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"Who Murdered the Ghost by Ellie Oberth introduces a group of very memorable characters …a traditional whodunit with some very untraditional characters."
– Evelyn David, author of Murder Off the Books
It all started when Mama Bella Garlini barged into Chief Rasmussen’s office. Apparently, the dispatcher hadn’t stopped her stampede through the police station. Smart woman. When Mama Bella is on a rampage, it’s best not to interfere. Mama Bella is a force of nature, but the chief and I quavered at the sight of the tiny figure following in her shadow – Sister Marie Catherine.
The chief and I had been discussing the latest rash of burglaries in the Flaghole District. Both of us pushed back our chairs and rose to our feet as the duo burst into the room.
“What’s a-this I hear?” Mama Bella roared. She sounded like a mobster in a bad Italian movie. When upset, Mama’s English took a dive.
Rasmussen towered over the hefty woman, but Mama Bella reached up to shake her finger in his face.
“Sister say you no buy tickets to the show.”
The chief’s head swiveled in my direction but I shrank back into the corner of the room. At the moment the dynamic duo’s attention was focused on Rasmussen. Fine by me.
Sister Marie Catherine calmly plucked a ticket book from the folds of her habit and slapped it down on the desk. The message was clear. If the chief ever wanted to enjoy another Thursday special at Mama Bella’s restaurant, he had to fork over some serious cash.
I watched in silent amusement as he bought enough tickets for the entire police department. After their departure, Chief Rasmussen stormed into the outer office and tossed the tickets onto the dispatcher’s desk.
“Coralynn, you are to sell these to each and every officer. Everyone not on duty Saturday afternoon is to buy a ticket and go to this damn high school play.”
The dispatcher bit back a smile.
Chief Rasmussen held out his hand. “Starting with you.”
Her smile faded. The chief fixed his glare on my still figure. “Cough up, Cartbell.”
Sure, now he notices me.
A cloudy Saturday, in the latter half of May, saw us all at the local Andover, New Hampshire high school. A beaming Mama Bella took my ticket at the door. Her son, Petey, was the male lead in the play. One of the high school juniors ushered me to my seat.
Just about the entire police force had turned out for the event. Even two of the three members of the Board of Selectmen – the policy makers for our community – were in attendance. Not to mention the clowns sitting in the front row in full regalia. The auditorium was packed thanks to Mama Bella and Sister Marie Catherine.
I slid into a seat next to Coralynn. A few minutes later, Chief Rasmussen and his son, Robbie, joined us.
“Hey Hazel, Coralynn.” Robbie’s smile fixed on the pretty dispatcher.
As much as I lusted after his oblivious father, Robbie had it bad for Coralynn.
The audience quieted as the lights dimmed. It was a typical high school performance. Some of the kids were born hams, some were okay, but the lead actress – senior Jinnie Truner – turned out to be fantastic. As far as I was concerned, Jinnie made the evening almost bearable. I endured an hour of the unrequited love story unfolding onstage before the intermission.
As Robbie trotted off to spend money at the makeshift concession stand, I picked up on several conversations swirling around me. Everyone seemed to be raving about Jinnie Truner.
“The girl is a natural.”
“What an outstanding performance.”
“I heard she’s going to Juilliard.”
“Wow. That’s an expensive school. I can’t believe her old man would be willing to pop for tuition.”
Robbie reappeared at my side and offered me a soda. Then he scanned the crowd. “Where’s Coralynn?”
I took pity on the smitten college student. “She went to the powder room. She’ll be back in a minute.”
I looked around the packed auditorium. People milled about the aisles stretching their legs, while others gathered near the concession stand in the back of the room. My ears picked up the continued buzz around our seats.
“Jinnie is amazing; the complete opposite of her old man.”
“Karl Truner is a son of a bitch! He tried to weasel out of our agreement and charge me more money. Some day he’ll get his.”
It was a male voice and ever the cop, I glanced around to spot the speaker while the conversation continued. At the same time, I couldn’t help but notice all the clowns in attendance. What was up with that?
Robbie reclaimed my attention. “Does Coralynn ever mention me?”
“Huh?” I was more curious about Jinnie and her dad than Robbie’s one-sided infatuation.
“Is that for me?” Coralynn appeared at Robbie’s elbow, causing him to tip the drink. Cola dribbled down the sides of the cup.
“What’s with all the clowns?” I asked.
“They entertain the kids at the hospital,” Coralynn said. “Those guys dress up as clowns any chance they get. As a matter of fact, the big dude over there with the neon green hair and the hideous pink trousers is Jinnie Truner’s dad. For such a mean man, the kids love his Sir Schnozzberry act.”
“Sir Schnozzberry?” I repeated. “You’re kidding, right?” I stared. The clown had a red ping pong ball cut in half covering his nose.
“I guess both of them are in show biz,” Robbie quipped.
I diverted my attention from their small talk as I tried to pick out the speakers I had overheard earlier, but I couldn’t zero in on them anymore. The lights blinked twice and the audience slowly drifted back to their seats.
The play concluded with a round of enthusiastic clapping. The lights came on and the crowd slowly rose to mingle about. When she finally emerged from backstage, Jinnie Truner beamed a radiant smile that could be seen from the space shuttle. Unlike her fellow cast members, the girl had already removed her pancake makeup. Her beauty stood out; the flawless skin and the high cheekbones gave her a regal quality. She was immediately surrounded by well-wishers who heaped congratulations upon the talented senior. Her composure and poise complemented her looks; graceful and calm.
About half the audience had left when the play ended. (And yes – the boy finally got the girl in the end, which revived my hope.) What had been a bearable first act had morphed into an engaging, lively performance after the intermission, largely due to Jinnie Truner’s superb acting ability.
When the final curtain descended, a colorful array of clowns performed for the kids who were still here with their parents. Every color of the rainbow was represented by their clothes, their hair, their shoes... I watched a fanciful juggling act consisting of bright pink plastic hatchets for a few moments before focusing my attention back on my companions. Robbie and Coralynn were discussing Mama Bella’s son. The chief nodded and smiled, but I caught him peeking at his watch. Busy dissecting Petey Garlini’s acting ability, I could barely hear even though we all stood next to each other. The volume was deafening as everyone commented about the play. My ears finally focused on the noise at the back of the auditorium. Screaming? I noticed that our cop contingent instinctively scanned the crowd searching for the source.
Chief Rasmussen broke away from our group with Coralynn on his heels. I jogged after them to reach the scene. Several shrieking women surrounded the now deserted concession stand. Behind it, a clown lay face down on the floor in a puddle of blood.
Luckily, one of the town’s doctors was still in attendance. The chief cautioned Dr. Deamus to check for life without disturbing the surrounding area. After feeling for a pulse in the clown’s neck and lifting his eyelids, Dr. Deamus pronounced the man dead.
Rasmussen instructed Officer Donovan to keep the crowd back. I inched over to the body to drink in the crime scene. Neon green hair spilled over the victim's face. Sir Schnozzberry was dead. And if the butcher knife buried to the hilt between his shoulder blades was any indication – it was murder. I intended to be in on this investigation. If you’re going to commit murder, my first choice wouldn’t be in a tightly packed auditorium with a roomful of cops as witnesses. I’m just saying.
Of the half dozen officers left in the building, not a one could keep a straight face. Even I failed to hold back a string of giggles. A dead clown laying in a pool of blood struck me as surreal and I suspected the rest of our small police force felt the same way. A miffed Chief Rasmussen corralled us into the men’s room – even me and Coralynn. Robbie slipped in behind us. These days, where Coralynn went, Robbie followed.
“I know we’re all supposed to be off duty right now, but we’re here and we’re witnesses,” the chief sternly reminded the group. “We’re going to work this case. First, we’ll need a formal ID on the body.”
This drew snickers from his subordinates.
“And we’ll have to interview all the witnesses,” Rasmussen commanded.
No one volunteered, so the chief fixed his glare on our newest recruit and biggest ass kisser – Officer Donovan.
But for once, even Donovan couldn’t resist. “I’m just a lowly patrolman, Chief, not a homicide investigator.” He paused for a beat. “Homicide investigator…now those are some mighty big shoes to fill.”
A fit of coughing broke out as we all tried not to laugh. Rasmussen grew more furious with each passing second, which caused his face to flush all the more.
Robbie chose this opportunity to reveal his presence. “Hey Dad, your nose is red.”
Peals of laughter erupted as Rasmussen kicked his son out of the bathroom.
“What’s the matter with you people?” the chief demanded. “A man has just been murdered!”
“We’re the police. We can’t hide in here all night,” Coralynn pointed out. “With such a big crowd to question, it’s going to be a circus.”
Fresh laughter surrounded us as the chief grabbed my arm and pulled me in his wake. “I guess we have to take point.”
His grumbling allowed me time to compose myself as we marched over to where a sobbing Jinnie Truner sat surrounded by several of her classmates. A trio of now somber clowns stood nearby.
“I’m so sorry, Miss Truner,” the chief said. After a respectful pause, he continued, “Can you think of anyone who could do this?”
The senior dabbed at her eyes. After a moment, she looked up to meet his concerned gaze. “No, sir.”
I had to strain to hear her words.
“Let’s talk tomorrow. For now you should calm down and try to get some rest. Is your mother here? Can she take you home now?” he asked.
“No. Momma died a long time ago. It was just me and Dad.” She hiccupped.
“Do you have anyone you can stay with tonight?”
A lanky teenage boy with a mop of red hair raced over to embrace Jinnie. A flash of irritation flitted across her face as she stiffened and pulled out of his arms. “Where the hell have you been, Ron?” The loud tone replaced the earlier murmurs.
The youth didn’t get a chance to answer as Mama Bella nudged him aside. “She stays with me!”
Jinnie tried to refuse, but Mama would not take no for an answer, so the girl obediently trailed after her with slumped shoulders and a dejected air. The youth made no attempt to follow her; instead he turned to one of the other students and bummed a cigarette. Apparently, he’d done this before as the student told him it was the last one she’d give him tonight. He scowled at her, then turned and stalked after his departing girlfriend. I almost followed before I realized that he’d be no match for Mama Bella. She’d protect Jinnie from the boy’s surly temper.
“Now that’s the Jinnie Truner I know,” a voice behind me said. “Fierce.”
Chief Rasmussen shook hands with Fred Wilburn, Andover’s most prominent funeral director.
“Hi, Hazel.” Fred nodded in my direction, then spoke his mind. “The Truners are my neighbors. Boy, they’re loud when they argue. She is not a meek person.”
The hour was late as Rasmussen and I holed up in his office discussing case strategy. Coralynn had returned to the station with us and now her voice floated out over the intercom. “You have visitors, Chief Rasmussen.” Her tone sounded off.
“We’re busy. Who is it?” Rasmussen was not pleased.
There was a choking sound before Coralynn regained control of her voice. “Cupcake and Snickers.”
I clapped a hand over my mouth as the chief’s door burst open and two clowns struggled to get through the doorway. I stared in horrid fascination. One wore royal blue striped pants coupled with a lurid orange polka dot shirt. Huge circles of red rouge overwhelmed his cheeks. The larger clown was dressed in bilious green trousers adorned with patches of various-sized cupcakes, coupled with an exaggerated smile painted over his mouth. Cupcake won. He stomped to the middle of the room.
“We want justice for our brother.” Cupcake’s voice was shrill.
“Justice,” echoed Snickers.
I closed my eyes and tried to think grisly thoughts. How could the chief remain so stoic?
“I thought…” Rasmussen cleared his throat and started over. “I thought Karl Truner was an only child.”
“All clowns are our brothers and sisters.” The larger clown’s face twisted into a frown.
With that routine, Cupcake would give me nightmares.
“Who were those clowns?” Rasmussen asked Coralynn.
The dispatcher managed to stop laughing. “Cupcake is none other than Edward Smithers.”
I gasped – he was one of the members of the Board of Selectmen.
Coralynn smiled a wicked smile. “And Snickers is Sister Marie Catherine’s nephew.”
Coralynn and I doubled over in spasms. Even so, I wondered again how the chief displayed no appreciation for the situation. Did I really want to attach myself to a man with no sense of humor?
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