes would indeed have been a pleasure for her.
 “Uh, Mark,” said Lester, “about this Miss and Miz business. You can drop it. Just be yourself.”
 “Very good, sir,” replied Mark who turned and left the room.
 “Damn! That kid has watched too many butler movies!” exclaimed Lester.
 “Aw, Dad, he’s having fun and he’s grateful to you for keeping him on.”
 “Of course I’m glad to keep him. Thank goodness he wants to stay. That kid can cook! I’m hungry all ready just thinking about what he’s setting out for us tonight.” He gave Audrey a sideways look that she ignored.
 “That’s good, Dad. Come on, Bernie, let’s swim.”
 “Sure, sweetie, let me go get my suit on.”
 “And I’m going to my room and watch TV,” said Lester. “Be back in a little while for cocktails.”
 “Fine, no problem,” said Audrey in a preoccupied manner as she stood by the window overlooking the pool. Soon Kevin and Bernie appeared flipping towels at each other. Then Kevin pushed Bernie into the water, and she grabbed his ankle, causing him to lose his balance and fall in beside her. “At least Bernie’s helping Kevin with his grief but there’s something I’m curious about.”
 “What?” asked Penny raising her head from the mystery novel she had been reading.
 “How come Bernie and Lester, who eat more than any of the rest of us, stay so skinny? And look at Kevin. He’s solid muscle. As for Mark who’s slim and trim, does he eat his own cooking?”
 “What are you complaining about? You look great. And if I do say so myself, so do I.”
 “Yes, but you and I watch our portion size, and we try to walk everyday. Bernie and Lester don’t do squat. Bernie’s the laziest thing I ever saw. And look at that scrawny body of hers. She’s wearing a bikini and I swear if she took off the top, nobody’d notice.”
 “Now, don’t you get uppity toward her the way Agnes did. She’s young and she’s had a hard life. Besides, she and Lester just have better metabolic rates than the rest of us. Think of poor Agnes and all the weight she put on. She was the only one of us who worked regular hours at a regular job, Hildegarde.”
 “If you call that work, Aunt Hazel. Poor Agnes! Baloney!” retorted her sister sarcastically.
 “I don’t know,” said Penny quietly, avoiding any more cynicism. “I’m sure everything’s going to be better now, but yet,” she hesitated.
 “But yet, what?” snapped Audrey.
 “I kind of miss making fun of Agnes and goading her into saying silly things.”
 “Penny, don’t be ridiculous! You never goaded her into anything. The rest of us did, well, not Kevin, exactly. Besides, you had as much reason to hate her as I did.”  
 “But what made Agnes act the way she did? What in her make-up or upbringing made her so cruel or seem that way to those of us knew her best? She was a human being with feelings. For that matter how can any of us justify all of the things we do?”
Audrey stared at Penny for a few minutes, slightly speechless. “Are you trying to justify something, Penny?”
 “Oh no, that’s not what I mean,” she said, slightly flustered. “I mean that we all do things in life that maybe we have regrets about. But think about Agnes. Why did she treat you so bad? Did your parents spoil you and ignore her? She was older than you. What happened in those early years before you were born?”
 “We’ve discussed this before, Penny. You know she was jealous of both of us. However, I don’t remember my parents showing any more affection towards me than her but maybe I wouldn’t have noticed. However, it was obvious that Aunt Hilda showered me with affection and she was the one with the money. Agnes always tormented me as we were growing up. Maybe that’s normal sibling behavior or maybe not. Neither you nor I have any other experience to compare it with. You’re an only child and have even less knowledge of sibling behavior. Besides, you were raised without parental guidance and love. You didn’t turn out to be hateful, jealous, or spiteful. I don’t know why Agnes was the ways she was.”
 “But there has to be a reason why she was so-uh-domineering. Maybe if we had thought about it a long time ago, we could have done something to change her and help her.”
 “Are you insane? Agnes thought herself to be superior to all of us.”
 “Or maybe she felt inferior and that was her way of compensating.”
 “Penny, she did terrible things to you and me and other people, too. What on earth is bringing on this sudden case of sympathy for our dear departed Agnes? First you say you miss teasing her although you never really did that and then you say you wished you could have done something to change her.”
 “It’s just as I said. I think that maybe we all feel guilty about things we’ve done and then regret we did them.”
 “Hmm, is that so?”
Audrey wondered why Penny was all of a sudden putting on such an innocent little act and pretending to feel guilty about Agnes. How very strange, she thought, if she hadn’t drawn the X, then she might accuse Penny. Maybe she should anyway, just for the fun of seeing her squirm. 

Oblivious to Audrey’s thoughts, Penny resumed reading They Came to Baghdad, her favorite Agatha Christie novel, one she had read and reread. Wistfully, she wondered if she would ever go to a faraway place and find romance. Momentarily, she thought of her parents in Africa. They were not getting any younger and neither was she. Perhaps now she could travel a bit although she needed to earn more money.  
Audrey sat on one of the sofas, picked up a magazine, and idly flipped the pages. Her sardonic mood had dissipated and, she hated to admit it to herself, but part of what Penny had said was right. Life wasn’t quite the same without Agnes to ridicule but what was done was done and she had hated her sister.
 

Outside Bernie toweled herself off. “I’m going in and get dressed. It’s almost time for drinks, even though I don’t know why we have to have a special time for them. You coming in?”
 “Naw, you know this is the time I like to lie in the sun. Can’t burn this time of day.” After he watched Bernie go inside, he floated on his back a while then got out of the pool and lay on a reclining chair, relaxing as the late afternoon heat penetrated his body.
 

Audrey and Penny were still reading when Lester and Bernie walked in. Lester bounced cheerfully to the bar.
 “Up, you two lazy biddies! I’m going to propose a toast. And I got champagne for it!”
 “We’re drinking champagne before dinner?” asked Audrey.
 “And why not?” he retorted gleefully. “What’s the difference between that and your usual vodka martini?”
 “There’s a lot of difference. But you’re right. Who the hell cares? We can do what we want.”
 “Damn right we can!” He opened the small refrigerator beneath the wet bar and pulled out a bottle of fine French champagne. He popped the cork and poured the bubbly liquid into crystal glasses and passed them around.
 “Now, ladies, to whoever put those greens in Agnes’ salad, whether it was me,” he said with eyes twinkling and gleaming, “or one of you, it was a damn clever job!”
They clinked glasses but Penny sputtered, “Lester, it’s supposed to have been an accident. Like Agnes did it to herself.”
 “Good show, Penny! Keep it up! All of you!”
 “It might have been an accident, Lester,” argued Audrey.
 “Might a been, might a been, but damned unlikely coming so soon after we drew to kill her. Nope, I honestly believe whoever drew that X was one smart dame-uh-person.” He reveled in observing their expressions, which ranged from bewilderment to shock to fright. Even Bernie was being unusually quiet, although she was downing the champagne with enthusiasm.
 “Now,” he continued, “I got a call a few minutes ago from one of the Bobbsey Twins, that damn Donovan. They’re going to have an inquest, dammit, and it’s going to be day after tomorrow, which is Friday. We could have the funeral tomorrow but I’d rather wait until the inquest is over. If all goes well, we’ll have the funeral Saturday morning and the reading of the will that afternoon. Then we’ll be home free!” He almost let out a childish yippee he was that excited.
 “But if it doesn’t go well?” whined Penny.
 “Dammit, Penny, and the rest of you. Abbott and Costello ain’t got spit on nobody. We stick to our stories. Why even Kevin and Mark have fallen into the plan. Of course, they don’t know it but that’s what makes this so believable. Lordy, whoever thought of them greens was a damn genius. Another toast!”
 

The Henley householders praised Mark that evening for a delicious meal. Nonetheless, they were unusually subdued.  
Mark figured they were still acting that way in deference to Kevin who seemed to have gotten a grip on himself and was dealing quite well with his grief. Mark was puzzled by the behavior of the others, such as respectful in front of Kevin but snickering in his absence, especially Lester. Bernie’s behavior was strange. True, she and Agnes had not cared for each other but Bernie had a dazed look as if she were in some kind of dreamland. What was she up to, he wondered, or had she already done something? At least Kevin didn’t seem to notice anything different. Mark concluded that his imagination was getting away from him.  
 

Penny couldn’t go to sleep. The upcoming inquest terrified her. She prayed for the result to be accidental death, or perhaps, suicide. But no, that idea would be preposterous. Donovan was a smart man in spite of his bad grammar and hayseed ways. Of course he wouldn’t conduct the inquest but he did seem to be conducting some sort of investigation. From what she had read in mystery novels, she assumed the coroner would be in charge of the inquest. If she understood correctly, the verdict could just read causes and/or perpetrator unknown. But the cause was known. Would Donovan or the medical examiner convince the coroner that there was a perpetrator? Donovan was hard to read. Was he suspicious or just doing his job? But what if he did convince the coroner that foul play was suspected? What happened then?  
Paranoia continued to sweep over Penny. “What if each of us has to take a polygraph test?” The horror of that thought sent shivers of fear ricocheting through her body. By the way the others looked at her, she knew that they knew she had drawn the X. “They’re always snapping at me to shut up, especially Audrey. But could any of the four of us pass a polygraph test? What if, say, Bernie revealed the X plot? Then the focus would turn on me. How could I deny having drawn that dratted X on a polygraph?”  
Penny tossed and turned worrying herself into a frenzy.  
 

Audrey couldn’t sleep either with thoughts of the inquest running through her mind.  
 “Lester is so sure of himself, the smarmy bastard! He knows he didn’t draw that X. But does he suspect me? If he points a finger at me, I’ll deny ever having drawn that blasted thing. And I’ll damn sure inform that fat Donovan that it was all Lester’s idea. Wouldn’t that make him an accomplice or something? If I have to go down, then we’re all going down. But we’re not going to. We must stick to our stories and our alibis. That little dimwit Penny better not crack either. Why the hell she acts the way she does, I’ll never know. With her scared rabbit guilty act you’d think she’d drawn the X. If she or Bernie ever lets out what we did, I’ll kill either one, I swear, and Lester, too. But what’s the matter with me? It’s beneficial to all of us to keep the plot a secret. But are the others smart enough to realize that?”
 

Bernie lay beside a peacefully sleeping Kevin. Unlike Penny and Audrey, her mind was far removed from the inquest. She wasn’t sure what an inquest was and didn’t know that it might be a cause for worry. As far as she was concerned, the X business was over. The deed was done. Agnes was dead and no one would talk. Besides, they all alibied each other. No, her main interest now was her life and position at Henley House and how she was going to adapt to the change.
Unknowingly, Mark had gauged her demeanor perfectly. She was indeed in dreamland!
 

But Lester was suddenly worried. His earlier glee had evaporated. True, the plant-poisoning scheme had been a stroke of genius.  
 “But those women have to keep quiet. If anyone of them breaks down then the spotlight turns on me. But why would they? The inquest should go okay if all of them stick to their alibis. Bless Kevin and Mark for their comments. That fool Donovan can’t possibly suspect me, the grieving husband of the town’s leading benefactress. How could anybody outside of this house think someone would want to harm his dearly beloved Agnes Henley? Just as long as Donovan and the coroner don’t think about motives and my inheritance. Naw, everybody’s got to keep calm and cool. They just got to. Those whiny women better keep quiet. Ah, what’s the matter with me? Ain’t nobody in this town going to think a murder took place here.”  
He slept fitfully.
 

Donovan propped himself in bed beside May Belle who was reading a new history textbook. He had read the sports section of the newspaper several times trying not to think about Agnes Henley.
 “What you reading, hon?” he asked not really caring. He just needed to discuss something, anything, to forget that plant-poisoning problem.
 “They’ve assigned us a new text book and I’m familiarizing myself with it.”
 “Now, that’s damn crazy. History is history. Why would anyone have to write a new text book?”
 “Because,” said his patient wife, “they, whoever they are, have to keep world events as current as possible. Just think how much more kids have to learn today than when we were young.”
 “Yeah, I guess you’re right,” he said morosely.
 “You seem rather down. I don’t mean to pry but is it that Agnes Henley business?”
 “Uh-huh. Say, you went to that garden party of hers. Did you notice her mixing up plants or something like that?”
May Belle stifled a guffaw. “Oh, my goodness, don’t tell me that’s what she did? Poisoned herself with her own plants!”
 “Well, you know I shouldn’t say nothing until the inquest and the case is officially closed but that’s what it looks like.”
 “My, my.” May Belle turned off the bedside lamp and, turning her back to Donovan, almost laughed herself to sleep. Poor, poor Agnes.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 

 
 
Friday, June 7th and Saturday, June 8th

 
 
The inquest began Friday afternoon in a straightforward manner. Each member of the Henley household answered his or her questions simply and succinctly. Alibis were corroborated. Not only did the Henley entourage explain Agnes’ proclivity for mispronunciation, so did her coworkers. In fact, the testimony of Shirley Gates and Annie Pilston seemed to be what clinched the verdict.
If anything was out of the ordinary, it was the testimony of the two girls who appeared in outlandish costumes of baggy pants, low-cut tank tops, dangling earrings, and army boots. Their hair was spiked and multi-colored in an out-of-style “punk-do” with no indication what their original hair color might have been.
Mark whispered to Audrey, “You mean to tell me that Miz Agnes hired girls who looked like that?”
 “No, no. They dressed decently in little uniforms. But remember, they didn’t last long,” she whispered back, “and this is their summertime attire.”
Although her appearance was unorthodox, Chenequel spoke quietly, uttering a polite “Yes, sir” and “No, sir” in response to the questions put to her. Shetekia, however, responded differently.
 “She never pronounced my name right. At first she called me Senekia. Then later on she’d say, ‘Oh, Sneaky-O, come here, darling.’ Made me want to puke, I can tell you. Once she kept talking about someone, called Chinkwell. I thought she meant some boy, then I realized she was talking about Chenequel. I don’t mean to talk bad about no dead person but that lady was crazy, especially if she mixed me and Chenequel up with plants.”
Lester was on the verge of exploding with laughter. Little giggles kept burbling through his nose as he fought to restrain himself. People around him thought he was crying and patted him on the back, saying “There, there now.” He had to keep his face down, buried in his hands while his body shook and convulsed.
The verdict was read. Accidental death. Mrs. Agnes Henley had accidentally substituted poisonous plants for edible greens.
Lester was impatient to get home so he could release the hilarity that had overtaken him. But getting out of the courthouse was going to be a problem. He had to produce a somber façade for the public as he made his way with Kevin and Bernie to their car. He didn’t realize that his face had turned red from his repressed convulsions and, in trying not to smile, he looked veritably pathetic.  
Even Donovan was impressed.
 “You know, Daryl,” he said to Metson as they got into their patrol car, “I kind of feel sorry for ole Lester. If he’s acting then he’s damn good.”
 “How do you feel about the verdict?”
 “Nothing. I knew that’s what it was going to be.”
 “Then you agree with it?”
 “Damned if I know what to think. The hairs are still bristling on the back of my neck. Ole Lester’s the only one that would’ve had any kind of motive to harm Miz Agnes, as far as I can see, and he seems to be gen-u-inely upset at losing her. If he had had anything to do with her eating those plants, then he’d be jumping for joy at the verdict. Besides, he had the best alibi of any of them. He was nowhere near that house during the time of death.”
 “Yeah, but you know what they say about ironclad alibis. The person that’s got one is usually the guilty party.”
 “Only in mystery novels, Daryl, or on TV.”
 “I suppose so. So what do you think happened?”
 “What I think ain’t important. I just find it hard to believe that Miz Agnes Henley didn’t know the difference between them plants but the case is closed. Let’s hope it was an accident and that no lucky murderer is going scot-free.”
Metson was silent for a while then said, “You know, she sure is cute.”
 “Who?” Donovan hoped he wasn’t referring to Miz Bernadette.
 “That Miss Pilston who worked for Miz Agnes and Miss Gates.”
 “Oh,” signed Donovan with relief. “I don’t want to hurt your feelings none, Daryl, but don’t you think she’s a little too classy for you?”
 “I like classy. Besides, most folks in town think Mrs. Donovan is a pretty classy lady. I think it shows we both got good taste.”
 “Damn right, son, damn right. So, you going to pursue this Miss Pilston?”
 “I’m thinking on it.”
 

Shirley and Annie rode together to and from the inquest in Shirley’s car.  
 “So, do you think the inquest was right?” asked Annie.
 “What? That it was an accident? Of course. Nobody could have picked out a more perfect scenario for Agnes than for her to die from a salad made from poisonous weeds growing in her precious garden. However, I wouldn’t have wished a death like that on anyone. The Henleys are nice people and besides, what other verdict could there have been? Poor Agnes. What a shame that she never really knew anything about the things she claimed to know best.”
Annie wondered just how sincere Shirley was. Agnes had irritated everyone at school. Shirley had wanted to get rid of her and the method that she was going to use had seemed lame to Annie. But she knew that Shirley had not had the opportunity to do anything to Agnes on that fateful day and that she ought to be ashamed of herself for thinking such a thing. She admired Shirley and hoped to work for her for a long time.
Changing the subject, she asked, “What do you think about Officer Metson?”
 “Huh? Officer Metson? Well, I’ve never thought anything about him. I guess he’s kind of a younger version of Donovan.”
 “Oh no, I don’t think so. I think he’s smarter than Donovan. And cuter,” she added shyly.
 “Sheesh, Annie, don’t tell me you’ve got a crush on him. Look at the way he talks, all that bad grammar.”
 “Maybe so, but look at May Belle. She uses perfect grammar and Donovan doesn’t.”
Shirley laughed. “May Belle has kept old Donovan in line for years. I think this town owes her a lot.”
Annie fell silent, deciding that it was best not to talk about Metson anymore. He was cute and in spite of his grammar, she was sure he was intelligent.
 

The funeral was held Saturday morning in the First Baptist Church. Donovan thought that was rather strange since he had always believed Agnes was Catholic. He didn’t want to question the family, so he asked Shirley Gates who had seemed to know Agnes as well as anyone.
 “Oh,” she said in response to his query, “Agnes once told me she believed in all the religions, even the spirits of the wind and trees and the flowers. She took turns visiting different churches. She loved making an entrance but the Catholic was her favorite because of all the ritual. I don’t think she had a clue what it all meant. But Lester, Kevin, and Audrey are die-hard-uh-devout Baptists. They wouldn’t dream of having a funeral anyplace else. It’s kind of sad, though, because I think Agnes would have loved a Catholic funeral.”
 

“Damn,” said Donovan, himself a devout Baptist, to Metson as they drove away from the cemetery, “maybe Miz Agnes was a little nuts. But how could such a prominent citizen hide all that craziness from the entire community?”
 “Well,” replied Metson, “I think you have to live or work with someone to really know them. Whether she was crazy or not, Miz Agnes Henley did a lot of good in Magnolia Creek.”
 “Yeah, and I can’t believe that Shirley Gates, another fine lady could be in cahoots with that Henley bunch. Why just look at how she got that new TV show. Or how could them two girls paint a false picture of Miz Agnes. Sounds more and more like she was a real ditsy lady, capable of mixing up her own salad greens. But a good, kind soul, nonetheless,” he added. “Even May Belle wasn’t surprised when I told her what killed her.”
 “You’re kidding. Miz Donovan said that? So, no more thoughts of murderers going scot-free?”
 “Naw,” Donovan didn’t mention the hairs on his neck were still bristling.
 

The reading of the will was to be held that afternoon. Lester couldn’t wait to get it over with. The church ceremony, the ride to the cemetery, the ritual there, and the ride back to the house all seemed interminable. Then he had to endure condolences from friends, neighbors, and acquaintances who also partook of the lavish buffet that Mark, aided by his father, had set out. Would they ever leave, he worried. He was grateful that Kevin seemed to be holding up so well. And the women were behaving appropriately.
No sooner had the last guest left and the Henley group had collapsed in the library than the doorbell rang. The family lawyer, Jefferson Parkins, had arrived. Mark escorted him into the library where he seated himself at Agnes’ desk and asked the others to seat themselves comfortably around him. Mark remained, discreetly sitting behind the others, curious to hear the proceedings.
The lawyer, a serious, bespectacled, thin man of sixty, glanced around at the assembled group. “I’m not going to go through all the technical, legal mumbo-jumbo. I know you don’t want to hear it. So, Agnes Briar Henley, in sound mind and body,” he began.
A slight guffaw from Lester momentarily interrupted the attorney who gave him an annoyed glance.  
Mr. Parkins continued, “Mrs. Henley employed me a few years ago to make out her will. Now before I get to the heart of her wishes, I would like to inform you of the secret safe in her bedroom. She didn’t think any of you knew of its existence,” he paused and studied the expectant faces around him.  
His audience seemed to have stopped breathing in anticipation of what he was going to say next. The eerie silence was broken only by the tick-tocking of an antique grandfather’s clock standing steadfastly behind the attorney who inhaled, exhaled, and said, “She kept a copy of the will in that safe along with some family jewels, which she said were heirlooms previously owned by old Miss Hilda Briar, her aunt, who resided in this house until her death.”
Audrey gasped then clamped her hand over her mouth.
Parkins resumed his speech, ignoring her, “Miz Agnes fully expected to live a long time. In fact she anticipated outliving her husband and her younger sister. She said she was a nutritionist and knew how to eat healthy.”  
He paused, recalling the previous day’s inquest and wondering if perhaps her state of mind had deteriorated in the years since she had visited him. He also speculated that eating Mark Robeson’s cooking, if it was anything like his father’s, could not have been very salubrious.  
Keeping his thoughts to himself, he turned to Lester and said, “Therefore in keeping with the laws of this state Miz Agnes Briar Henley left the minimum required for a spouse, which is the sum of four thousand dollars, to her husband Lester Henley.” Not pausing, he continued rapidly, “The rest of her estate is to go to her dearly beloved son, Kevin Henley.”
An audible gasp escaped from everyone’s lips except Kevin who sat mute, almost trancelike, and Bernie who clenched her fist, raised it, then brought it down sharply to her side and screamed, “Yes! Yes!”
Lester literally collapsed. Never had he expected anything like this.  
Observing his father’s reaction, Kevin rushed to his side terrified that he might have a heart attack.
 “Dad, Dad, please! I knew nothing about this, I swear! I couldn’t have!”
The lawyer intervened, “That’s all right, Mr. Henley, if Agnes didn’t tell anyone about the safe and its contents, then I’m the only one who knew everything.” He turned to Audrey. “Old Miss Briar was your aunt, too, did you know about her safe?”
 “No, my goodness no, and I knew nothing about family jewels.”  
Audrey appeared as devastated as Lester because, it seemed, she had just learned of jewelry that should have belonged to her.
Lester could not move. “Son, you and Mark help me to my rooms. Then, get-get me a sedative. I can’t believe your mother did this to me.”
 “But, Dad, nothing’s going to change. You’ll always live here. I-I think maybe we ought to send for a doctor. You don’t look good.”
 “No, no, just get me upstairs. For gawd’s sake don’t call no doctor.” He was embarrassed and humiliated and couldn’t face any more outsiders observing his loss. But he was wobbly on his legs as Kevin and Mark supported him out of the room and up the stairs.
Parkins turned to those remaining, “Ladies, I don’t know what else to say. Please tell Kevin to contact me tomorrow at my office and I’ll go over his mother’s holdings with him. They’re quite considerable you know.”  
As he picked up his briefcase, he scanned the faces of the remaining occupants of the room and realized he should have left his last remark unsaid. Bernie was beaming and would no doubt immediately inform Kevin. Audrey was fuming and Penny appeared in shock, although why she should be affected, Jefferson couldn’t comprehend. He left the room and let himself out.
Bernie was indeed jumping with joy. “Geez, can you beat that? Family jewels! And now they’re mine! Oh boy, oh boy, oh boy!”
 “Shut up, you little fool!” snapped Audrey. “I’m going to contest that will. Those jewels should be mine.”
 “Well, maybe Kevin will give them to you,” suggested Penny.
 “Over my dead body!” retorted Bernie.
 “Penny, you little dunce, you’re not family, so stay out of this!”
 “Audrey! Please!” exclaimed Penny, disheartened. “We’ve all got to calm down. Wait until Lester feels better, then we’ll decide what to do next.”
 “Whatever we decide, it’s got nothing to do with you,” Audrey insisted stubbornly.
Bernie intervened, “You mean whatever Kevin decides. Don’t you go worrying none, Penny. And, Audrey, I think you’re in shock just like poor Lester. Maybe you need to lay down, too.” To herself she thought that sooner or later she would get rid of both of them and she would be the only woman here, lady of the manor just
like in her romance novels. She smiled mysteriously.
Audrey glared at the two women, then stormed out of the room. Standing in the hallway she knew she had to regain her composure. She couldn’t afford to alienate Penny just yet. She needed her as an ally. And Penny needed her support even more. As for Bernie, well, something had to be done about her but Kevin was in control now, and he, for incomprehensible reasons, doted on the little nincompoop. She went upstairs to her room to calm down and plan her strategy.
Misinterpreting Bernie’s smile and her statement, Penny said, “Thank you, Bernie, you’re very kind.” She also left the room, grateful for the friendship she had always had with Kevin and now, apparently, with Bernie.
 

Alone in the library, Bernie turned slowly around, surveyed the luxury that would be hers, and again raised her fist and shouted “Yes!”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 

 

As the cocktail hour approached, a calmer Audrey and a subdued Penny found themselves once again in the library.
 “If ever there was a day for drinking, this is it,” stated Penny.
 “There’s nothing to celebrate,” moaned Audrey.
 “That’s not what I meant. Just the opposite in fact. Drown our sorrows, that kind of stuff.”
 “Oh, well, in that case,” but she had already poured herself a stiff drink. “Although I don’t know why you would care one way or the other, Penny.”
Bernie burst into the room not giving Penny time to respond. “Celebrating already, huh?” she asked cheerfully.
 “Oh, shut up!” cried Audrey.
Penny quickly intervened, “Where’s Kevin, Bernie? Why doesn’t he ever join us in here?” She knew the reason but felt she had to say something to prevent the two in-laws from fighting.
 “You know this is his favorite time to lay out in the sun,” said Bernie. “Besides he prefers beer, not cocktails, or hard liquor.”
 “Lie out,” corrected Penny.
 “Huh?”
 “Never mind. He could still join us in here whether he drank beer or root beer.”
 “And miss the sun? Nope, he says this is the only time of day that he doesn’t burn. Damn, he’s got the whitest skin I ever seen and all it does is freckle. I mean I have real white skin, too, but I tan easy.”
 “Yes, Bernie,” said Audrey wryly, “you’re a golden goddess.”
 “Well, thanks,” she replied, oblivious as always to the sarcasm. “Ya know, there’s something about Lester that’s been bothering me.”
 “Oh? And what might that be?” continued Audrey in the same tone.
 “Do you think he’s got oldtimers’ disease?”
 “What? Oh, do you mean Alzheimers?” said Penny.
 “Yeah, I guess so.”
 “What put that idea into your little lame brain?” sneered Audrey.
 “Well, because he’s always calling the cops by names that aren’t theirs. You know, Laurel and Hardy, Abbott and Costello. Then he thought they were twins. My gawd, Donovan is too old to be Metson’s twin.”
Audrey just gaped at her while Penny exploded with laughter. “Oh, Bernie,” she cried, “you’re delightful! Just what we need to lighten our moods.”
At that moment Lester stumbled into the room.
 “Well, oldtimer, up and about, eh?” said Audrey.
 “Audrey!” exclaimed both Penny, who was appalled at Audrey’s lack of compassion, and Bernie, who was shocked to think she would ridicule him, especially if he did have that disease.
 “Lester, what are you doing here?” cried Penny. “You shouldn’t have come down.”
 “I-I needed a drink,” he panted weakly as he sank into an easy chair.
 “You mean you don’t have any alcohol in that suite of yours upstairs?” asked Audrey, incredulous.
 “Naw, I did have some but I drank it the night after Agnes died. Thought I was celebrating,” he mumbled as tears rolled down his face. “Besides, with her gone I can come down here and drink any time I want, morning or night. No need to hide it in my room anymore.”
 “Yes, but sometimes it’s convenient to have a bottle by the bedside. Sometimes I need a swallow or two just to go to sleep.”
 “Oh lordy, Audrey, don’t go sounding uppity like your sister always did. It was okay for her to have a bottle of gin for medicinal purposes, as she called it, but not me. Of course I hid mine from her.”
 “Oh, henpicked, henpicked!” shrilled Bernie, the new matriarch of Henley House. 
Lester turned and glared at her, open-mouthed. Very seldom had there been conflict between father-in-law and daughter-in-law.
 “Henpecked, you nitwit!” shouted Audrey.
 “Whatever,” said Bernie, “all right, we’re all here, and I want to let you know that darling Kevin told me while ago that everyone is to stay on just as before. Everybody will be provided for.” To herself Bernie mused but not if she had anything to do with it. Well, maybe Lester could stay. After all, he was Kevin’s dad and now she could
henpick-peck him. Smiling at her thoughts, she said, “So, let’s drink to drinking whenever we want and to a future without Agnes.”
At which, inexplicably, Lester again burst into tears. Penny rushed to console him. Audrey and Bernie downed their drinks.
 “What are you carrying on about?” said Audrey, as she gave him a napkin to blow his nose. “You wanted her dead.”
 “I-I wanted a future without Agnes. But I-I also wanted a future full of security and self-respect. Now the whole town’s going to know that I’m dependent on my son.”
 “How is anyone going to know what Agnes’ will said?” asked Audrey. “Now that Bernie has said that we’ll go on as before, no one else needs to know. Let’s make a pact. We’ll discuss this with Kevin and I’m sure my precious nephew will agree that no one is to reveal the contents of Agnes’ will. We’ll live as we always have and the rest of the town will never know.” She added to herself, until that damn will was challenged but in the meantime…She left the thought unfinished. 

As if reading her thoughts, Bernie exclaimed, “What are you talking about? Right after the reading of the will you said you were going to contest it, whatever that means, so you could get the family jewels. But a contest wouldn’t mean you’d win.”
 “Oooh, you little idiot, no, no, I’m sorry Bernie, I-I’ve had time to calm down. Forget what I said. Right now we all have to go on as before and hold our heads high in front of the community.”
 “Dammit, Audrey, you’re getting more like Agnes every minute,” complained her brother-in-law. “But you’re right. We should keep quiet about this. Everybody agree?”
Audrey and Penny quickly nodded yes. Lester turned to his daughter-in-law, “Bernie?”
 “Sure, I won’t tell nobody,” she smiled complacently, remembering the phone call she had made to her mother while Kevin was tending to Lester.
 “What about Mark?” asked Penny. “He sat through the reading of the will, remember? We’re so used to him now that nobody even thought to ask him to leave.”
 “He belongs here as much as you do, Penny,” said Audrey caustically, “and he certainly makes more of a contribution to this household than you do.”
 “Oh!” cried Penny, shooting Audrey a murderous look and wondering why she continued to turn against her so vehemently.
Startled by Penny’s expression, Audrey remembered that she couldn’t afford to lose her as an ally, not yet anyway. Besides, she had her own suspicions about Penny’s little innocent act. She may not have had a monetary motive to wish Agnes dead but she would have had a vengeful one.
 “Now, cut it out you two!” shouted Lester, recovering some of his previous energy. “Penny’s right. We got to talk to Mark. Bernie, go see if he’s in the kitchen.”
After she had left, Audrey took a deep breath and smiled sweetly at Penny. “I-I guess the day’s events have caused emotions to overcome reason.”
 “Oh,” said Penny, confused. She wondered if that was Audrey’s way of apologizing.
 “Damn right,” said Lester. “We got to start thinking.”
Bernie quickly returned with Mark. Lester and Audrey explained the situation to him.
 “Now, Mark,” asked Audrey confidently, “will you help us to maintain appearances and the confidentiality of the will?” 
 “Of course. No problem,” he responded affably, thinking of the phone call he had made to his father as soon as he had left Kevin in Lester’s room and returned to the kitchen.
 “All right then. It’s all settled. Life goes on,” said Lester in a much-restored mood. “I’ll talk to Kevin, or better yet, Bernie, you handle him. He’s as much upset by this business as I am.”
 “Don’t you worry. I’ll take care of my sweetie.”
Glancing out the window and gazing upon a peacefully dozing Kevin, who was lying in the fading sunlight, Audrey mused wryly that he didn’t look so upset, the little bastard!
 

Despite Audrey’s cynical appraisal of Kevin, dinner was again a rather melancholy affair due to his silence. Whether his deportment was the shocking result of being the immediate heir to his mother’s fortune or of still being in mourning for her, the others couldn’t decide. Something about the dinner hour produced a sadness quite uncharacteristic of him, or so perceived Lester, Audrey, and Penny.
Mark tread lightly around Kevin as he served a ridiculous concoction composed of ground beef, a can of pork and beans, a package of macaroni and cheese, and instant mashed potatoes, all mixed together with dollops of ketchup. The mess was accompanied by a traditional green salad.
 “Damn, Mark,” complimented Lester, “this is the best dish you’ve cooked up yet.”
Audrey was too preoccupied to quip one of her usual caustic remarks. She ate her meal, not really tasting it. She wondered if Bernie had said anything to Kevin and if she had, what had he said? No matter what Lester’s opinion was, she knew they couldn’t leave their future to Bernie’s control of Kevin and why was Kevin so quiet?
Penny wondered if reminiscences of past family dinners when good-naturedly he teased his mother brought about Kevin’s mood. After all, Kevin was never irritated by his mother’s pomposity, she thought.  
Although he was enjoying the meal, Lester worried about his son. Damn, he didn’t want the kid to be so sad. Who would have thought he’d mourn her like this? Ah well, Agnes had been dead only a few days. He would come out of it.
 “Say, Penny,” addressed Bernie brightly, not in the least intimidated by her husband’s melancholy. “Why don’t you fix one of your Aunt Hazel pies? Give Mark some time off?”
All eyes suddenly riveted to Penny who could only blurt, “Huh?”
Mark came to her rescue. “Say, that’s an idea. I’d appreciate it. I could spend more time with my dad.”
 “Oh, well,” sputtered Penny, “I didn’t know anyone knew about that.”
 “Hell,” said Lester, “everybody in this town knew, I betcha, except Agnes. Damn, I remember those pies you used to make at the Southern-Star Restaurant in Connor’s Corner. Damn tasty!”
 “Lester, I think Penny would prefer not to remember that,” Audrey quietly reprimanded him.
Glancing at his son, he mumbled, “Oh yeah. Sorry.”
Not understanding the undercurrent, Mark asked, “Well, would you Penny?”
 “Oh sure, of course,” she replied doubtfully.
 

After dinner Bernie told everyone that she and Kevin were going to their room to watch television. As usual, Mark took care of the dishes and the cleaning in the kitchen. No one volunteered to help him. Penny and Audrey returned to the library, selected reading material, and went upstairs to read in their respective rooms. Lester entered the empty library, mixed a drink, turned on the TV, and sat down to watch ESPN.
 

Later that night when everyone was ensconced in his or her room, Lester, Audrey, and Penny pondered their own individual fates.
 

Although his scheme had worked perfectly, Lester was falling into a deep depression caused by the treachery of the will.  
 “I wonder which one of them did it. And it was all for nothing! Of course, Kevin ain’t going to throw me out. But damn! I got to know which one of those women killed Agnes. It could’ve been any one of them. They were all around here, more or less, during the critical time. I got the impression each didn’t really know what the others were doing, but yet, they were eager to cover for each other. Maybe that was because each one thought she’d be blamed because she’d drawn the X.”  
He smiled ruefully. He’d certainly outsmarted himself. “Or was it the other way around? Did they do it together? Oh so kindly offering to fix Agnes’ salad and her so pleased at their concern? Oh what a funny thought! But no, Bernie couldn’t keep a secret like that, could she? But Audrey’s always snapping at her and Penny. And why would they conspire? Did they find out that they’d all drawn the X? Then why didn’t they get mad at me? Oh damn! I got to know. This is killing me.”  
 

Audrey was overcome, not so much with panic, but with rage, rage at her sister and the injustice of losing her aunt’s jewelry to that piece of trailer trash who was Kevin’s wife. In a way, the turn of events was poetic justice. Agnes had finagled Aunt Hilda into leaving the jewelry to her, and then Agnes had unwittingly left the pieces to her detested daughter-in-law.  
“If I weren’t the victim in all this, it would be funny.”
While rage was the superseding emotion, panic did linger beneath. “What will happen if my lawsuit doesn’t work? Will I be cast out? And Kevin? Maybe I won’t have to sue. If I play up to his sense of family responsibility, will he realize how much I deserve those jewels? Just how much does Kevin know anyway? Has Lester ever told him anything? I know Agnes never did.”  
There was a knock at her door.  
She opened it. “Lester, what the hell are you doing here at this hour?”
 “Audrey, I got to talk to you. Can-can I come in?”
She opened the door wider and beckoned him to enter.
 “What on earth is wrong with you?”
 “Audrey, it’s killing me. I got to know which one of you killed her.”
Audrey stood silent for a few moments, and then indicated a chair for him to sit on. “I take it that that means you didn’t kill her?” She asked calmly.
 “What? Gawd no!” Then, looking at her in a different light, “Or you either, huh?”
 “No,” she laughed nervously, “I didn’t but I was worried sick that the focus would turn on me. You see, I drew the X.”
He didn’t respond but stared numbly at her.  
Misinterpreting his silence as cowardice, she continued, “I’ve thought about this a lot, too, and I thought at first it was either you or Bernie.”
 “Oh hell, yes. It had to be Bernie.”
 “No, I don’t think so.”
 “But she gets everything!”
 “She didn’t know that until this afternoon. Besides, Bernie’s a Tucker. She couldn’t keep a secret like that. She’d at least blab it to her family and the whole town would know.”
 “Then-then it’s Penny?”
 “Hmm. Quiet, shy, unassuming little Penny. She’s really put on quite a show, hasn’t she? So innocent like, always protesting it was an accident.”
 “Damn! She came through for me. Penny, of all people.”
 “But why? If she didn’t draw the X?” Luckily for Lester, she didn’t give him time to respond. “I guess she hated Agnes that much and used your scheme as an opportunity, figuring that the person who drew the X would be blamed.”
Lester knew that Penny couldn’t have reasoned that way. After all, Penny had drawn an X, too, but he agreed with the rest of Audrey’s explanation. It fit Penny to a T.
 “But the little wimp has such a guilty conscience that she grasped the accident theory like a vise. And there’s something else that you’ve forgotten.”
 “What’s that?” he asked.
 “Penny didn’t have an alibi. Remember? Bernie and I included her in ours. Oh, it’s true that we got back from town earlier than we said but the house was extremely quiet and I think now that Agnes was already dead when we got home. Bernie and I went upstairs and I did doze off but I think I would have noticed if Bernie had gone back downstairs. Besides, Agnes wouldn’t have eaten a salad that Bernie had fixed for her. No, the timing was all wrong anyway. And you guys, you, Mark, and Kevin, were downtown.”
 “Then where was Penny?”
 “Outside, in the heat of the day, walking in the gardens. Lester, she was here the whole time.”
 “Damn!”
 “Exactly. Penny killed Agnes. Besides, I think she tried to confess to me in her own inept way but I dismissed it because I had drawn the X.”
 

Unaware of the accusations against her, Penny was nonetheless in anguish. Relieved that Agnes’ death had been ruled accidental and that she wasn’t going to be implicated after all, she worried how Kevin was going to treat her. She and Kevin had always been friends since he was a little boy and she was his babysitter. They had spent many evenings together playing harmoniously while Agnes, with or without Lester, had gone about town laying the groundwork for community involvement. Surely Kevin would not push her out into the world with no place to go.  
 “Can I even possibly get a job considering how Agnes damaged my reputation so many years ago? Why did it take me so long to realize that it was Agnes all along who had been behind my misfortunes? Can I ever prove what Agnes did and will anyone, anywhere even care? It was Audrey all along who tried to convince me of Agnes’ guilt but can I depend on her for help now? At least I can admit to being Aunt Hazel. But Audrey’s been so hostile since the reading of the will. Why? She gave me my alibi but can I still trust her? Oh, if only I could leave, just walk away from this house and my past, start life anew. But how?”
 

Bernie slept contentedly alongside Kevin, dreaming of a future full of riches and luxury.


CHAPTER NINETEEN
 

 
 
Sunday, June 9th and Monday, June 10th

 

After Sunday dinner, which Donovan and May Belle ate at the new Steak House Restaurant following morning church services, Donovan puttered around morosely in his backyard. The hairs still bristled on the back of his neck and he couldn’t get Agnes Henley out of his mind.
 “It had to have been an accident, dammit. No two ways about it. Only one person with a motive that being Lester and he had an unbreakable alibi. No way he could have sneaked back to his house, served a poisonous salad to Agnes, and sneaked back to town. You can’t sneak in this town, especially that distance, without half the population seeing you. But say for argument it wasn’t an accident? Then who did it?”
 “What are you mumbling to yourself?” May Belle had suddenly appeared, carrying a Tricia Lee romance novel in one hand and dragging a lawn chair with the other. “Still preoccupied with Agnes?”
 “Yeah,” he muttered as he watched her set up her chair.
 “So, who are you suspicious of?” she inquired, cutting right to the quick of the matter.
 “Well, if it’s murder, then it’s Mark. He was the last one to see her as far as anyone knows, and he had the opportunity.”
 “But what’s the motive?”
 “None that I know of. But what the hell is he doing working there as a French chef?”
 “Why don’t you ask him?”
 “Oh, they’ve all said it was for a joke.”
 “Well then, what’s the problem?”
 “The joke’s still going on. He’s still there. Why? I want to know.”
 “Then ask.”
 “Maybe I will but, officially, the case is closed.”
They were silent a while then she commented, “I bet it really was an accident. Agnes Henley was a dotty, snotty loon.”
 “Gawdamighty! How can you say that? That dear lady!” His hairs bristled overtime. “I swear, what’s the matter with all you people? Shirley Gates, them two girls, her own family talking about her like she wasn’t too bright. You’d almost think there was a conspiracy to belittle that poor lady. I mean, look at all she’s done for this town. ”
His wife smiled complacently and picked up her book. She knew there was no point arguing with Harold when he had his mind set on something. Agnes Henley was dead and buried and had died a terrible death but, although she had provided amusement at times, she had also annoyed a lot of people. And that was putting it mildly. May Belle hoped that Harold would eventually come to understand, with an occasional comment from her, that Agnes hadn’t been exactly the person she had pretended to be and that he shouldn’t waste any more time on her. She felt there were a lot more important matters going on in Magnolia Creek that needed his attention than the accidental death of Agnes Henley.
 

“Gossip hot line, Chief!” yelled Metson as he reported to work Monday morning.
 “What you talking about?” growled Donovan.
 “It’s all over town. Miz Agnes left everything to Kevin, even the family jewels, except for the four thousand dollars that Lester has to get according to the law. Lester and Miss Audrey are fit to be tied.”
 “How the hell you know all that?”
 “Down at The Cracked Cup this morning, ole man Robeson’s telling everybody about the reading of the will.”
 “And how, pray tell, would he know about that?”
 “Seems Mark got to listen in on it and called his dad as soon as he could.”
 “Well, well, well.”
 “Then them Tuckers walked in just as I was finishing my toast and coffee and started bragging about Miz Bernadette becoming an ‘air-ass’. I swear to gawd that’s what they said,” he laughed. “And she’s going to inherit the ‘air-loom’ jewelry what should go to Miss Audrey.”
 “Well, well, well,” repeated Donovan. “I think we might pay the Henleys a visit.”
 “Then the case ain’t closed?”
 “Oh, sure it is, but I ain’t satisfied. It won’t hurt nothing to drop in for coffee and ask how everyone is getting along. You know, show sympathy and respect for a prominent family in mourning. Sounds like Lester and Miss Audrey might be mourning more than the loss of Miz Agnes, the loss of their inheritance. They don’t have to know we’re still nosing around.”
 “You think you’ll get anything out of them?”
 “Never know. Somebody might let their hair or their defenses down, you just never know. Let’s get some of this paper work done today then head out there around eight o’clock tonight. Speaking of hair, I been wanting to ask Miss Audrey about that red hair business and I’d sure like to sample Mark Robeson’s cooking.”
 “Thought you didn’t think red hair had anything to do with Miz Agnes’ death.”
 “I don’t but it’s still nagging at me anyway. Besides, what if years later some Johnny-come-lately pokes his nose into this case and wants to know why didn’t I investigate further?”
 “You really think that’ll happen?”
 “Naw, not really,” he laughed. “But we ought to check it anyway and check Mark’s French cooking, too.”
 “At eight o’clock? What would he serve then?”
 “Are you forgetting? Oar-doves, of course.”
 

“Think it’s ever going to rain this summer?” asked Metson as he and Donovan drove up to Henley House.
 “Who knows?” growled Donovan. “It’s damned hot and not even July or August yet. Don’t know if rain would help. The humidity would make the heat worse.”
 “Well, let’s just hope our new central cooling down at the station works like it’s supposed to.”
 “Why wouldn’t it? At least this evening we’re going to enjoy a nice, cool house. Let’s see what kind of hospitality we’re going to get.”
They got out of the cruiser and walked onto the small porch.
 

Mark opened the front door, “Officers, good evening.”
 “Marcel,” replied Donovan sarcastically. “Is Miss Audrey here tonight? We’d like to have a quiet word or two with her.” He glanced upwards at the high, darkened ceiling wondering what the chandelier looked like when it was lit up.
 “Yes, sir, I think she’s upstairs in her room. I’ll get her for you.” He started to usher them into the library.
 “Uh, how about us meeting with her in the living room? I ain’t seen that room yet.”
 “As you wish, sir.”  
While Mark opened the door on the right, Donovan whispered to Metson that he sure would like to see the upstairs rooms. Mark then snapped on the light and indicated that they should enter, pretending not to have heard Donovan’s remark.  
Donovan and Metson stood for a few seconds, their mouths agape at their surroundings.
 “Lordamighty,” said Donavan. “You’d think we’d been sent back in time. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a room like this in real life, just in movies.”
 “Whew, chief, you sure you want to sit on them dainty little chairs or that pretty little sofa?”
The room was decorated in a baby blue color. The walls had a floral motif with roses and carnations. The curtains and upholstery of the chairs and sofa all matched the walls. White wicker end tables and coffee tables stood harmoniously around the furniture. China vases with artificial flowers adorned some of the tables. Delicate-looking lamps stood on some of the end tables. The room reeked of antiquity and femininity.
 “Whew,” exclaimed Donovan, “I bet ole Lester never spent much time in here.”
 “Oh no, sir, only Miz Agnes when she entertained her friends. This room has always been off limits to the rest of the family. We just sort of pretend that it isn’t here.”
Donovan bristled as Mark said “we” as if he were part of the family and not an employee. “Well, now that Miz Agnes is no longer with you, are you going to use it?”
 “We haven’t so far, sir.”
 “Yeah, I can understand that. Are the rooms upstairs as chintzy as this one?”
 “I’ve only been on the balcony, sir, whenever there was a need to bring someone downstairs but I have glanced into the rooms. Miss Audrey and Miss Penny have rather heavy furniture and the rooms seem kind of, well, gloomy. Kevin and Miz Bernie, on the other hand, have a light airy room furnished with modern, comfortable furniture.”
 “You don’t say,” said Donovan. “Let’s go into the library and wait for Miss Audrey.”
 “Very good, sir.”
 “Uhhh, before you get her, you got any of them fancy oar-doves around? I sure have heard a lot of compliments about your cooking,” Donovan stated not quite truthfully. No one had described Mark’s cooking to him, a fact that whetted his curiosity even more.
 “Very good, sir,” Mark repeated, continuing to counter Donovan’s down-home act with his own best butlerish one, not in the least daunted by the officer’s cornpone approach. “I’ll bring some canapés.”
After he had left them in the library, Metson turned to Donovan in horror. “Can a peas? What the hell we gonna do with a can of peas? I thought you said he’d at least serve us chips and cheese dip. Maybe some chili on top.”
 “Well, I guess I was wrong. Some French chef he is. Doesn’t even know what an oar-dove is. Probably saw a can of them little bitty petite peas and thought that was a French delicacy.”
 “Maybe you should a said horse-doors like I been saying all along.”
 “Aren’t you listening, man? Mark Robeson knows less French than you or me. I wanted to see his French food act in person and what do I get? A can of damned peas! Makes me wonder about Miz Agnes, I’ll tell you, and the state of her mental health.”
 “Well, the inquest showed she was a little nuts.”
 “I know, but why did her loving family want to play a joke on her having Mark masquerade as a French chef? It ain’t right, Daryl. I’m telling you it ain’t right.”
Mark returned with a tray laden with small round crackers covered with a black, bubbly-crunchy looking topping.
 “Caviar, gentlemen?” offered Mark.
Surprised, the two policemen each hesitantly picked up a cracker and tentatively bit into it, whereupon Metson immediately choked and spat his out. “What the hell! I’d a preferred the damn peas!”
 “Oh, it’s not too bad if you don’t look at what you’re eating,” munched Donovan. “Kind of salty. So this is caviar. Just what is caviar, anyway?”
 “Fish eggs, sir.” Mark maintained a stoic demeanor.
 “Gawdamighty,” gulped Donovan as he pushed the tray away.
 “Perhaps you gentlemen would prefer cheese and crackers?”
 “Now that’s more like it!” exclaimed Metson greedily.
 “Hold on,” said Donovan, no longer trusting Mark, “just what kind of cheese?”
 “Bleu cheese. It goes well with caviar.”
 “Forget it! Cheese is supposed to be yellow.”
 “And whatever happened to cheese dip?” muttered Metson under his breath.
 “Anyway,” said Donovan, “we came here to see Miss Audrey, not stuff ourselves.”
 “Very good, sir. I’ll go up for her now.”
 

After he had shut the library door, Mark collapsed on the stairs, convulsed with silent laughter. He didn’t have any bleu cheese, but if they had accepted his offer, he would have mixed blueberry preserves with the desired cheese dip and served it on Melba toast. He thought it was too bad that they didn’t want it. He was sure they would’ve enjoyed it. The caviar, however, had been authentic enough. Agnes had bought it at the supermarket shortly after Mark had come to work for her. She had been amazed, and impressed, at how expensive such a small jar was and had told Mark to hold it for something special. She then forgot all about it. Mark decided he would eat what the officers had left, which was all of it except two crackers, for a midnight snack. He loved the stuff.
 

Inside the library Metson asked, “How come he’s acting like an uppity butler? I thought he was just the cook.”
 “How the hell should I know?” snarled Donovan. “Maybe he got a promotion. This is getting to be the nuttiest house I ever seen. I’m beginning to think poor Miz Henley didn’t die of an accident.”
 “But you been suspicious all along, haven’t you?”
 “Yeah, sort of. But now I’m thinking maybe it was deliberate suicide.”
 “Why, for gawd’s sake?”
 “Only way for her to get away from this fruitcake place!”
 “Oh!” laughed Metson nervously, “you had me going there for a minute.”
 “Gentlemen, how may I help you?” Audrey entered the library, elegant and graceful, with a hint of arrogance. She was dressed in a tailored, form-fitting sheath of beige brocade. Her blonde hair was upswept into her usual French chignon. Tiny gold earrings adorned her ears.
Audrey presented the kind of class Donovan always expected to find in Henley House. He looked her over as he admired her entrance.
 “We’ve come to see how you’re doing, Miss Audrey, and, well, uh,” he stumbled.
 “And what, Chief Donovan?” She eyed him skeptically and haughtily.
 “Well, how’s the rest of the household doing? I mean, dealing with Miz Agnes’ death and, uh, Kevin inheriting and all.”
 “What?” She was clearly aghast. “How-how could you think that Kevin had inherited?”
 “You mean it’s not true?” Donovan gave a sideways glance at Metson as if to say, you and your gossip.
“Kevin didn’t inherit?”
 “Oh, I just can’t believe this,” she moaned, completely astounded. “We weren’t going to tell anyone. At least the others weren’t. I, well, I was going to wait a while to see what Kevin was going to do to see if he was going to give me my aunt’s-er-things and if he didn’t, then I was going to a lawyer to see if I could contest the will.” She paused, horrified at herself for revealing so much. “But how did you know?”  
 “Uh, ma’am, this is a small town. Things get around.” He could sense Metson’s snickering smile. His gossip had been right on the money.
 “The Tuckers, of course,” declared Audrey. “Bernie just couldn’t keep her mouth shut.”
 “Well, I couldn’t say. Have you found out what Kevin’s going to do?”
 “No, not yet. He seemed to just collapse after the reading of the will. He had been overwhelmed by his mother’s death but had seemed to be recovering. Then the magnitude of what his mother had done for him has just seemed to overcome him. However, Bernie says that we’re going to continue just as before so that’s why we decided not to disclose the contents of the will, that is, to save face, especially for poor Lester.”
And,
thought Donovan, for you, too. He noted the tone of bitterness in her voice.
“But,” she continued, “obviously the cat’s out of the bag. Does any of this have anything to do with Agnes’ death? I thought the inquiry was closed.”
 “Yes, ma’am, it is. We’re just here as concerned citizens to see how you folks are dealing with your grief. Miz Agnes was a dearly beloved figure in this town.”
 “Well, that’s kind of you,” she said dubiously.
 “So you’re all going to stay on as before?” he asked rhetorically. “Well, I wouldn’t have thought that Kevin would put out his own father or his aunt. What about Miss Penelope?”
Aha, thought Audrey, so the focus might be shifting to Penny anyway. Audrey doubted very seriously that they were here just as concerned citizens.  
 “She’s staying on, too, as far as I know. Kevin’s a good kid and they’ve been close. She used to babysit for him when he was little. But Bernie getting her hands on my aunt’s-uh-things is another matter.” Damn! She just couldn’t resist a few digs at Bernie.
Donovan, however, had his mind on something else and ignored the references to Bernie.
 “Changing the subject a little bit,” he said, “there’s something about Miz Agnes that I don’t understand.”
 “Oh?” Audrey contained a snicker. “What might that be?”
 “The autopsy revealed she dyed her hair. She wasn’t a redhead but a brunette.”
Audrey let out an undignified snort. She found this unexpected disclosure hilarious, a reaction that startled both Donovan and Metson. “Oh yes, we both color, uh, colored our hair. My natural color is a medium brown and I have always felt that blonde was much more becoming to me. Agnes’ hair was much darker.”
 “But she’s been a redhead for as long as I’ve known her. And if she’s not a redhead, then how did she and Lester produce a redheaded kid? Do you have redheaded ancestors?”
 “Oh, Agnes would just die if she knew this was coming out.” She paused, realizing what a ridiculous, incongruous statement that was. “Well, you know what I mean,” she added apologetically.
 “No, ma’am, I don’t. How do you explain Kevin?”
 “Kevin was adopted.”
 “What?” exploded both Donovan and Metson.
 “Oh, it was kept very hush-hush. I don’t think Kevin knows to this day. In fact I was thinking about it the other night.”
 “But nowadays people tell their kids.”
 “Yes, but as parents both Agnes and Lester were crazy about their little boy. In their own way, I think they both forgot the adoption. Agnes began dying her hair as soon as red hair appeared on the baby’s head. She wanted him to look like her. I think both of them, maybe Agnes more than Les, actually began to believe that Kevin was their natural son. In fact, Agnes, as time went on, became more and more in complete denial of the adoption and the fact that she was a brunette.”
 “Gawdamighty,” muttered Metson who was usually silent during Donovan’s interrogations.
 “And to tell you the truth, officers, I hope Kevin never finds out the truth. I want him to think I’m really his blood-relative. That way maybe he’ll feel a sense of family responsibility and give me-uh-certain family valuables.”
 

“Well, what do you think now, Chief?” asked Metson as they drove away.
 “I think Miss Audrey wants the family jewels.”
 “Yeah, but what do you think about Miz Henley’s accidental death?”
 “Damned if it don’t get weirder and weirder. Now, if this was a mystery novel or a movie or a TV show, the suspicion would now turn on Kevin. Adopted son. Fortune. All his.”
 “But you don’t think so?”
 “He didn’t know nothing about any of it. And this is real life anyway.”
 “So?”
 “Out of all this craziness that’s been revealed about Henley House, what’s the craziest of all?”
 “Mark?”
 “Damned right. What the hell’s he doing there?”


CHAPTER TWENTY
 

 

Kevin watched from the window of his second floor master suite as the two officers drove away. “Bernie, honey, go ask Mark if he knows what those two nitwit cops were doing here.”
Bernie flipped off the TV. “Sure thing, sweetie,” she replied, only too glad to have an excuse to join the cheerful Mark in the kitchen. Kevin’s mood swings were getting on her nerves.
Left alone with his thoughts, Kevin lay on his bed thinking of the recent events, not knowing what to make of them. So far his actions, while improvised hastily with unexpected results, had gone undetected. Presumably, he had committed the perfect crime and apparently had gotten away with it. Like his father, he found the presence of the police unnerving. Why won’t those jackass cops stay away, he asked himself.
His thoughts returned to the morning of the Garden Club visit. Before breakfast that day, he had gone upstairs to ask his mother for an advance on his monthly salary. He had never considered it as an allowance. He was too old for such a thing even though he had been receiving one since he was ten years old. To his amazement, he had found her lost in rapture sitting beside a floor safe which he had not known was there. She was fondling an emerald necklace! Unfortunately the door had creaked and he retreated quickly, realizing that he had seen something he was not meant to see. Perplexed by this discovery, he returned to her rooms while she was eating breakfast and easily picked her door lock. He lifted the rug from the safe and was surprised to find it unlocked.
The enormity of the jewelry collection had stunned him. But as he rifled through her papers, the ones that caught his eye were her will, which left almost everything to him, and the adoption papers. The ramifications of what he had discovered confounded him as he quickly returned everything to the safe and left his mother’s suite. Angered at having been deceived about his birth, yet amazed at the enormity of his mother’s wealth, which one day would be his, he staggered back to his room. Unbelievably, his mother had disinherited her husband and sister for an adopted child.
His feelings for his mother began to change. He had always been fond of her, ignoring her eccentricities and the patronizing control she had exerted over his life and the lives of the other members of Henley House. He had simply accepted his position as the way life was meant to be for the son of a prominent family. But he had never considered or realized the extent of the family fortune. Agnes kept him and his father on shoestrings, expecting them, along with Audrey and Penny, to kowtow to her every beck and call. He had always been able to charm his mother into giving him more than his allotted salary but now he realized that she could have afforded much, much more.
And why the deception regarding the adoption? Were his real parents someone to be ashamed of?
Rage began to envelop him as he realized he was not truly descended from Magnolia Creek’s illustrious Briars. Why had Lester played along? Strangely, his feelings for Lester didn’t change. He had been a good father and, Kevin assumed, had obeyed Agnes’ every whim for the benefit of his son. Kevin smiled as he remembered his conversation with Lester that afternoon when the two of them had returned from town. Lester had been rather morose as if he knew that either he or Agnes were going to die and had tried to reassure him.  
 “And I had told him not to worry because I knew I was set for life, a fact that I had learned that morning.”
Ironically, it had been Agnes and her Garden Club that had set the stage for her demise, although her death had not been on his mind that morning, far from it in fact. He had nervously joined Mark in the garden trying to gain self-control and appear normal, temporarily disregarding what he had just learned from his mother’s papers. Soon Agnes and her entourage appeared providing entertainment for himself and Mark and also for Audrey and Bernie who were hiding in the bushes. What a scene, he exclaimed to himself.
However, it was the next day when Agnes herself had inadvertently egged on her own death.
He remembered the scene vividly as he replayed it in his mind.
 “Hi, Mom, what are you doing? Are we the only ones here for lunch?”
 “Oh, darling, I didn’t know you were still here. I thought everyone had gone to town.”
 “Naw, Bernie went with Audrey and I just stayed in the room, watching a tennis match on ESPN. Say, aren’t ya going to eat some of this stuff that Mark set out?”
 “No, darling, I’m fixing to go out to the garden and get some salad greens. But, son, there’s something that I want to discuss with you.”
 “Yeah, what’s that?”
 “Bernadette.”
He had bristled as he always did whenever his mother mentioned his wife’s name. Marrying Bernie had been his only act of independence in his twenty-five years. Motherly love had not been able to compete with a young man’s lust and desire. Living all his life in the protected cocoon of Henley House and dating only girls his mother approved of, he was unprepared for the feelings aroused by Bernie when he met her for the first time at The Cracked Cup. Mark Robeson, a casual acquaintance, had invited him over for a hamburger and had introduced him to Bernie. She had teased and taunted him and he had pursued her vigorously. He had never met anyone like her. His previous admirers had thrown themselves at him but not Bernie. He kept their dates secret from his mother and, when Bernie accepted his marriage proposal, he had insisted that the marriage take place immediately. He knew how his mother would react to such a socially unacceptable girl like Bernie so they eloped and Agnes had had to accept the situation. Bernie was now his wife and therefore deserved her place at Henley House. He had ignored his mother’s taunting of Bernie mainly because Bernie herself had taken it in stride. Bernie was one in a million. Only she could have held her own with a mother-in-law like his mama.
 “So what about her?” he had asked his mother
 “Kevin, darling, surely now you realize that she can never be a true Henley. Her behavior is unbearable.” 

Since it was Lester who had brought the Henley name to Briar House and he had come from a not-so-well-to-do family in Connor’s Corner, Kevin thought Bernie had become a perfect Henley. Maybe Agnes thought she had remade Lester in her own image but no one else had been fooled.
 “She’s a Henley now, Mom.”
 “No, Kevin, it’s high time this charade ended. Divorce her now. Get rid of her and don’t give her a penny.”
 “What? No, Mom, no! I can’t do that.”
 “Now, darling, don’t get upset. You think about it and we’ll work out a way to end this-this marriage without you having to give the little tramp the time of day. And, darling, if you don’t do something soon, I will.” She had smiled a sickenly sweet smile, which had irritated him no end.
At that moment he had snapped yet outwardly he maintained his composure. He suddenly had an idea of how he could put a stop to her malicious scheming, a temporary measure that might give him more time to figure out how he could preserve his marriage and keep his mother at bay.
As amiable as ever, he addressed her, “Hey, Mom, you don’t have to go out to the garden. I’ll get salad stuff for both of us and fix our salads. You just sit down there and relax.”
 “Oh, how precious of you, darling,” she said, apparently mollified that her dear sweet son would follow her advice and divorce his wife.
It had been so easy, too easy. He had gone to the garden, enraged, and picked the poisonous greens as well as some lettuce, radishes, and tomatoes. Returning to the kitchen he washed and chopped the veggies, filling his mother’s bowl not only with the good vegetables but also with the poisonous ones. For himself, of course, he had fixed a completely edible salad. He placed his mother’s salad in front of her and sat next to her. His mother chattered as she ate continuing her diatribe against Bernie. As he watched her eat, any remorse at what he was doing vanished. He didn’t know how poisonous the plant was but assumed it would make her sick enough to put her in bed for a few days, enough time to plan how to keep Bernie in the house or to get money from his mother so he and Bernie could find a nice place of their own. After all, his mother could afford it. He thought his dad might help him but Lester had never shown much backbone in dealing with Agnes.  
Suddenly his mother became very still, her eyes glazed with terror. He had put down his fork and stared back at her.
 “So, Mom, how do you like the salad?” he had whispered. “To tell the truth, I’m not very hungry. I think I’ll go to town. Enjoy your meal.” 

Her eyes had widened in even more horror but she didn’t say anything nor did she move. He thought that was rather strange but kept up his charade as if nothing was wrong. Another plan was beginning to form in his mind. While she was sick in bed, he would have Bernie wait on her hand and foot so she could see what a wonderful daughter-in-law she was. He had asked his mother if she would like to finish his salad, too, and without waiting for her to answer or nod, he had poured his salad into hers, lifting her hand to do so, dropping it back as he finished. He had washed his bowl and fork and left, waving good-naturedly to his mother as if nothing unusual had happened.
Next, he had gone downtown to the deli to eat just before, as luck would have it, Mark walked in providing him with an alibi, more or less. That fool Donovan had never pinpointed him on the exact time that he had arrived at the deli. The place had been crowded, he had been seen, and the witnesses that he had mentioned to Donovan had given approximately the same time frame. Yes, he had committed the perfect crime, which in reality had been an accident! He assured himself that he had never meant to kill his mother. He had been shocked to the depth of his being to learn that she had died and that it was his salad making that had killed her. But somehow it had all worked out for the best. Life did seem much more pleasant without his mother around, especially now that he was the one in command.
Still waiting for Bernie to return, his mind wandered to the members of his household. First of all, Lester could stay. He was fond of him and enjoyed his company. And Agnes had betrayed Lester. Aunt Audrey? Give her the jewels?  
 “Hell no, she’s not my real aunt. Maybe the jewels should have been hers, but they’re legally mine now. No, she and that wallflower Penny have to go. No more freeloaders. They should leave and get a life of their own. And Bernie? I’ve done it all for her. I’ll adorn her with Aunt Hilda’s jewels, buy her furs, the latest fashions.”
He’d show the town that a Tucker girl could become a worldly sophisticate.  
 “And she’ll never leave me. Why would she, anyway?”
Inexplicably a horrible notion popped into his mind. “If she did try to leave me, I’d kill her. I swear I would. Bernie is mine.”  
But she’d have to die an accidental death if she ever did attempt anything. He had become quite fond of fatal accidents, fatal accidents that would go undetected.
His momentary rage subsided and his reflections turned to Mark. Should he let him stay on? Well, why not? There was no point in giving up good food. Mark could bring his dad over if he wanted. There’d be plenty of room here with Audrey and Penny gone. Lester could have companionship with ole man Robeson and he and Mark could join them for beer and ball games. Bernie could preside over the male assemblage like some kind of royalty. Kevin thought some more and decided that from now on life was going to be very simple and very pleasant at Henley House.
Bernie returned, breaking his reverie.
 “Well, what did the cops want?” he asked.
 “Mark said they wanted to talk to Audrey.”
 “Why?”
 “He didn’t know. He also said they wanted to sample his cooking.”
 “For what possible reason? Do they think Mark poisoned my mom? The case is supposed to be closed.”
 “The case? No, he didn’t say anything about that. Mark just said they came to talk to Audrey and wanted to sample his fancy cooking. He used some big word but I can’t remember what it was.”
 “So, did he give them anything?”
 “Yeah, but it don’t make sense to me.”
 “Tell me anyway.”
She told him what Mark had said about caviar and a can of peas. Kevin howled with laughter. Like the policemen, Bernie didn’t understand canapés or hors-d’oeuvres and was confused at Kevin’s mirth.
 “Oh, that Mark is fun to have around! Like Dad says, those hayseed cops don’t know nothing.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 

 
 
Tuesday, June 11th

 
 
At the police station the next day, Donovan and Metson couldn’t concentrate on their work, both mentally preoccupied with the supposedly closed Agnes Henley case. The hairs on Donovan’s neck continued to bristle whenever he thought of Mark Robeson’s presence at Henley House. Metson, on the other hand, had a nagging feeling that he knew something important but couldn’t put his finger on it. He wasn’t even sure when that feeling had begun.
 “Man, I hate days like this,” grumbled Donovan.
 “What do you mean?” asked Metson absentmindedly.
 “The atmosphere is so thick you could slice it with a knife.”
 “Yeah, I bet it storms tonight. Those clouds look like pea soup out there.”
 “This kind of weather makes you think something’s going to happen.”
 “Like what?”
Donovan laughed, “Damned if I know but the hairs on the back of my neck are bristling like crazy.”
Metson rolled his eyes yet he had a strange feeling, also, one that he just couldn’t get rid of.
Donovan brought up the Henley file on his computer and read through it for the umpteenth time.
 “You know, Daryl, let’s just say for argument’s sake that Miz Agnes was murdered. Mark was the last to see her alive.”
 “Yeah, but you been over that again and again. No motive.”
 “That we know of but there’s something else here, too.”
 “What’s that?”
 “Miss Penelope. She didn’t eat with Miss Audrey and Miz Bernadette. She could have slipped back. And, she sure was awful nervous.”
 “Naw, Chief, that’s pushing it too much. I feel like you do. There’s something about Mark. I just can’t place it. You don’t consider Kevin at all?”
 “Naw, poor kid came out on top but that’s just damn good luck. At the time of the murder, only Lester had any real motive.”
 “Kevin would have if he’d known about the will.”
 “Yeah, but he didn’t.”
They fell silent and began typing reports into their computers, the mundane reports of traffic violations, domestic disputes, a knifing at the high school, a drug deal at the junior high. Nothing so exotic as an imagined murder in the high society realm of Henley House.
At noon Metson asked Donovan if he wanted to eat at The Cracked Cup.
 “Naw,” replied the superior officer, “I brought a tuna sandwich. I got to watch my weight.” He leaned back in his chair and patted his ample stomach. “May Belle’s been after me to watch my weight, cholesterol, and blood pressure.”
 “Well, I got to get out of here,” said Metson, smiling at the thought of the plump, although otherwise sensible, Mrs. Donovan chastising the chief about his weight.
Donovan watched with envy as his muscular young officer put on his cap and walked out the door. Looking down at his belly hanging over his belt, he announced jealously to the empty room, “Them muscles of his won’t last long, especially eating at The Cup.”
He pulled out his tuna sandwich and eyed it distastefully then set it down, arose from his chair, and walked over to the west window, which overlooked Magnolia Creek, the park, the apartments, and at the moment the most tantalizing of all, Burger Paradise.
 “Damn! I haven’t had one of those in ages.”
 “Did you say something, sir?”
Startled, Donovan turned and saw one of the younger officers from the outer office standing in his doorway.
 “Oh, I was just thinking I hadn’t eaten a Paradise burger for quite a while.”
 “I’m going over there now, sir, for a bacon cheeseburger. You want one?”
 “Yeah, but hold the cheese. I’m on a diet.”
After the young man left, Donovan continued staring out the window, subconsciously noting the clouds rolling in. Then he turned his attention to Magnolia Creek. From his vantage point, some of the rocks in the creek created formations that looked like floating dead bodies.
“Damn!” he said to himself. “I got to get this murder business out of my head. I’m seeing corpses everywhere.”
 

Metson pulled into the parking lot of The Cracked Cup Diner, a modest looking small building with a crudely painted sign of a cracked cup in a saucer with steam rising from the cup. He got out of the cruiser and walked in the front door, heading straight for a stool at the counter. Booths lined the windows overlooking the parking lot. Noon on a business day was a busy time and Metson was relieved that there was an empty stool. The patrons were mostly masculine although there were a few women there, probably tourists who had pulled off the highway for a bite to eat. Metson laughed to himself thinking that if Donovan were there he’d more than likely comment on what good taste those ladies had by avoiding Lottaburger. The only other females were two waitresses who busily trekked back and forth from the counter to the booths.
Metson ordered two double cheeseburgers, double order of large fries, and a large root beer float from Mr. Robeson himself. Thinking about what he was trying to remember had given Metson a large appetite. Normally he would have gone to the deli, especially since Donovan wasn’t accompanying him, but he hoped that maybe something at The Cup would jar his memory.
Mark’s father wiped the counter in front of Metson before he set down the burger basket. Metson considered that Mr. Robeson was still a fine-looking man and could see quite a resemblance between father and son.
 “What’s the matter with you?” asked the proprietor of The Cracked Cup. “You look kind of worried.”
 “Ah, it’s that Henley case,” realizing as soon as he said it that he shouldn’t have because more than likely Ole Man Robeson would spread it all over town if he thought the police were still investigating Agnes Henley’s death.
 “What Henley case? You don’t mean Miz Agnes, do you? Thought that was an accident. Wish to hell my son was out of that place.”
 “Why’s that?” asked Metson cautiously.
 “Don’t like him being in no house where that Bernadette Tucker lives.”
A bell went off in Metson’s head. Suddenly he remembered what it was that had bothered him. He jumped up, threw money on the counter, and started to leave.
 “Hey, you’ve hardly eaten!”
Glancing back Metson said, “Oh yeah,” and grabbed the basket. “I got to get back to the station. I’ll bring the basket back later.”
 “Don’t worry. I got plenty of them things.”
 

Metson entered the office flush with excitement, not noticing that Donovan was hastily stuffing the remnants of his burger into his tuna sandwich bag. Donovan pulled out the sandwich and pretended to nibble at it.
 “Chief, I finally remembered what’s been nagging at me.”
 “Yeah, what?”
 “It-it’s Mark and Miz Bernadette.”
Donovan sat straight up and dropped the sandwich in his trashcan. “What about them?”
 “Well now, I remember about four or five years ago, Mark was dating her on the sly.”
 “Say what?”
 “The Robesons may not have been society people but they sure didn’t hold with their son dating no Tucker. I don’t know how long they dated but lots of people whispered about it. Then Miz Robeson died and Mark had to help his dad with the diner. Mark didn’t go out much after that, and Miz Bernadette, of course she was Miss then, helped her mama with raising her brothers and sisters.”
 “And after all that’s happened you’re just now remembering this?”
 “Yeah, it was something that Ole Man Robeson just said to me. Do you think it’s important?”
Donovan exploded. “Damned if I know! But I think that explains why Mark went to work there. To be near her.” He paused for a few minutes. “But what the hell do they see in her?”
 “Huh? Who?”
 “Mark and Kevin. Miz Bernadette’s got the scrawniest figure I ever seen. She looks like a starving puppy. But why would Kevin allow Mark to work in his home if he thought Mark was panting after his wife?”
 “Maybe he didn’t know, leading a sheltered life and all.”
 “Maybe. I don’t know, Daryl.” He paused a moment and said, “Tell you what, let’s pay that household another visit tonight when we get off. I kind of want to chat with those three young people, especially Mark.”
 “So you think that if Mark was panting after Miz Bernadette that he might have had something to do with Miz Agnes’ death?”
 “Well, I’ll admit that don’t make too much sense. Looks like if Mark was the killer he’d go after Kevin.”
 “Yeah, I was thinking that, too.”
 

Clouds had continued to form all day over and around Magnolia Creek. Walking to the patrol car that evening, Metson asked Donovan if he thought it might rain.
 “Damn, I hope so,” said the chief. “I thought it would start storming long before this, but now I got a feeling we’re just going to get lots of lightning and thunder and you know what that means.”
 “Huh? No, I don’t think I do.”
 “Hell, Daryl, that’s when grass fires start. All that lightning and then the wind picks up. Can’t you feel how ominous the atmosphere feels?”
Metson didn’t respond because he wondered if the chief was really thinking about grass fires or about the Henleys and Mark Robeson in particular. They got in the car and drove off in the direction of Henley House.
Finally Metson asked, “What’s our excuse this time?”
 “What do you mean?” asked Donovan as the patrol car approached the driveway of Henley House.
 “What’s our excuse for dropping in on them again so soon?”
 “We’re still concerned about their well-being.”
 “Well-being? They’re filthy rich and that’s sort of the excuse you gave Miss Audrey last night.”
 “Kevin will soon be filthy rich but it ain’t him I’m concerned about. I’m still pondering if Mark’s after Miz Bernadette and somehow plotting to get her back. Anyway, we’re not going there to talk to Miss Audrey this time. What I’m thinking is, let those three young folks know we’re concerned about them losing Agnes and maybe let the murderer, if there is a murderer, know the police are still nosing about.”
 “You think Mark might kill Kevin?”
 “Whoa, boy, that was my original thinking. But let’s not get way ahead of the game. I got a couple of angles concerning Mark. First, say he came here to work because he still had the hots for Miz Bernadette. But how would she feel about that? Not to mention Kevin.”
 “Maybe they didn’t know his real reason for coming.”
 “Maybe, but like I said this afternoon, he still wouldn’t have any reason to kill Miz Agnes. Second, you ever hear about something called a menage-a-trois?”
 “A what? Manage a troyz?”
 “It’s something French. I heard it in a movie once. Three people getting it on at once.”
 “Chief, that’s sick. But how does that figure in with Miz Henley’s death?”
 “Maybe she found out what was going on in her house and tried to put a stop to it.”
 “Dang! You don’t really believe that, do you?”
Donovan grinned, “Naw, it’s just an idea that popped into my head. Unless, Mark killed her hoping that Kevin and Miz Bernadette would share the family fortune with him. Those three now seem to be awful good friends and maybe they are getting it on together.”
 “Chief, none of them knew Kevin was going to inherit.”
 “Yeah, it always comes back to that, don’t it?”
 “And it ain’t none of our business if they are getting it on together.”
 “It is if it contributed to Miz Henley’s death.”
Damn, thought Metson, Donovan had a one-track mind. They had no business sticking their noses into the private affairs of this family. Why did he have to mention that business about Mark and Miz Bernadette? He supposed he had only himself to blame for what they were doing tonight.
 “So,” he said, “how are you going to find out?”
 “I don’t know, Daryl. I don’t know. I just got a funny feeling about that house, like maybe it’s not over, that something else is going to happen.”
 “Like what?”
 “I don’t know. Maybe we’re just cops with overactive imaginations.”
Well, Donovan was anyway, thought Metson who remained silent.
 “I’m telling you, Daryl, there’s something about the atmosphere tonight, in fact the whole damn day has seemed strange.”
Metson chose to ignore the chief’s premonitions, if that’s what they were. He himself had had a nagging feeling earlier in the day and thanks to Mr. Robeson had figured out what it was. He hoped that whatever Donovan thought he was experiencing was just related to the weather and not to Henley House.
After Donovan parked the car in front of Henley House, the officers got out and looked at the almost darkened house. They could see a dim light shining on the second floor
A bolt of lightning streaked downwards followed quickly by a loud clash of thunder causing both officers to jump.
 “Damn,” said Donovan, “that’s just a little too close for comfort. I hope we don’t get any power lines out tonight.”
 “Think anyone’s home?” asked Metson.
 “Well, there’s a light on just above us. I think that’s Kevin and Miz Bernadette’s rooms. Be perfect if they’re the only ones at home.”
 “And Mark.”
 “Especially him. I’m betting they’re all three upstairs.”
Donovan rang the doorbell. He waited a few minutes then rang it again. Suddenly the door opened and a flustered, red-faced Bernie stood before them.
 “Miz Bernadette, evening. May we come in?”
 “I-I guess so,” she replied nervously.
The officers entered and Donovan commented, “I take it that Marcel ain’t answering the door tonight?”
Unaware of his sarcasm Bernie said, “Oh no. He’s gone home tonight. Everybody’s out except-uh-Kevin and me.”
 “Is that so? And where did everybody go?”
 “Audrey and Penny went to the movies. I’m not sure where Lester went but I think he was planning to drive over to Connor’s Corner to see some old friends.”
 “Where did you say Mark was?”
 “He’s visiting his dad.”
 “Hmmm. So, it’s just you two newlyweds here, is it?”
 “Yes, sir.”
 “Well, that’s just fine. I’d kind of like to talk to the two of you. See how you’re getting along, handling the tragedy of Miz Henley’s death. We’re just being concerned citizens, you know.”
Metson thought his chief was pouring the syrup a little too thick, but Bernie seemed too distracted or too dumb to notice.
 “Uh, well, Kevin’s upstairs. Asleep, I think.”
 “This early? It’s just after eight o’clock.”
 “Yeah, he’s tired, busy day and all.”
 “Miz Bernadette,” Donovan’s syrupy tone had vanished, “I don’t mean no disrespect to your husband but Kevin Henley has never had a busy day in his life.” Since she was a Tucker, he expected an indignant outburst from her. Tucker females turned into spitfires when the police insulted their menfolk.
Metson was aghast. What had happened to the Chief’s concern? Besides, he liked Kevin. Why was he talking like this?
To Donovan’s astonishment, she shrugged morosely and agreed, “Yeah, tell me about it.”
 “Well, we’d like to talk to him anyway.”
Her mood changed, almost to a panic. “Right now?” she gasped.
 “Yes, ma’am. That’s what I mean.”
 “But, but I can’t wake him. I mean, he gets upset. No, really, I’ll have him call you tomorrow. I mean if it’s important. But really, he’s handling his mama’s death just fine if that’s what you want to know. We all are.”
The hairs on Donovan’s neck bristled as he wondered what was going on. What was Kevin hiding? Why was his wife trying to protect him?
 “Tell you what, ma’am. Since you don’t want to disturb your husband and upset him then I’ll go upstairs and wake him. I’ve kind of wanted to see what that upstairs looks like anyway.”  
Metson was now positive, and appalled, that Donovan had gone too far. What did he think he was doing? Telling a young woman that he wanted to wake her grieving husband to offer condolences? Sure, he wanted to grill the kid but this wasn’t the way to do it.
 “No, no!” Bernie shouted. “I mean, no, let him sleep!”
Donovan stopped and stared at her.
 “Tell me, Miz Bernadette, what were you doing when we arrived?”
 “Watching TV.”
 “Where?”
 “In the library.”
 “In the dark?”
 “Huh?”
 “The house was dark downstairs when we arrived. It took you a long time to answer that doorbell.” He turned to the library door and opened it. The room was dark. “There’s no light on in here, no TV flickering.”
 “I turned everything off when I went to the door.”
 “Why?”
 “Don’t know. Just did.”
 “I think you were upstairs with Kevin. There was a light on when we drove up. The downstairs, including the library, was dark. Come on, Daryl, let’s go see Kevin,” turning to Bernie he added, “I think I know the way to his rooms, where the light was shining, huh?”
A loud clap of thunder seemed to shake the house.  
 “And you say he’s sleeping through this racket, Miz Bernadette?”
 “He’s a heavy sleeper. I tell you when he goes to sleep nothing wakes him up,” said Bernie nervously.
 “Well, we’ll see about that,” said Donovan walking up the stairs.
Metson followed Donovan, still puzzled by his insistence on waking Kevin. So the two of them were upstairs, so what? They were married. They were alone in the house. Sure, Miz Bernadette was acting strange but she was a Tucker. Tuckers always lied to the police, whether there was any reason to or not.
When the two officers reached the balcony, Donovan looked around. “Only three doors up here.”
To Metson’s horror he opened the one that was nearest the staircase and flicked on the light. “Uh, sir, that couldn’t be Kevin’s room.”
 “Yeah, I know but I was just kind of curious. I guess this belongs to one of the ladies, Miss Audrey or Miss Penny. Mighty big room with big furniture. I think I’ll just glance in the other one.” He walked over to the adjoining room and opened the door. “Yeah, much the same. I bet they each got their own private bathroom. What a life. Well, let’s see what Kevin’s lodgings are like.”
Donovan walked around the balcony and knocked on Kevin’s door. “Kevin, rouse yourself, boy. Donovan here. I want to talk to you.”
There was no response.
 “Maybe he’s in the bathroom or maybe he’s really asleep,” said Metson. The Chief’s behavior was making him nervous. He thought this was just like when he joined the force and Donovan would take him out to Candy Crick to spy on kids making out. Damn. Of course, he later gave a plausible excuse for doing that but he didn’t have any valid excuse for doing any of this right now.
 “Tell you what I think,” said Donovan, “I think Mark’s in there with him. I’ll bet you it’s just like I said when we drove up. The three of them were getting it on and that’s why Miz Bernadette’s so nervous.”
He knocked again. Silence. The hairs on his neck were still bristling and the atmosphere hung heavy around him. He didn’t know why, but he had to get into that room. Quietly and cautiously he opened the door.
Metson was beside himself with consternation. He couldn’t believe Donovan was entering without being invited or without a search warrant. Hopefully both newlyweds were too ignorant to question the chief’s behavior.
They walked into a large room that looked like a tornado had rushed through it. Clothes were strewn everywhere. Both men realized that Bernie must not have been the neatest little wife. A nightlight on an end table was shining dimly near the king sized bed where a peaceful Kevin was sleeping. Mark was nowhere to be seen.
 “Really, sir, we shouldn’t disturb him.”
Donovan felt like a fool. He’d been watching too many sordid television dramas. There was nothing out of the ordinary in this room except for all the clutter, under which were some elegant pieces of furniture. The walls looked like they had been painted recently.
It was just as Bernie had said.  
Then to Metson’s dismay the chief said, “You know, as long as we’re here I sure would like to check out the third floor and see Miz Agnes’ room. I guess ole Lester still sleeps up there.”
As they turned to leave the room, Bernie came running in.
 “Ohhh,” she wailed. “He’s dead! My sweetie has died in his sleep!”


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 

 

“What the hell!” cried Donovan as he and Metson both raced to the bed. Donovan felt for a pulse and turned to the now silent but white-faced Bernadette.
 “Ma’am, just why do you think he’s dead?”
 “You mean he’s not?” she asked incredulously.
 “Yes, I believe he is,” he replied sternly, “but how could you have known? Metson and I didn’t know until you started wailing. Now, just how did you know that?”
 “I-I didn’t.”
 “Like father like daughter, huh?”
 “I didn’t kill him! Look at him! He died in his sleep!”
 “A young, healthy kid like Kevin? I’m willing to bet you smothered him with that pillow after he fell asleep. Or did you slip him a mickey?” indicating an empty glass on the nightstand. “You Tuckers would know how to do something like that, wouldn’t you? Don’t you know the medical examiner can find pillow fibers in his nostrils and lungs and the remnants of a drink in that glass?” Donovan wasn’t too sure himself about what he had just said but all that mattered was that Bernie fell for it.
Metson felt that somehow the chief wasn’t following proper police procedure; in fact he was positive that he wasn’t. But then again the chief had acted weird all evening, doing and saying things that could get them in a lot of trouble. He was just glad that Bernadette Tucker Henley probably wouldn’t notice anything amiss.
 “He-he must of smothered all by himself. He could have, you know. It happens,” she said petulantly.
 “Then how did that pillow get all the way over on the other side of the bed? Once he was dead, he just raised up anyway and tossed it? As murderers go, you ain’t too bright, Missy.”
Metson groaned. The chief wasn’t too bright, either, he reasoned.
Suddenly Bernie spat at Kevin. “The bastard! He told me he accidentally killed his mama and that someday he might accidentally kill me if I ever wanted to leave him.”
 “Killed his mama? Accidentally? That’s the dumbest story a Tucker has ever come up with. And why would you want to leave Kevin?” asked Donovan sarcastically, now assuming that Mark was the mastermind behind everything.
 “Uh, sir, I think you need to read her her rights or maybe we should just take her in for questioning.”
Donovan spun around and glared at Metson. He was finally getting his case solved and his young officer suddenly had to sprout ethics.
Reluctantly, Donovan mirandized her as Metson struggled to handcuff a kicking and screaming Bernie. Then Donovan called the medical examiner giving him the relevant information.
As they led Bernie downstairs, Audrey and Penny entered the house.
 “My word! What’s going on?” asked an astonished Audrey.
 “Uh, ma’am, if I could speak with you two for a moment in the library. Daryl, stay here with Miz Bernadette.”
 

Somberly and respectfully, Donovan informed Audrey of her nephew’s death. Penny listened in apparently deep distress.
 “But-but why?” cried Audrey, “they were very much in love.”
 “We don’t know. She’s babbling some nonsense about how he killed his mother and was going to kill her.” Donovan decided not to mention that Mark was probably the reason.
 “Tha-that’s impossible!” gulped Audrey, glancing at Penny.
 “Yes, ma’am. That’s how we feel, also. Now, was Mark Robeson still here when you ladies left?”
 “No, he and Lester left about thirty minutes before we did. I think Mark was going to spend the night with his dad and Lester had a pool game over in Connor’s Corner. Oh my goodness! Oh poor Lester! He loved that boy!”  
She began to cry, whether for Lester or for Kevin, Donovan didn’t know. Maybe for both.
 “Uh, you know how to reach Lester, Miss Audrey?”
 “I-I suppose so.”
Disappointed that for the time being he couldn’t implicate Mark since he seemed to have an alibi during the time of Kevin’s death, Donovan returned to Metson and Bernie. Lightning and thunder accentuated their departure from Henley House with the handcuffed Bernie screaming and spitting.  
During the drive to the station Donovan, now oblivious to the weather, pondered the problem of getting Bernie to admit that Mark had killed Agnes and not Kevin. Obviously this had been the plot all along: that Mark would kill Agnes and Bernie would kill Kevin. But he couldn’t figure out their reasoning especially if they didn’t know about Kevin’s inheritance. Or maybe they did know. And if this little scenario that he was developing in his mind turned out to be the truth, then wasn’t Kevin’s death a bit premature? Why not wait until Kevin had the inheritance? And how was he going to get Bernie to implicate Mark?
Bernie herself, in sharp contrast to her actions a few minutes ago, sat very still next to Metson, not uttering a word.
 

After Rupert Morrison, the medical examiner, had left and the body had been removed, Penny and Audrey remained in the library waiting for Lester to come home. Audrey had not been able to contact Lester but his cronies had informed her that he had left earlier than usual because he wanted to beat the storm that he thought was coming.
 “Are you all right now?” asked Penny.
 “I’ll never be all right. Imagine that little bitch accusing Kevin of killing his mother.” Looking at Penny warily, she said, “And to think that it was Bernie who must have killed Agnes. I thought it was--”
Penny interrupted her, “No, I think she’s right. I think now that-that’s what happened.”
 “What the hell are you talking about?” Audrey had been certain that Penny was the murderer and now wondered how she could have been so wrong.  
Penny hesitated, and then slowly chose her words. “On the day that Agnes died, I took a walk down the street to the park. Mark drove off about the time I started. About thirty or forty minutes later and I’m not sure of the time but when I was coming back, I saw Kevin run out of the back door and into the garage and a few minutes later drive out in Agnes’ car. Audrey, he did it. It wasn’t one of us.”
Audrey sat mute and motionless. Was she telling the truth or making this up to make sure no one ever suspected her?
 “Did you go in the house at all? Did you see Agnes sitting there at the table?”
 “No, I stayed outside in the gardens, walking around. I wasn’t in the mood to spend time with Agnes. I knew she was the only one at home and figured that I couldn’t sneak up to my room without her knowing it.”  
 “Oh my word! Why the hell haven’t you said something about this before?”
 “I never connected the events. I was too wrapped up in myself, I guess. As soon as the body was found, I was terrified that I was going to be accused of killing Agnes.”
 “If you didn’t do it, then why did you think you’d be accused?” Audrey had no intention of telling Penny that she had concluded that she had done it. But, she wondered, why would Penny think she’d be accused if she weren’t guilty? After all, she drew the damn X, not Penny.
 “Because,” replied Penny nervously, “I drew the--”
At that moment Lester came bounding into the room.
 “What’s going on?”
 

Once Bernie’s booking procedures were completed and Bernie was in a cell, Donovan and Metson collapsed in the Chief’s office.
 “So, do you think she killed Miz Agnes, too?”
 “Hell, no. She’s not that smart. See how she cracked with Kevin.”
 “Yeah, but she almost got caught in the act. She was the only one at home.”
 “That’s what I mean. She just isn’t smart enough. If she’d killed Miz Agnes, she would’ve been hysterical all over the place. She acted cool as a cucumber at the time and I got the feeling that she didn’t feel one way or the other about her mother-in-law.”
 “Yeah, but I’ve read some killers act that way.”
 “But not a Tucker. And she would never of thought up a scheme of switching salad greens. That’s thinking and premeditation. Tuckers don’t think and they sure the hell don’t premeditate. They react with immediate violence when provoked. Nope, we got to find a way to get her to spill the beans on Mark.”
 “You still think it was him that killed Miz Agnes?”
 “Damned right.”
 “Are you going to give her a lie-detector test?”
 “Yeah, if I can get away with it. Depends on who her lawyer’s going to be. We got her dead to rights on murdering Kevin. If we can get her to answer questions about Mark during a polygraph then the case will be closed.”
 “Well, maybe. Them things aren’t allowed in court, you know.”
 “Oh hell, Daryl, if she implicates Mark in any way, then we’ve got him.”
Metson was a little dubious about that and decided to change the subject a bit. “It’s crazy her accusing Kevin of killing his mama.”
 “Yeah, nobody’d believe anything that ridiculous, accident or not. But that’s a Tucker for you.”
 “But why did Mark kill Miz Agnes, if that is, he did?”
 “That’s the puzzle. Let’s say that somehow Kevin learned about his mother’s will. Maybe Miz Agnes told him and he being in love with Miz Bernadette told her. And Miz Bernadette being in love all the time with Mark, told him.”
 “Then why didn’t Bernadette Tucker marry Mark in the first place?”
 “Because he wasn’t as rich as Kevin.”
 “This is all pretty farfetched, Chief.”
 “Yeah, I know. I been letting my imagination run away with me. But dammit, I know Mark killed Miz Agnes.” The two officers fell silent for a few minutes.
Donovan broke the silence. “You remember those Agatha Christie novels in the library over at Henley House?”
 “Yeah, I wondered where her cookbooks were. Why?”
 “You ever read one of Agatha’s books?”
 “Hell no. I ain’t no sissy. I thought I told you that.”
Donovan looked at him with a pained expression. “Daryl, you nitwit, there’s nothing sissy about murder and ole Agatha could put a lot of ideas into somebody’s head. It makes me wonder.”
 “What?”
 “Well, her books have sort of come to mind during the case. You yourself mentioned a conspiracy, I think, about them all slipping weeds into her salad. That’s kind of like Murder on the Orient Express.”
 “What do you mean?”
 “The passengers took turns stabbing the victim or something like that. There’s been a couple of movies made from that book. I never read the book but I did see one of the movies.”
 “Yeah, but that’s not what happened.”
 “Of course not. But there’s lots of books there to give somebody ideas.”
 “And you think Mark was inspired by Agatha Christie?”
 “Naw, not really,” he laughed. “Nobody in Henley House is smart enough to pull off an Agatha Christie murder, not even Mark. But if anybody had used old Agatha it would’ve been Mark.”
 “Well, if he did it, he’s gotten away with it so far.”
 “Yeah, but when Miz Bernadette cracks, we’ve got him.”
Metson turned his face away from Donovan and rolled his eyes.
Lightning flashed outside the station windows followed by deafening thunder.
 “See,” said Donovan, “even the elements agree.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 



Rest of June
 
 
Bernie didn’t crack. Following her lawyer’s advice, she pleaded not guilty by reason of self-defense. Donovan thought that was the dumbest plea he had ever heard. He and Metson had almost caught her in the act of murder and, as far as they could tell, she had not been in any danger. The Medical Examiner said that Kevin was unconscious when he was smothered. He had taken a very powerful sedative along with a glass of beer. Donovan concluded that Bernie had indeed mixed him a mickey. The only thing that puzzled him was why Kevin was drinking beer from a glass. He was always known to tote beer cans or bottles around with him.
Donovan was looking forward to the trial, the first high profile murder case that he had ever investigated. Bernie’s lawyer got the trial moved to Connor’s Corner because he felt a Tucker couldn’t be tried fairly in Magnolia Creek. Donovan didn’t care. As far as he was concerned, he had an airtight case.
 

“Well, she passed the polygraph,” Donovan said to Metson when he got the results, “in regards to killing Miz Agnes.”
 “You never did think she killed her.”
 “Nope, and what’s more it looks like she’s telling the truth when she says Mark didn’t have nothing to do with Miz Agnes or Kevin. Damn! I just can’t believe that boy is innocent.”
 “Did she stick to her story about Kevin killing his mama?”
 “Yeah. Looks like she’s telling the truth or thinks she is anyway, which is not the same thing.”
 “Maybe Mark did kill Miz Agnes and just didn’t tell Miz Bernadette.”
Donovan stared at Metson long and hard, “Son, you just hit the nail on the head. And Miz Bernadette is just having delusions about poor Kevin. But don’t you worry. She killed Kevin and we’re putting her away for that.”
 “What if she pleads insanity?”
 “She ain’t. She’s still claiming self-defense and we can prove that it wasn’t no such thing.”
 

Lester went to pieces over the death of Kevin. When it was revealed that Bernie had accused Kevin of killing Agnes, he completely broke down. Audrey and Penny did their best to console him, especially since it appeared to them that he would inherit Agnes’ family fortune after all.
 “To think,” said Audrey, “that we went through all that agony of drawing to see who would kill Agnes and none of us had anything to do with it,” although she admitted to herself that at times she still wondered if Penny had committed the perfect crime. But if that were so, then Bernie would never have accused Kevin of killing his mother.  
 “Hell,” exclaimed Lester, “forget that damned drawing. I don’t want to hear no more about it ever. And I don’t blame Kevin for killing Agnes. But why did he have to tell Bernie? Maybe he’d be alive today. I just can’t believe that he threatened her. He loved that girl.”
 “Well,” said Audrey, “she’s a Tucker and hotheaded. She obviously went off the deep end. We all loved Kevin, but, Lester, he wasn’t blood kin, you know. I mean he wasn’t your natural son.”
 “So? I loved that boy. I mean I really loved him.”
 “Yes, of course you did. But now you’re going to inherit.”
 “Huh?”
 “Oh, don’t play innocent, Lester. If Bernie is convicted, then as Kevin’s survivor you’ll get the Briar fortune,” which, she added bitterly to herself, should be hers.
 “Gawdamighty, this is more than I can take in,” moaned Lester.
 

“Hey, Chief, you hear the latest?” asked Metson a few days later as he walked into Donovan’s office.
 “I doubt it. I’m not on the gossip circuit like you seem to be. What do you have?” He shifted comfortably in his new oversize swivel desk chair.
 “I got this from Ole Man Robeson down at The Cup.”
 “That figures. So?”
 “Miss Audrey talked Lester into giving her the Briar family jewels.”
Donovan sat up straight. “What? But the estate can’t be settled until after Miz Bernadette’s trial.”
 “Yeah, I know. You going to do anything about it?”
Donovan sat quietly in a pensive mood. “Hell no,” he finally said, “not unless one of them Tuckers or Miz Bernadette’s lawyer complains. Maybe we ought to go tell the Henleys, or rather Lester, Miss Audrey, and Miss Penelope and the Robesons to keep quiet. Miss Audrey deserves that jewelry more than Lester or Miz Bernadette. Anyways, think how nice them jewels would look on her.”
 “Uh, sir, from a legal aspect I don’t think any of that matters.”
 “Hell, I know, but there’s a lot of legal stuff that ain’t fair. Miss Audrey’s had a rough time, losing her sister and nephew and all. Can’t figure out why Miz Agnes didn’t leave her the jewelry in the first place.”
 “Well, Miss Audrey’s got it now.”
 “What made Lester give it to her?”
 “According to Ole Man Robeson, who got the info from Mark, it seems that Lester don’t think they’re worth anything and so he said to Miss Audrey something like ‘What do I want them doodawdles for? You take them and prance around in them’.”
Donovan laughed. “Oh, that Lester Henley is a case.”
 “Yeah, but Ole Man Robeson said Mark was really upset about Lester giving away the jewelry.”
 “Why the hell should he care?”
 “Damned if I know.”
 “That’s just it, Daryl. Nothing that’s happened at Henley House should be any of Mark Robeson’s business. But he’s always there, lingering like a cancer.”
 “Well yeah, especially if he killed Agnes.”
 “Tell you what, let’s pay another visit to Henley House tonight. See how old Lester and Miss Audrey and Miss Penelope are getting along, maybe nudge Lester to get rid of Mark.”
 “Let’s hope we don’t run into another corpse.”
 “Or Mark’s oar-doves.”
 

That evening as they drove to Henley House, Metson commented, “Well, at least the weather’s better than it was the last time we came out here.”
 “Yeah, that was the damnedest thing, Daryl, how the weather was that night. There weren’t no rain to speak of, just all that lightning and thunder. Like a spirit or some such thing was trying to warn us.”
 “You don’t really believe that, do you?”  
 “Naw,” laughed Donovan, “but sometimes there are things that happen that make you wonder.”
 

Mark opened the door to the two officers.
 “Evening, Mark, or are you still Marcel?”
 “No, Chief Donovan, that little game is long over.”
 “Damn glad to hear it,” he growled, “can we come in?”
 “Of course, sir. Mr. Henley is in the library if you wish to speak to him.”
 “That’ll be fine.”
Donovan and Metson followed Mark to the library where they found Lester watching TV and drinking beer.
 “How you getting along, Lester?” asked Donovan.
Lester arose from his chair and shook hands with the officers then turned off the TV. He was unshaven and had bags under his eyes.
 “It’s hard, gentlemen, it’s hard. Losing my wife and now my boy.” He started to sob.
 “There now, you just set back down and try not to think about them.”
 “Oh, but you don’t know how much I miss Kevin,” he wailed.
 “Well, we’re real sorry about all your misfortunes.” He glanced around the room. “Where are Miss Audrey and Miss Penelope?”
 “Audrey’s gone to New York. Says she’s going to auction off her Aunt Hilda’s jewelry.”
 “What the hell?”
 “Yeah, fat lot of good it’ll do her. Them doodawdles looked like nothing but paste to me. The way she and Bernie carried on about that stuff you’d a thought they belonged to the Queen of England.”
 “But Miss Audrey thinks they’re worth something?”
 “Yeah, but when she finds out different she’ll come crawling back here.”
 “And where’s Miss Penelope?”
 “She got herself a little apartment. Moved out today.”
 “How she going to pay for it? Don’t tell me she really is Aunt Hazel. My wife said she was.”
 “Well, of course. Everybody knew except Agnes. But that don’t pay nothing. She got a job with Shirley Gates.”
 “You mean Miz Henley’s old job?”
 “Nope, that’s been discontinued. Penny’s going to be Shirley’s production assistant on her TV show.”
 “How did she get that job?”
 “Shirley came over the other night to offer condolences about Kevin. Penny and I got to telling her about-uh-Agnes and things she had done to Penny in the past.”
 “You mean done for Miss Penelope.”
Lester eyed Donovan skeptically. “Well, not exactly. Anyhow, Penny and Shirley hit it off real good and Shirley offered her the job. It’s the happiest I’ve seen Penny in years.”
 “So, it’s just you and Mark living here?” Donovan knew he was going to have to tread carefully in discussing Mark.
 “Yeah, but his dad’s going to move in, too. Got plenty of room now.”
 “You know this place isn’t legally yours until after the trial ends and the estate is settled.”
 “You throwing me out?”
 “Hell no, Lester, as far as I’m concerned it’s yours but I’d keep a low profile if I was you. Miz Bernadette’s lawyer might intervene especially if they find out you gave away that jewelry. Speaking of which, I heard tell Mark was upset about that. You know why?”
Lester gave Donovan a surprised look. “Naw, just gossip. None of Mark’s business anyhow.”
 “Seems like Mark makes an awful lot of what’s going on around here his business.”
 “Huh? What makes you say a thing like that?”
 “Lester, I don’t like mentioning this because I ain’t got proof and I don’t want to upset you anymore. But well we, Metson and me, think Agnes’ death wasn’t an accident.”
 “Hell yes it was. Didn’t you hear Bernie’s confession? Kevin accidentally killed his mama.”
 “We don’t think so. We think Mark did it.”
 “Hell, ain’t no way he did it. On the day Agnes died, Penny saw Mark leave first then maybe a half hour later she saw Kevin tear out. He’s the only one what could’ve done it.” He wasn’t about to inform Donovan that for a while Penny had been under suspicion.
 “What the hell?” Donovan was astounded and dismayed. “Why didn’t she say so? That’s obstruction of justice!”
 “Penny couldn’t put two and two together. She didn’t know that what she saw was important until Bernie killed Kevin. There’s been an awful lot of consternation around here, I can tell you.”
 “Shee-it!” exclaimed Donovan, using an expression that had been almost obliterated from his vocabulary by his vigilant wife.
 

“So Mark’s innocent?” asked Metson as they drove away.
 “I can’t believe it. I still don’t understand what he was doing there in the first place.”
 “Just playing a joke on Miz Agnes.”
 “But why? On that dear lady? And why stay on?”
 “He was still sweet on Miz Bernadette.”
 “Maybe, but he’s still there.”
 “I guess Lester likes his cooking.”
Donovan shuddered as he remembered Mark’s “oar-doves”.
 “You know,” said Donovan after a few moments of heavy thinking, “ole Lester didn’t seem to be too upset about his boy killing Miz Agnes.”
 “He thinks it was an accident and, besides, I guess society folks don’t react the way us normal folks do.”
 “Are you crazy, Daryl?” sputtered the Chief. “Lester Henley ain’t no more society than you and me.”
 “Oh yeah, right. Say, Chief, how could Miss Penelope know when Mark and Kevin left? She was supposed to be downtown.”
 “Gawdamn, you’re right. What’s the matter with those people, defending Mark? And Kevin was already eating when Mark saw him at the deli.”
 “Yeah, but Mark said he had been shopping first so I guess Kevin had plenty of time to get to the deli before Mark.”
 “I don’t know, Daryl, there’s something there that’s wrong about Mark. I’m telling you, it always comes back to him, acting like an uppity butler hovering around in the background. He just don’t belong there.” Disappointed and disillusioned that he couldn’t prove Mark’s guilt, Donovan wasn’t about to let go of his pet theory that Mark had something to do with the death of Agnes.
 “What it comes back to,” stated Metson, “is that Lester likes Mark’s cooking.”
 “Well, I ain’t buying it.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 

 

 “You got a visitor, Miz Henley,” said the guard as he unlocked Bernie’s cell and led her to the visitor’s room. She sat down and faced a very nervous and anxious Mark.
 “What are you doing here?” she cried angrily, “I ain’t said nothing about you and I won’t.”
 “Gawddam, Bernie, why’d you have to go and kill Kevin? Killing people wasn’t part of the plan. Living at Henley House and getting Miz Agnes to pay you to leave Kevin. That was the plan. How could you have messed up so much? And I got to know, Bernie, one way or the other, did you kill Miz Agnes?”
 “No, gawdammit! Why would I?” she hissed, eyes darting around the room to see if the guard was listening. He stood stoically beside the door, seemingly oblivious to the tense scene that was playing before him. “I did not kill her. I didn’t! I even took a lie detector test and passed it.”
 “Yeah, but you always were a good little liar.”
Considering this a compliment she relaxed a little and smiled, “Well, I didn’t kill her. Kevin killed his mama.”
 “I know everybody believes that now, but why? Why would Kevin Henley, the apple of his mama’s eye, kill her?”
 “He didn’t mean to. He was upset with her because he had found her will and his adoption papers and knew she could give him a lot more money.”
 “Kevin was adopted?” Mark was astonished.
 “Yeah. But the real reason he flipped out and did what he did was because she said I had to go. He didn’t know the plants would kill her. He wanted to make her sick so I could care for her and then she would change her mind about me.”
 “But after Agnes died, why didn’t you wait and ask for a divorce? Damn!” He pounded his fist on the table that separated them. “You could have gotten a huge settlement!”
 “Because when he was confessing to having killed his mama, he turned to me and said, ‘Bernie, if you was to ever leave me, I’d kill you, too, and make it look like an accident. I love you that much.’ His eyes was burning and, I tell you, he scared the shit out of me. What if he ever found out about you and me? I knew then that he’d kill both of us. I mean, if he could kill his mama even accidental-like, then he could sure kill us.”
 “Oh lordy, Bernie.”
 “I was fair scared to death, but I kept calm, I tell you. I went over to that little refrigerator that we have in our room, damn I love that house. Anyways, there was only one beer in it and I wanted a drink real bad so I said, ‘Honey, let’s share this beer, save going downstairs for another, make a toast to our life together’ and he grinned and said, ‘Sure, baby, and then you can give me some of that sugar of yours.’ Well, I can tell you, I wasn’t in no mood for sugar after what he’d just said to me. On top of the bar was them sedatives that he’d been pretending to take since his mama died. Gawd, what an act he’d been putting on. Every one of us thought he was truly in mourning and all the time he was the one that killed her. Though I do think he was surprised when he found out what he had really done. Anyways, I remembered something that Miss Audrey had told me and I dropped two sedatives in his beer. He was getting the bed ready for-uh-sugar and didn’t see me stirring like crazy to dissolve them tablets. Then I gave him his beer, we clinked glasses, said cheers, and drank. He passed out real quick and I grabbed a pillow and smothered him.”
Mark was stunned. “But-but what did Audrey have to do with any of this?”
 “She told me how Miz Agnes might’ve killed her aunt by giving her sedatives and then smothering her.”
 “What? Are you crazy? Miz Agnes was a leading charitable citizen of this town. She wasn’t no murderer.”
 “Well, that’s what Audrey said. You can ask her. I think Lester and Penny knew all about it, too, leastways Lester. Penny don’t seem too bright to me.”
 “I can’t believe that. But damn, Bernie, you didn’t have to kill Kevin. You should’ve come to me. I would’ve worked out something.”
 “You weren’t there and I didn’t want to sleep with him no more. I was scared.”
 “Gawd, I thought you liked Kevin. I mean, I know you love me but we had a plan that we worked out years ago, ever since the night that Death on the Nile was on TV. I planned and planned so we could get enough of the Briar fortune to live a good life. I cultivated Kevin’s friendship, introduced you to him, got you to dare me to pose as a chef for Miz Agnes. Kevin really loved you, and I knew he’d treat you right.”
 “But wasn’t you jealous?”
“We’ve been over that a hundred times, honey. We had to get some of that fortune and both of us had to get along with Kevin. Hell, I kind of liked the guy. But killing him? No, just marry him, divorce him, take his money.”
 “Well, I glanced at Death on the Nile a while back and there was killing in it.”
 “We weren’t following the plot of that book or the movie. It just gave me an idea on how to get Miz Agnes’ money. That lady would have paid a fortune to get rid of you. How did you figure to get away with killing him?”
 “I-I guess I thought that everybody would think he had a heart attack or something. I mean Miz Agnes got away with killing her aunt.”
 “Her aunt was an old lady, if that story’s true and I still don’t believe it. And Kevin was too young and healthy for heart problems. Besides, you can’t fool autopsies nowadays.”
 “I-I didn’t know that,” she said in a small voice. “I mean look at Miz Agnes. She died from an accident. It was Kevin’s accident but nobody knew from the autopsy what he had done. And if those cops hadn’t showed up when they did, then maybe everybody would have said Kevin had overdosed. You know, suicide. But Mark, my lawyer says he thinks we can beat this thing. He thinks I’ll be a quitter or something like that.”
 “Acquitted. How in the hell can he do that? Donovan and Metson got you dead to rights and you even confessed.”
 “I don’t know but my lawyer says I’m going to get off.”
 “Honey, I pray and hope so. I promise I’ll stay by your side during the whole trial.”
 “No!” she shouted, and then lowered her voice as she saw the guard glance her way. “You stay away until I get out. I don’t want nobody accusing you of anything. Donovan’s crazy to pin something on you. I can’t imagine why but he’s after you.”
 “That’s ridiculous. I’ve always gotten on well with the old fart.”
 “No, I’m telling you. He’s always asking about you, making out like you had something to do with Miz Agnes. But you’re innocent and, when I get out and inherit Henley House, then we’ll get married and live happily ever after.”
 “Oh, Bernie sweetheart, you’re just dreaming. Henley House will go to Lester.”
 “No, no. My lawyer says if I go free, then as Kevin’s widow I’ll inherit. He’ll see to it.”
Not wanting to dampen her spirit, Mark sadly kissed her good-bye and promised to stay away during the trial.
He returned to his car where he sat and pondered his and Bernie’s miserable fate. Their plan had fallen apart when Agnes died. They both had thought that Lester would inherit and, since he liked Bernie, he couldn’t be conned into paying her to get out of the family. And Bernie had seemed to like being Mrs. Kevin Henley, the new lady of the house. Mark had stayed on, hoping to find a way that Bernie could divorce Kevin and get at least some of the money. Then the will was read and Kevin inherited and Bernie flipped out.
 “Oh, the little fool”, he sobbed. “Why couldn’t she have waited to consult me? Kevin would never have killed her. He loved her too much, just like I do. Now, there’s no way she’ll be acquitted or inherit the Briar fortune.”
He drove back to Magnolia Creek wishing that he could come up with another plan, one that would at least free Bernie. He knew they would never again have a chance at the Briar-Henley fortune but none of that was as important as Bernie’s freedom.  
 

“Metson, get in here!” shouted Donovan as he slammed the phone down.
 “Yeah, Chief, what is it?” Metson walked into the chief’s office and calmly sat down, patiently waiting to hear whatever bit of news that had agitated Donovan now.
 “The police chief over at Connor’s Corner just called. Guess who’s been to visit Miz Bernadette?”
 “Who?”
 “Mark Robeson,” he smiled, pleased with himself and feeling vindicated by his suspicions.
 “So? We figured he was sweet on her.”
 “It’s more than that. They had a real long, little cozy confab.”
 “Was it taped?”
 “Hell no! That damn police chief seems to have morals but, from what the guard says, they was huddling and conspiring.”
 “Seems a little late for that now.”
 “Damn right but I knew all along that Mark Robeson was behind all this killing.”
Metson shrugged and walked over to the window. The Chief had a one-track mind and he was tired of it. If Miz Bernadette didn’t implicate Mark in any way then he doubted if they could do so. It seemed to him that it was understandable that Mark would visit her in jail and nothing to really get suspicious about.  
Changing the subject, he said nonchalantly, “You know, some of them rocks in the creek look like bodies floating. You ever notice them?”
 “Yeah, of course. They been there forever and I was thinking about them the other day.” Actually he had been thinking just as much about Paradise Burgers as rock bodies but Metson didn’t have to know about that.
 “Hey, you got a new chair, haven’t you? It looks comfy.” Anything to keep him from talking about Mark Robeson, he thought.
 “Yeah, you like it? I can move about with ease, read reports, type on the computer, and just sit and think, real comfortable-like.”
 “That’s real nice,” said Metson dubiously.
 “And you know what I’m still thinking? That Mark Robeson is behind Miz Bernadette killing her husband.”
 “Well, does your thinking ever tell you how you’re going to prove that?”
 “Not really, but we got her dead to rights. When she’s convicted maybe she’ll crack and finger him as the mastermind.”
 “I don’t know. Don’t forget she passed the polygraph and swore he didn’t have anything to do with anything.”
 “Yeah, I know, but maybe he had her hypnotized. Hey don’t look at me like that. Okay, I’ll shut up about Mark.”
Thank goodness, thought Metson.
For the time being anyway, thought Donovan.
 

The end of June passed quietly enough and although Donovan continued to dwell on the guilt of Mark Robeson, he didn’t mention his thoughts to Metson or May Belle. He got the feeling that they thought he was too carried away with proving that Mark had instigated the evil goings on at Henley House. Well, one day he was going to prove them all wrong, he hoped.
The trial of Bernadette Tucker Henley began on July 15. Donovan couldn’t wait to see her put away.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 



Middle to end of July
 
 
One evening, midway through Bernie’s trial, Lester and Mark’s dad, Victor Robeson, were sitting in the library watching ESPN.
 “Ain’t this the life, Vic?” said Lester as he guzzled down a can of beer. “Drinking when I want to. Your wife ever try to keep you from drinking beer? Ole Agnes didn’t care if I drank bourbon but man she threw a fit if I drank beer from a can.” He chuckled at the memory. “Of course, Kevin drank from cans and she never said nothing much to him. That dear boy could get away with anything.” He started to sob uncontrollably.
 “To tell the truth,” said Victor, trying to ignore the sobbing, “I never drank much at home. Unlike you, I was fond of my wife.”
Lester stared at his friend and wondered how much he knew or suspected about his relationship with Agnes. Lester figured most of his friends knew about the lady friend over in the trailer park. But had Mark told his father about the crazy mealtime rituals that Agnes had put them through? And wasn’t it strange that Victor mentioned a fondness for his wife but not a great love? Ah, marriage, he thought, it does crazy things to people.  
 “The scuttlebutt around town,” said Victor, steering the conversation even further off course, “is that Bernie’s going to get off thanks to that fancy lawyer of hers.”
 “How the hell can that happen?” Lester exploded.
 “That self-defense plea seems to be working.”
 “That’s crazy. Kevin didn’t do nothing to her. She killed him in cold blood.”
 “Maybe so, but I’m thinking perhaps you might make arrangements to get out of here.”
 “Why in hell for?”
 “That lawyer wants her to get Henley House.”
 “Over my dead body.”
 “Don’t say that, at least not in this house.”
 

 “Guess what I learned over at The Cup?”
 “Daryl, there ain’t no telling but, with what’s going on over at Connor’s Corner in Miz Bernadette’s trial, I’ll believe anything.”
 “Well, Chief, seems ole Lester is getting scared and he’s cleaning out Henley House. Taking everything of value such as silver, paintings, rugs, tapestries, all that antique furniture. He’s mad as hell now because he gave that jewelry to Miss Audrey.”
 “Why? Was it worth something after all?”
 “A damned fortune. She auctioned it off and went to France to live in luxury.”
Donovan chuckled. “Damn, that’s funny.”
 “Do you think we ought to stop him from stripping Henley House?”
 “Hell no. The poor guy has suffered enough. Let him take what he can. We’ll just pretend we don’t know nothing. Then if that jackass lawyer of Miz Bernadette’s finds out and demands action, then we’ll pretend to do our job. By then, ole Lester should be long gone. Besides, when we get through testifying, the trial will turn in our favor and Miz Bernadette will be convicted. Then ole Lester can come back and reclaim what’s rightfully his.”
 “Let’s hope so.”
 “No doubt about it. And, Metson?”
 “What?”
 “Why don’t you get married and stop hanging around The Cup?”
 “I’m thinking about it, Chief. I’m thinking about it.”
 

Mark drove up in front of Henley House and saw Lester’s loaded pickup. He got out of his car and walked around to the open gate at the side of the house where he saw Lester standing by the pool. He strolled over to him.
 “You got no right to take any of that stuff until Bernie’s trial is over.”
 “It’s none of your business, boy. I spent my adult life waiting for Agnes’ fortune. Bernie don’t deserve none of it. Now it looks like all I’m getting is Miss Hilda’s things. If Bernie gets out, she’ll get the money more than likely. But Donovan says she’s going to be convicted. If so, then I’m coming back and I’ll get the money after all.”
Mark looked down at the pool. “Why the hell did you drain the pool?”
 “Costs a fortune to maintain it. Let Bernie fill it up and pay the water bill.”
 “And if you do get to come back?”
 “Then I won’t mind paying. But in the meantime I ain’t leaving her nothing, including a pool full of water.”
 

By the end of July the trial was over.
“A rush to judgment! A rush to judgment!” screamed Donovan on hearing the verdict amidst the hubbub of the courtroom. “How could that damn fool jury fall for that garbage? This ain’t California!”
 “Her lawyer was most persuasive,” replied Metson pedantically. “According to all the reporters I been listening to, you and I assumed she did it because she’s a Tucker.”
 “Is everyone nuts? We found her almost in the act of doing it. And she confessed!”
 “According to her lawyer, that wasn’t a confession.”
 “Then what the hell else could it have been? Damn, that trial makes us look like fools. It was an airtight case. Damn fool lawyers anyway.”
 

As soon as she was released, Bernie ran from the courthouse looking for Mark. She found him waiting for her in front of the courthouse beside his car. She ran into his arms and he swept her up into the air. They embraced and laughed and kissed giving photographers and news reporters a field day and Donovan a possible coronary as he watched them from the courthouse steps.
Driving away from the courthouse throng Mark asked, “Where do you want to go first?”
 “To Henley House. It’s mine now. Mine, mine, mine.”
 “Well, the estate hasn’t been settled yet.”
 “Hey, nothing to worry about. My lawyer’s going to fix it so I inherit because I’m Kevin’s widow.”
 “Damn, that’s funny how all this has worked out. And that lawyer is just clever and sneaky enough to do it. However, there’s something you don’t know.”
 “Like what?”
 “Lester stripped the place.”
 “What do you mean?”
 “He took everything. The silver, art, rugs, furniture.”
 “You let him do that? How could you?”
 “My dad was helping him. I couldn’t go against my own father.”
 “Oh. So you mean I’m going home to an empty house?”
 “Afraid so, honey.”
She brightened, “Well, never you mind. I’m going to get all of Miz Agnes’ money. My lawyer told me so. I’ll buy all new stuff, stuff that I like.”
 “Atta girl. We’ll start all over.”
She snuggled up to him and nuzzled him as he drove from Connor’s Corner to Magnolia Creek. Every once in a while, Mark pulled over to the side of the road and kissed her passionately. They took their time realizing that now they had all the time in the world to do whatever they wanted. The sun was almost setting when they finally reached Magnolia Creek. Approaching Henley House, Bernie told Mark to slow down even more.
 “I want a long look at the house as the sun goes down. Just think, the sun setting on my house, my own pretty house.”
Mark stopped at the driveway entrance and they both watched the flaming colors play havoc on the façade of Henley House as they gradually darkened to purples, blues, and finally a dark gray.
 “Oooh, it’s so beautiful,” cooed Bernie.
Mark drove on to the front of the house. “Oh damn, Bernie, I-I had a surprise for you. I left it at The Cup.”
 “What was it, sweetie?”
 “Champagne, your favorite chocolates, flowers, a welcome home basket.”
 “But how did you know I’d be a quitter?”
 “Acquitted, you sweet loony. I didn’t know but I wanted to cover all contingencies.”
She giggled happily, “Whatever that means. Oh Mark honey, please go get it for me. And bring me one of your dad’s hamburgers. I’m starving.”
Mark laughed. “Champagne, chocolates, and a hamburger. You got real class, Mrs. Robeson-to-be.”
Bernie hugged him then jumped out of the car.
 “Aren’t you coming with me?” he asked her.
 “No, I got a urge to go skinny-dipping in the dark. I couldn’t do that before. That’ll keep me busy until you get back.”
 “Okay, hon.” As he drove around the driveway toward the street he grinned as he thought of her plunging nude into the pool. Starving or not, she was always full of fun.
Suddenly he came to a screeching halt. The pool! Lester! He jerked the car into reverse and backed as fast as he could all the way to the house, hoping against hope that the gate was locked.
Jumping from the car he screamed as he ran to the side of the house and rushed through the unfortunately open gate. “No, Bernie, no!”
He was too late.


EPILOGUE
 

 

Lester never returned to Magnolia Creek. He found an auctioneer in a nearby state who auctioned off the Briar family possessions, among which were valuable paintings by early American artists. Although technically Lester didn’t own the Briar collection, by producing Agnes’ death certificate along with a copy of Aunt Hilda’s will and his marriage license to Agnes, the auctioneer accepted his ownership as legal. The auction took place before the acquittal of Bernadette Henley, and Lester took the money and ran, literally, to Florida where he moved in with a wealthy widow. He refused to marry her, having learned his lesson from Agnes.
Bernie’s lawyer, who represented the Tucker family after her death, wanted Lester tracked down but Chief Donovan and the police chief of Connor’s Corner both ignored the mandate, saying that Lester couldn’t be found because presumably he’d skipped the country.
Mrs. Tucker, Bernie’s mother, divorced her still-imprisoned husband, inherited Henley House, and moved her brood into the mansion. With the arrival of the Tuckers, the wealthy neighbors abandoned the neighborhood and built luxurious new homes in the development on the north side of Candy Crick Lake. No one wanted to live near a place now called Tucker House.
Audrey lived a life of modest luxury on the French Riviera. She married a young, impoverished count who later proved to be a fake, but she didn’t care. She was happy and was making up for her lost youth. Ironically, her husband’s name was Marcel. From friends in Magnolia Creek, she learned that she could probably have contested the Tucker inheritance of her family home but she decided to let things be. She hoped that somewhere Aunt Hilda was laughing herself silly at Agnes considering how things had turned out. Of course, being a faithful Baptist, she doubted they were in the same place.
Penny married a widowed technician who worked on the set of Shirley’s television show. She found herself as stepmother to his two grown children and step-grandmother to four toddlers, a role that delighted her. Then, suddenly she received notice that her parents had died and had, surprisingly, left their enormous estate in Kenya to her. Penny and her husband moved to Africa where Penny lived out her life in an exotic locale with a man who loved her. The children and grandchildren visited every Christmas.
Officer Daryl Metson married Annie Pilston who regaled him with tales of Agnes Henley. When he tried to tell Chief Donovan, he was informed not to speak ill of the dead.
 

POSTSCRIPT
 

Several months after Daryl and Annie’s wedding:
 
 
Donovan picked up the ringing phone. “Hello.”
 “Chief, is that you?”
 “Hell, Daryl, do I sound like my wife? Anyway, what’s up?”
 “Then you haven’t heard?”
 “No, but I bet you’re going to tell me. Can’t that new wife of yours keep you away from The Cup?”
 “She’s the one that told me. So, you haven’t heard about the double wedding?”
For some inexplicable reason, the hairs on Donovan’s neck began to bristle. “No, son. Just tell me what you’re going to tell me.”
 “Ole Man Robeson married Miz Tucker.”
 “What the hell you say?” sputtered Donovan. “He hated them Tuckers.”
 “Nope, just the ole man in prison. I think Robeson was sweet on her back when they was teenagers but she just had to get pregnant by you know who. Anyway, she divorced ole man Tucker, you know.”
 “Go on,” he said resigned to hearing out Metson’s little tale. “Who else got married?”
 “Mark married Camellia Tucker, Miz Bernadette’s little sister. They’re all gonna live in the mansion and call it Robeson House.”
 “When the hell did you learn all this?”
 “Just now. Annie’s been living on the telephone. The wedding took place last night.”
 “Oh lordy.”
 “But that’s not all.”
Donovan’s hairs were jumping up and down. “Then get on with it.”
 “You remember that hidey hole where Miz Agnes kept her safe?”
 “Yeah, so?”
 “Well, this morning Camellia found one in Lester’s room that nobody knew about. She and Mark must’ve been honeymooning there.” He paused, trying to build tension, knowing how impatient Donovan must be.
 “Get on with it, Daryl.”
 “Okay. She opened it and found, would you believe, diamonds from old Miss Hilda’s great-granddaddy who had sailed to South Africa and back. Miss Hilda probably didn’t know about them. They been there all these years. Anyway, looks like the Tucker-Robesons are gonna be the wealthiest people in Magnolia Creek. They been calling people all over town this morning bragging.”
Donovan slammed the phone down.
 “What’s wrong, dear?”
 “There just ain’t no justice. An honest man tries to do his job and a criminal mastermind still runs free and gets rich to boot.”
 “What are you talking about, dear?”
Donovan stared at May Belle who was sitting cozily in her favorite easy chair with a stack of library books next to her on an end table. She had just finished the latest Tricia Lee romance and was now beginning a romantic time-travel adventure.  
Women’s books, he sneered to himself. Now, Rex Stout, he wrote for everybody. Why I bet old Nero Wolfe himself couldn’t have outsmarted Mark Robeson.
 “Well, dear, are you going to tell me or not?”
 “Yeah, you’ll hear about it anyway. It’s all this town’s gonna be talking about for years to come.”
When he had finished with Daryl’s revolting gossip, his wife smiled complacently and said, “That’s nice, dear. I always did think Mark Robeson was a sweet, hardworking boy.”
Donovan moaned, settled into his recliner, and picked up Death on the Nile that May Belle had given him, and then tossed it aside. Haircool Poyrot was a bit too nit-picky for him. There wasn’t anything he could learn from him. Then he looked over Murder by the Book featuring Nero Wolfe and Mickey Spillane’s The Killing Man with Mike Hammer. Now, these were men’s books. He ought to give them to Metson.  
He set them aside, turned on the TV, and began watching old re-runs of The Andy Griffith Show.
 

Several more months later:
 
 
 “Metson! Get the hell in here!”
 “What is it, Chief?” he said, spilling his coffee as he rushed into Donovan’s office.
 “You’re not gonna believe what came over on the fax.”
 “What?”
 “Ole Man Tucker escaped from prison.”
 “The hell you say! When? Right now? This morning?”
 “Probably last night. They discovered him missing for roll call or whatever. He rolled up his bed covers to make it look like he was sleeping.”
 “How’d he get out?”
 “The fax didn’t say. They probably don’t know. He’s a sneaky old bugger, I’ll give him that.”
 “Think he’ll come back to Magnolia Creek?”
 “Not if he’s got any brains at all in that peanut head of his.”
 “Yeah, everybody’ll be looking for him here. But where else would he go?”
 “Don’t matter none. That smarmy little varmint can’t stay out of trouble no matter where he is. He’ll pick a fight with someone, get caught and sent back.”
 “Of course he can’t go back to the trailer park. His family ain’t there anymore.”
Donovan laughed, “Oh lordy, and he sure wouldn’t be welcome at, pardon the expression, Robeson House.”
Metson walked over to the window and looked out at Magnolia Creek and the reflections dancing in the early morning light.
 “Well, I’ll be damned,” he said quietly.
 “What?”
 “You know them rocks that look like bodies?”
 “Yeah? So?”
 “Some damn kids must’ve been playing pranks last night, because those rocks got clothes on them.”
 “Let me see.” Donovan got up ponderously from his new chair and strolled over to the window. “Metson, you jackass! Get the hell down there. Those aren’t the rocks. Those are real bodies floating in the creek!”
 

Donovan walked down the creek bank where Rupert Norrison, the medical examiner, was already there bending over the bodies.
 “How did you get here so fast, doc?” And not giving him time to reply, asked, “Who are they? Can you tell?”
 “Yeah, Chief, despite the fact that their heads have been bashed in with a crowbar or something and dragged down here, I’d say I know who they are. I’m surprised you can’t guess especially after hearing about Ole Man Tucker getting out.”
 “What do you mean?” he asked, exasperated, the hairs on his neck were bristling.
 “Them bodies are what’s left of Ole Man Robeson and his son Mark.”
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