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CHAPTER ONE
 
She stood to her feet in one swift motion, glancing around the small park to see if any of those maddening people were out and about, walking their equally annoying pets. As if they really knew anything about life and problems and those voices…
A sudden noise nearby set her head on a swivel as she tried to ascertain the direction from which it had come. Ah—there. She'd just caught a glimpse of movement from the house nearest the park. She sighed. One more loose end to tie up, but that couldn't be helped. No one and or nothing was going to stop her from achieving her goal. With good humor restored, she set off briskly in the direction of the town's main street, hands jammed into coat pockets, and whistling slightly under her breath.
 
* * *
 
"Come on, Caro. It's not that bad, just a few little drops. You could probably walk between them." 
Straddling his road bike, my husband gave me his best encouraging smile, an uncanny likeness of the expression he'd worn when our godchildren were younger, teaching them how to solve a mathematics problem or to catch a ball. I don't like to exercise—never have—and I wasn't sure I liked being talked to as if I were five. I shrugged in response, glowering at the sky as if it were to blame.
My name is Caroline Layton-Browning, British expat mystery writer extraordinaire (in my own mind, of course) and spouse of Gregory Browning, Professor of International Law at the local university. We're generally described as "stilted" by our less formal American friends, something I am actively trying to correct, but I absolutely draw the line at using "like" every other word. Like, you know, like, what I mean? I would never say that Greg and I are competitive; rather that we hone each other's particular talents. Rather like iron sharpening iron, with much the same resulting sparks. At any rate, we never seem to have a dull moment, and in spite of his resistance I have managed to tug him along as I meander from one improbable scheme to another.
I am at that point in my life that when I look into the mirror, I am absolutely flabbergasted at what I see. I know that they say, "Forty is the new thirty,"—and I'd like to meet the genius who dreamed up that little phrase—but I beg to differ. With my forties just around the corner, I'm on a constant hunt for wrinkles and crow's-feet, something I never had to worry about when I was a tad younger. What hasn't changed though, is my love-hate relationship with the great outdoors.
To begin with, I detest precipitation of any kind. I figure if the good Lord wanted me to splash around in puddles and get my feet wet—not to mention my hair—he'd have given me feathers. 
Be that as it may, my sweet husband, bound and determined to get me fit, had coaxed me outside one overcast afternoon. I was to take our dachshund for a short perambulation around the park that sits in the middle of our subdivision like a crown jewel, replete with shiny swings and a covered area for picnicking. Eating out of doors has never been high on my list of favorite things to do either, so it goes without saying that we've not made use of this particular area of the park yet. 
Nor the swings, for that matter. Without the requisite children as props, I'm sure we'd look out of place and most likely be tagged as the local weirdoes that parents warn their children about.
"It's really not so bad, Caro," Gregory was saying, his tone cajoling and just a tad condescending. "And you could do with some exercise. So could Trixie," he hastily added as my eyes narrowed. 
His own eyes, still as brilliant a blue as when we'd first met at Oxford University—yes, that Oxford—twinkled at me. I mentally stuck out my tongue at his reassurance. Childish, yes, but it felt good. He knows how I feel about weather.
Snapping the strap on his cycling helmet and giving me a cheerful wave, Gregory set out on a quick ride, only ten miles or so, he had assured me. He'd be back in no time. I succeeded in keeping the eye rolls controlled. Anything over one mile with a skinny seat tucked under my rather generous backside would constitute torture as far as I'm concerned, and I've steadily refused to take up Greg's offer of joining him and his pals on their jaunts through the verdant New York countryside.
 I was already in a sour frame of mind, one hand shoving a worn baseball cap down over my hair and Trixie's leash looped over the other, so I returned his wave with a wrinkled nose. And judging by the glare she shot up at me, Trixie was in no mood to get anything damp either. I sighed, ducking down to give her coppery head a conciliatory pat. 
"Let's get this over with, girl, so we can curl up with a clear conscience and a good book, okay?" Her eyes, twin chocolate drops in a tiny face, held a look that might have been a plea for mercy, but I ignored it and stepped out onto the wet walkway with the attitude of one being given a dose of very unpleasant medicine. 
Half a block to the park, one sweep around its perimeter, and back home, I encouraged myself. Hopefully I wouldn't get too soggy, although I had to admit that it was more drizzle than drip. Trixie put her head down and began to trudge next to me, her entire body letting me know exactly what she thought of this adventure.
As we walked, I let my mind take whatever tangent it chose. My problem, I've been told more than once and by more than one person, is that I get easily bored. I prefer to think of myself as the epitome of a Renaissance Woman (capitals included), with interests in various directions, and usually substantiate this by doing two or three things at once. I've never seen a need to change. It's simply not in my character to plod. For instance, I cannot focus on one undertaking only but tend to multi-task with a fervor that could melt the heart of every Gemini for miles around. I'm not a Gemini, but I've been informed that I act just like one, so perhaps my birthday was wrongly recorded.
Gregory's idea of relaxation after a long day at the salt mines is to hop on one of his five bikes and cycle away the tension. He's done this for years, even before the phenomenon that was Lance Armstrong and yellow wristbands, and I see no end in sight. He'll probably add stability wheels as he gets older but will still be off for one of his short rides when he is eighty. To this I say, "Whatever floats your boat." I prefer doing new things and cannot imagine sticking with one hobby for as many years as he has.
But I digress. I was currently out in a drizzle, accompanied by a resentful dachshund, and neither one of us was getting much out of it. I tried humming to break the monotony of it all, but judging by the baleful look that Trixie gave me, I decided to give it a rest. Everyone's a critic.
Our homeowner's association, in its almighty wisdom, has decreed that the neighborhood park must have a certain amount of trees and shrubbery and flowering plants within its border. Since the park itself is more handkerchief-sized and not the large acreage that they like to pretend that it is, this tends to lend the entire park a claustrophobic air, or at least that is how I feel whenever I step between the myriad of things growing therein.
I had stepped one foot inside the park's perimeter in order to honestly tell my husband that I had indeed gone there when I saw something jutting out from underneath one of the larger shrubs. Unfortunately, I've always been a little vain when it comes to wearing the eye glasses that I've needed since childhood, so my first view was a bit on the blurry side. I patted my pockets for my glasses, not so silently cursing when I recalled putting them down on the coffee table in order to take this walk. Blast—there was nothing else to do except to step closer than I'd prefer in order to see what was lying there on the damp ground. 
Sidling up to the shrub with Trixie pulling back in a manner guaranteed to trip me up should I need to run, I cautiously leaned down to get a better look. At first I was a bit perplexed, not quite taking in what my eyes were seeing. Leather shoes, made darker by the damp weather, seemed to be attached to legs, which in turn appeared to be covered in denim. Was someone actually sleeping out in this weather? I felt indignant for whoever it was, and mentally chastised our fair city for the lack of services available to help those who might need a place to lay their head in such inclement conditions.
I was contemplating giving the feet a nudge when I became aware of why the fellow might be wedged up under the shrubbery: A very large and very red puddle had gathered underneath his legs and had begun to spread toward his shoes in a macabre stream. One of my phobias, in addition to all things that jump and heights, happens to be blood, so I did what I always do when faced with the substance. I fainted dead away, nearly squashing a startled Trixie in the process, my final resting attitude a near mirror image to that of the unfortunate man I'd discovered.
I came to with Greg's anxious face hovering over my own, his hand on my shoulder, and Trixie's high-pitched barking echoing in my ears. The drizzle had become a full-fledged cloudburst, and the only reason that Trixie had stayed by my side was that her leash had twisted itself firmly around my arm and refused to give her purchase. The barking, therefore, was for her own distaste of the outdoors and not out of any concern for her mistress. 
Thankfully, though, it was what had brought Greg to my side after discovering that I had not returned to our house. Knowing me as he does, he knew that something was either incredibly wrong, or I'd found something of interest to keep me, and he was determined to find out which it was. Thus it was that he discovered me flat on my back, my head near the pair of shoes that had started this entire episode.
"Caro? Can you hear me?" 
My eyes fluttered open, and I looked straight up at my husband's concerned face and nodded, no mean feat since I was still prone. I began to scramble to my feet, but he held me firmly in place. He ran one hand along the back of my head and assessed my predicament, slipping his cell phone out of the case that hung at his waist.
Assuring the voice on the other end that his wife was fine but that the gentleman underneath the bush most certainly was not, he continued running a hand over my various parts, lingering, it must be said, on certain areas that had sustained no injury whatsoever. Judging by my reaction, he seemed entirely convinced that I was fine. With a quick grin at me, he reached over and grabbed my hand, hauling me to my rather unsteady legs. Apparently I was sufficiently enough recovered for him to turn his attention elsewhere, namely the figure lying so still under the shrub.
I took my time getting my bearings, not so much because I still felt woozy, but because I knew what lay just a few feet away from me. Granted, my husband was now between me and said puddle of blood, but I could feel a tremor beginning around my knees by simply recalling what I had seen. Gregory does not suffer from any such queasiness. His many hunting trips and position as one of our town's volunteer firefighters is a testament to this manly trait.
I took a deep breath, peered around my husband's shoulders, and saw that indeed it was as I remembered. With a small groan, I closed my eyes. Unfortunately, the scene had imprinted itself upon the insides of my eyelids, and I shuddered. Although the poor man, whoever he had been in life, could no longer feel the rain falling into his staring eyes or the wound that had caused his death, I still could not keep myself from imagining—in embellished detail—how he must have felt as the end had neared.
As a writer of mysteries—I believe I've already mentioned that fact but I like the way it sounds—I have found that there is nothing new under the sun when it comes to murder and mayhem. I have created enough of it myself to keep an entire police force busy twenty-four hours a day, every day of the year. Unfortunately, life is not a script to be written by the rules. Before I knew it, I was smack-dab in the middle of an investigation that would prove to be an albatross in more than one way and to more than one person. Thankfully, I had my dependable spouse to lean on when things got dicey. And believe you me, before all was said and done, they did just that.



CHAPTER TWO
 
Our rather picturesque burg of Seneca Meadows, New York prides itself on many levels. The main thoroughfares and side streets boast annual flowers that add color, and the sidewalks remain free of litter and clutter thanks to a rather stringent set of laws that are strictly enforced. The chamber of commerce is second to none. We have at least three sister cities that visit our fair boundaries once a year, and even the weather cooperates when any outdoor event is to be planned.
Except when the outdoor event is murder, apparently. The steady downpour was rapidly turning the perfectly shorn park grass into a sludge pit, and from the general tsk-tsking of the crime scene technicians as they scurried around snapping photos and marking possible evidence, someone would have to answer for it. I wasn't quite sure to whom they would send their collective complaints, since neither the chamber of commerce nor the mayor had anything to do with nature's many gifts. At least I didn't think that they did. However, I can attest that sometimes life is indeed stranger than fiction. Perhaps there was something I had missed when researching what constituted mayoral duties.
"I'll just need a moment of your time, ma'am, if you're ready," said a rotund officer whose face seemed to glisten with effort instead of rain. I glanced from him to my husband, waiting, I think, for a sign that it was alright to speak. After all, Gregory's forte is the law, while mine is the ability to insert an entire foot into my mouth.
"My wife's had a great shock, as you might imagine," Greg responded for me, his hand tightening slightly on my shoulder. "Perhaps I could help?" It came out as a question, but the tone spoke volumes.
"That's fine by me," agreed the officer. "If you'd like, ma'am, you can take a seat in the cruiser." He gestured over his shoulder at the black and white parked nearby. "At least it's dry in there," he added with a grin. 
That sounded good to me, though I wasn't sure how I'd feel sitting in the back of a police car. Warm won out over vanity, though, and I scurried as quickly as I could go over the wet grass, Trixie a shivering bundle of rather pungent fur in my arms.
I had done my civic duty by discovering the poor man, and if anyone deserved a dry place from which to watch the unfolding investigation, it was me. At any rate, by the time Greg had finished with the officer (and not the other way around, I noticed with some amusement), I was almost dried off. True, my shoes made a funny squishing sound as I walked next to Greg, Trixie again on the leash and trotting at my side, but I was far more comfortable than those whose job included working a crime scene, and I began feeling almost normal as we strolled toward our house.
I managed to keep my many questions under wraps until we got far enough away from the park so as not to be overheard. Gregory, knowing me as he did, gave my arm a slight squeeze as I opened my mouth, preparatory to asking what he'd learned.
"Not even one hint?" I gave him a sideways glance, hoping to surprise Gregory into giving up something I could hang my thoughts on.
"Not now, Caro." He was in his typical legal mode, still digesting the information he'd gotten, so I didn't push the issue. "They'd like us to come down to the station and make a more formal statement," he added almost as an afterthought. 
I liked the notion of us. I reached for his hand, glad to have someone versed in the law on my side.
We discarded our wet things at the back door, thoughtfully fitted out with a bench to sit on and a basket for our outdoor gear. Of course, the bench was damp, but so were we, and it made little difference whether I sat on it to remove my soggy footwear or not. 
Trixie, on the other hand, was in an all-fired hurry to get back indoors. She loves her bed, outfitted with a comfy afghan and a down-filled pillow that once gave me a sneezing fit. I'm alright around feathery items if they aren't nestled next to my nasal passages all night long, and Trixie adores it, so we're both happy. Gregory, being the long-suffering man that he is, has never once mentioned that Trixie now has a very expensive pillow in her doggie bed. It is his silence on the topic, though, that bothers me more than anything else might. It's one of his many talents, this echoing silence, and he tends to use it to his advantage quite frequently. 
I managed to wait until we were seated at our antique kitchen table, hands wrapped around ceramic mugs of steaming coffee, before I again attempted to broach the topic of dead-man-under-a-bush. What, I pressed, did the officers have to say on the subject? And did they know who he was?
Gregory's beatific smile behind his coffee mug could have adorned a saint. He stretched the silence out until I could almost feel the snap of electric atmosphere before he answered. Even then, he played it close to the vest.
"Well." He paused and took another sip of coffee, then stood to grab the apple strudel left over from last night's dinner. With arched eyebrow, he silently offered me a slice, and I answered in kind. My eyebrows, however, were bunched together in frustration, and I wanted information more than the delicious dessert from our local bakery. However, I chose to play along and waggled my eyebrows in response. And the strudel wasn't so bad the second time around, either.
Finally, pastry consumed and crumbs carefully dispatched, Gregory spoke. As I was trying to get everything he knew out of him, I kept my frown to minimum wattage. He has been known to clam up whenever he thinks folks need to learn patience.
"Apparently he is, or was, a private investigator from the city." He took another sip of coffee, running an inquisitive tongue around the edge of his mouth in search of stray crumbs. I shook my head in distaste and handed him a serviette (napkin in Yank-speak). The man may be close to perfection, but he still has issues with table manners that I've never been able to correct.
When we townies refer to "the city," it is the city we mean—New York City. Our smallish burg, located in upstate New York, is as far removed from the hustle and bustle of NYC as the earth is from the moon, yet anyone who finds out where we are from seems to think that we should be on intimate terms with Broadway and Central Park. 
I raised my eyebrows at Greg, tacitly asking for more.
"He had a business card in his pocket that the police department wants to keep hushed up for the time being," he went on. "But since I've already seen it, I imagine it would be alright to let you know what it said."
"And?" I risked Gregory's ire with my question, but either the sugar had mellowed him or he was tired from his ride. Whatever the cause, he spilled the beans without seeming to hesitate.
"It's a business card from the mayor's office." 
Now I was entirely flummoxed. Why in the world would the mayor be running a private investigation company? I said as much, and the look I got in response told me my error.
"Aha!" I countered his stare with an innocent one of my own. "The mayor has hired the man in question. And has not employed him, so to speak." I took a sip of coffee, keeping my mouth occupied while I watched my husband struggle with his self-restraint. It was certainly a sight to behold, and I found myself quite enjoying the spectacle. Gregory dislikes losing control in any form, and I was witnessing a mighty battle right at my kitchen table. Finally he was able to answer. Unfortunately, most of it was not repeatable, but it was definitely worth the wait.
With as much dignity as I could muster, I rose and placed my mug in the sink, pausing to kiss the little bare spot on the top of my husband's head. (It is only a swirl, he likes to point out, but I recognize a burgeoning bald patch when I see one.) Knowing his character as well as my own, I knew that he'd come clean sooner rather than later, and I'd have the information I desired. 
In addition to my interest in crime, I'm also enthralled with the inner workings of the legal system (my spouse's influence) and our local HOA (my own curiosity). The latter has my interest because of an ongoing battle with one of my neighbors, the dreaded Cat Lady of the neighborhood. I am convinced that she has taken in every stray since this subdivision was built, and probably began her collection long before that. I have tried to keep count of the myriad felines seen slinking around her house, first with a journal that held descriptions of said cats, but that soon became an exercise in futility. I discovered that it was nearly impossible to keep track of every cat according to markings and color, since after a while they all appeared alike to me. 
The next step was to employ my rarely used high-powered birding binoculars, a gift from my husband in yet another attempt to lure me into the great outdoors. Of course, I kept my enterprise to myself, knowing how Gregory feels about the principle of individual privacy. He deems it nearly as sacred as the right to share the road with large trucks, something that keeps me in a state of agonized suspense whenever he heads out for one of his rides. I have threatened to put neon flashing signs on the back and front of his jersey to give fair warning to drivers that might not notice his slight frame peddling away on the side of the road. I traded my damp clothing for my favorite bedtime ensemble, feeling the need for comfort rather than fashion. Snuggled deep into a ratty chenille bathrobe, I headed into my study and settled in for a session of spying on Mrs. Cat Lady. Notebook and several sharpened pencils at the ready, I retrieved my binoculars from my desk drawer and held them up to my eyes in order to check the lenses. I aimed them out the window toward the offending domicile and nearly dropped them in my astonishment. Staring back at me, a grim smile playing on her lips, was my neighborhood nemesis herself. I had been caught red-handed, and there was no doubt about it.
I froze as I was, hands glued to the binoculars, taking the position that less movement was to my advantage, and if she couldn't see me move, then she could not see me. Alas, I seem to recall a nephew believing the same erroneous adage. Whenever he wanted to sneak into the kitchen for some forbidden treat, he would plop his pudgy hands over his eyes and declare that I couldn't see him. Of course, such sweetness always earned him said forbidden treat, so perhaps there was a method to his madness after all.
I had a feeling, though, that my neighbor would not be as understanding.
"What in Heaven's name are you doing, Caro?" 
I nearly fainted for a second time that day as Gregory entered my study, careful eyes noting my stance at the window and the binoculars in my hands. There was no hiding my guilt, and I did what came naturally to me: I turned the tables to the best of my ability.
"And what in Heaven's name are you doing in here? Spying, perhaps?" Gregory hates to be accused of anything vaguely resembling a crime. "Or maybe," and here I gave him a smile that would disarm even the most persistent mole, "maybe you are checking on the health of your wife?" I all but batted my lashes, taking the opportunity to tuck the offending binoculars behind my back.
Gregory is rarely taken aback. He has lived with me for nearly twenty years and is accustomed to my whims, but he has never allowed himself the pleasure of delving into my mindset, no matter how it might or might not affect him directly. That is certainly one trait that has endeared him to me. Besides, I have a sneaking suspicion that he chooses not to as a measure of maintaining sanity. Mentally tossing my head at this thought, I continued to hold the smile as I began shuffling sideways in an attempt to unload the binoculars on my desk. 
"You know, Caro, sometimes I can't, for the life of me, figure you out." And with a shake of his head, Gregory turned around and left my study, leaving me to finish my strange two-step without an audience.
Except for Mrs. Nosey Grayson. I risked a quick glance over my shoulder to see if I could still spot her at her window, but my eyesight has begun to act its chronological age lately, and I could see nothing but a blur where I thought her house might be standing.
Not that it really mattered, I thought as I flipped through my notebook, a smile of satisfaction on my lips. With the amount of ammo contained in those pages, I would be able to blast her from here to kingdom come at the next HOA meeting. The thought did my heart good, and I tucked all of my spy gear away to wait for that moment of triumph, when I would once and for all banish those pesky felines from using my yard—and the rest of the neighborhood—as their private litter box.
The last HOA meeting we had attended had garnered quite a bit of attention in our town's local tabloid. Apparently it is considered a form of entertainment when one chooses to speak up in a public meeting. Of course, "speaking up" is a euphemism for the shouting match that Feline Fancier and I had over—what else?—stricter laws for animals. I was for, she against, and it went something like this:
"Ladies, I must insist that you let each other finish before commenting." This came from Avery Stanton, the HOA president, a rather meek-looking man whose wife sat as vice president and spent every meeting glaring at her poor spouse if he did not run the meeting to her specifications. It always amused me to think that he was also our town's vice-mayor, especially since Mayor Greenberg—also known as His Highness and several other unflattering sobriquets in our house—was as overbearing as Mrs. Stanton.
"I don't know who died and made you the queen of cats," this was me, virtually spitting the words across the room, "but I for one am sick of your brood using my yard as their litter box!" This was followed by a triumphant toss of the head to a spattering of applause from those around me.
"And I don't know who died and made you—made you queen of the neighborhood!" This was Cat Lady's rather weak response (in my opinion), but it garnered some support from the folks nearest her.
And so it went, ad nauseam, ad infinitum, and all the rest. To say the least, it was probably the closest some of our neighbors had gotten to excitement in quite a while. And it did put some color into Avery's thin cheeks. I don't think the poor man has had much to be excited about in his life.
I took another peek out the window. The sky had taken on a pearly glow as the gray clouds began to break apart, letting a feeble sun soak up the damp patches scattered around the yard and street. The sight made me perk up considerably, and I stood another moment by my desk, tapping one finger against my chin. An idea was beginning to take shape in my rather active imagination, and the more I thought about it, the more sensible it became.
The Cat Lady's back windows faced the park, I mused. It was possible—okay, more than likely probable—that she used those binoculars of hers to watch more than my window. What were the chances that she might have seen something amiss at said park earlier that morning, or perhaps the evening before? Not knowing the time of death for that poor man, I was allowing for a larger window of opportunity. Maybe, just maybe…
I immediately jumped into action, heading for our bedroom to don clothing suitable for chatting with my nearest neighbor and sworn enemy. I halted halfway down the hall, considering the reason for the enmity: her cats. I happen to be allergic to most anything that has feathers or fur. My precious Trixie a mysterious exception. I had no desire to stand at her doorway with eyes swollen shut from the dander and hair that would surely be all over the place. I considered my options, thoughtfully gnawing on a thumbnail. Well, there was nothing else to do except to send my sweet spouse over to find out what he could. He isn't allergic to anything, the lucky man.
With that point settled, I turned on my heel and marched back down the hallway and toward the family room where I could hear sounds of the latest cycling race. This was definitely not good timing for my plan. Greg lives for all things cycling, including watching groups of folks in body-hugging Lycra vie for various colored jerseys. I don't get it, but to each his own, I say. And it does leave me a lot of time to write. And spy on my neighbors. With an unconscious straightening of my shoulders, I stepped into the room.
"Greg, could you do me a favor?" 
Suffice it to say that it took quite a bit of convincing on my part, as well as judiciously pointing out that the DVR not only recorded, but it could also be paused, before Gregory agreed to go over and see what our neighbor might know. From the way he walked across the lawn and to her front door, I could see that he was not a happy camper, and I had to grin in spite of myself. No matter how long you live with them and think they've finally outgrown their childish ways, men do their best to prove you wrong at every opportunity. Shaking my head, I busied myself with my laptop.
Gregory was back before I was able to get much done in the way of work. I have known him long enough to be able to gauge both his moods and his health, and from one brief glance at the set of his mouth, I deduced that he had a healthy case of irritation developing. At closer inspection, I could see why: The right leg of his trousers sported a blob of something that I didn't want to think about, and the manner in which he stomped inside and straight back to our bedroom was answer enough. Probably the result of one of those nuisance cats, I thought. Maybe now he'd back my quest to rid the HOA of such a menace.
I took my time shutting down my computer, giving him enough space to cool off and be able to speak without verbally harpooning me. From the sheer volume of the television emitted from the family room, though, I had a feeling that it might take him a while to descend from the Olympian heights of vexation and ire. I sighed, rising from the table to make myself a cup of tea. I'd need to come up with another method of obtaining information on the investigator.
I was reaching for the canister that holds my eclectic collection of tea bags when genius struck again: the mayor's connection to the crime. Not that I thought for one moment that His Honorableness personally had a hand in the murder, but why had he needed to hire a private investigator in the first place? One would think that given his stature both politically and socially—certainly not physically, since he is a short, rotund man with a ridiculously pursed mouth—he would have on hand those who could gather information for him. 
Unless, my suspicious mind commented, it was about something that he would not have wanted anyone local to know about. Like maybe personal business. Now that particular angle made sense. I set the canister down and started walking back to the family room, then stopped abruptly. I most likely would not get any further cooperation for my cat-crazed scheme from Greg, for today at least, and surely this was something I could tackle on my own. After all, don't writers need to interview folks every now and again when they're researching for a new book? I mentally patted myself on the back. This was definitely something that carried legitimacy. Spinning around, I grabbed my cell phone and asked Siri to connect me to the mayor's office. I have to admit that I was surprised at the ease in which I obtained the desired appointment. Of course, it was an election year, and perhaps His Honor thought that I might be able to give him positive press. Silly man. My intentions were probably more self-serving than his, a neat turn-the-tables trick that amused me.
I debated sneaking out, leaving my still-steaming spouse to his own devices. It wouldn't do either one of us a good turn if I added to his emotional load and suggested that he go with me. But—and this was a big one—if he discovered I had left the premises without letting him know where I was going, I risked another tantrum. He is very protective, which some see as a sure sign of devotion, but how I've dealt with it all these years and remained sane, I have no idea.
After a shower that found me moving a bit gingerly—I'd done a number on my back and shoulders when I'd fainted—I dressed in what I tend to think of as my working clothes: A crisp white shirt tucked into a pair of black linen trousers, finished off with a black leather belt and low-heeled pumps. A pair of simple silver hoops in my ears, a swipe of lipstick and powder, and I was ready. At least I was set for the interview. Whether or not I was ready to face my husband was the real question. With one more flip of my short hair, I grabbed up my leather bag that doubled as a purse and strode confidently out of our bedroom.
It was as I thought. Gregory was still ensconced in front of the television, but at least the volume had come down a bit. A good sign, I encouraged myself, and I coaxed my face into a pleasant attitude and stuck my head around the family room door.
Bless his heart. My hubby was sound asleep, recliner back and remote hanging precariously from his hand, soft snores coming from a slightly opened mouth. Trixie was tucked under one of his arms, and I almost giggled when I realized that she was snoring as well. They were certainly a matched set.
I tiptoed over to his chair, removing the remote and placing it gently on the butler's table that sat next to his chair. At least I would not need to explain my decision to go out so soon after my harrowing adventure in the park.
Of course, Trixie had other ideas. She detests being left out of anything that might prove to her advantage. With one tiny yip, she alerted Greg to my departure. I froze mid-step, risking a peek over my shoulder to see if he had been awakened. His eyes were still closed, but I know him well enough to see that he was now awake, ears tuned to my frequency. I decided to take the bull by the horns, Gregory being the bull in this case. Replacing the smile on my face, I turned around and leaned casually against the doorframe.
"I'm headed out for a bit, my dear. Could I get you anything while I'm gone? Maybe one of those iced coffees that you like?" 
Bribery, in my view, generally gives the briber one up on the bribee, especially if a soft spot is known to said briber. Of course, not everyone is married to my husband—obviously—and I knew that my chances of leaving the house without interrogation were a little more than nil. 
"You may." He responded without so much as turning his head to look at me, but I could see the beginnings of a smile hovering on his lips. Dratted man. He can smell an enticement at one hundred yards. I sighed. The matter of a peace offering would still need to be addressed.
"Anything else? I could swing by the bakery, grab another one of those strudels. Or perhaps a pull-apart bread. You enjoy those as well."
The only response I got this time was a turn of his head and a strained expression on his face, all signs of the emerging smile erased. 
Uh oh, I thought. Here it comes. I shot Trixie a venomous glare. This was all her fault. She snuggled deeper into Greg's side and closed her eyes with a smug look on her pointy face.
"Would this trip to the bakery be before or after whatever it is that you're up to now?" 
I'm very good at many different personalities, or so I've been told. The self-righteous Caro popped to the surface with a vengeance, and I all but clutched at my heart with a dramatic moi? Instead, I settled for a slight widening of the eyes as I returned look for look with my husband.
""I'm sorry that you had to deal with the cat la—Mrs. Grayson," I began, which I instantly recognized as the wrong tack. "If you wish, I could swing by the dry cleaners and…" I got no further.
"That, Caro, is a Topic for Another Time." The capitalization was as evident as if it had been written down. I sincerely hoped that the offending trousers had not been stuffed into our hamper but decided against asking.
 I was suitably impressed with his delivery, each word clipped off from the one that followed in a precise manner. Much like a stalk of crisp celery being snapped in two, I thought. By a set of very strong teeth. I controlled a shudder. It would never do to be seen as weak.
"Alright," I agreed hastily. No need to upset the dessert cart any further is my motto. "Bear claws or pull-apart?"
An indignant snort was the only answer I received. I made a hasty retreat, glad to get off so easily this time. And it would be a cream cheese pull-apart, iced and loaded with those little crumbs of sweetness that stick on the lips. If I got to choose, that's what I wanted.



CHAPTER THREE
 
I carefully backed my sedan out of the garage, thankful for the automatic opener. I could clearly recall the days when we lived in less than savory digs, when I would have to put the car in park, get out, and shut the heavy garage door, all the while keeping a weather eye on the two little boys who remained glued to my side whenever they visited us. I never knew where they might end up, tumbling about the car's interior like two puppies, especially when I would warn them not to move a muscle. Otherwise they might have tried to drive off, one pressing on the gas pedal while the other steered.
Those were the glory days before the advent of a nationwide law in merry old England, requiring car and booster seats, when children could meander around the inside of a vehicle and sit wherever they chose. Or not sit, as the case may be. Our godchildren loved to climb into the back window and make faces at unwary drivers as I blithely drove around town. I for one am thrilled to know that all children must now be restrained in cars. This at least gives their harried parents an advantage on days when the little darlings are up to no good. It frightens me now to think that they've grown into their teen years and are driving.
My musings about the not-so-good old days were cut short when a horn blasted behind me, nearly causing me to jump out of my rather sore skin. I had paused at a stop sign and apparently had not left the starting blocks fast enough for the truckload of teens just behind me. Luckily for them (I told myself) the wind carried away most of their rude remarks as they rocketed around me. It was enough, though, to force me into focus. I would need all my wits about me if I were to gain any insight into why the mayor had hired a detective in the first place.
Our town hall is neatly tucked away on the second floor of one of the area's oldest buildings. Its brick has weathered quite elegantly, like a matron who accepts the vagaries of age and plays them to her advantage. I prefer my architecture—and companions—to be refined yet sturdy, and still have a viable purpose. Much as I view myself, I considered ruefully, pushing through the frosted glass door. If ever there were a woman with a purpose this fine day, it would be me.
The bottom floor is home to the chamber of commerce and the registrar's office. As I passed through the doors and headed for the elevators, I spotted a rather nervous-looking young couple standing just outside the registrar's, apparently on the bubble of whether to go in or to leave. I smothered a smile, remembering the day that Gregory and I went for our own marriage license. It can be the best day of your life—or the one that you live to regret the most. Thankfully, ours was of the first option. Of course, much work has gone into making it the best, but that is material for a different sort of book entirely. The task at hand was to tackle the mayor and pick his brains for all I was worth.
I easily found the mayor's office and approached the rather somber woman sitting at the reception desk, fingers busily clicking away on keys as she looked up and acknowledged my presence. 
"Appointment?" Her eyes returned to the screen in front of her, her tone brusque and, to my mind, very uninviting. Not what I'd expected for someone in His Eminence's office. The man is as smarmy as a used car salesman, syrupy voice and all. Maybe she had been hired to play the straight man.
Better to use honey than vinegar, I reminded myself, and I smiled sweetly as I approached her desk, taking a page out of the mayor's book. "I called earlier for an interview with the mayor," I replied, one hand clutching my oversized leather bag, the other proffering my business card.
Some writers think that having a business card is a vanity, while others maintain it adds legitimacy to what some see as a fly-by-night fashion of earning a living. I tend to use mine as a prop, something for the other person to focus on as I size him or her up. That was the case here. I quickly scanned the plain blouse and skirt, non-fussy hairstyle, and boxy eyeglasses of the woman in front of me. A no-nonsense type, I thought with grudging admiration. One for getting the job done with minimum fuss or muss.
Finally, Ms. Wentworth (so it read on her nameplate) handed the card back, holding it out with her fingertips as though she'd spotted vermin on its surface.
"Mayor Greenberg has stepped out for a few minutes. If you take a seat over there," she indicated a pair of hard-looking armchairs with her chin, "you can have fifteen minutes when he returns." Before I could answer, she returned to her busy typing and proceeded to ignore me.
I walked to the chairs and took a seat, putting my bag on the floor beside me. I have to admit that I'd forgotten what the mayor's name was, so accustomed was I to calling him "His Honorableness" and a plethora of other appellations—and not with much in the way of respect, either. Gregory and I were constantly amazed that each election found the mayor running unopposed, the inhabitants of his personal serfdom content to restore him to his self-made kingdom.
Now that I was actually there, waiting to speak to the mayor, I had absolutely no idea whatsoever what I was going to say. "Excuse me, Mayor Greenberg. Your business card was found this morning, clutched in the hands of a deceased man. Do you have anything to say for yourself?" No—too dramatic and not quite factual. Besides, my reason for being here was to interview the man for a book, so unless I could quickly manufacture a plot with the deceased featured in it, that avenue was blocked.
I mentally snapped my fingers. Of course! I could invent a storyline not unlike the one I witnessed myself—that is my bread and butter, after all—and watch his face for reaction when I casually slid the part about the dead investigator into the conversation. No, that wouldn't work either. I sighed. All he would have to do is to check the facts of the case: who'd found the body, what was found with the body, and be able to put two and two together. Of course, it is my experience that politicians are not the best at counting and can make two and two into five if it suits them. I had a feeling that I was up against just such an equation.
I had just decided to pack it in and return to my domicile via the local bakery when the office door opened and in stepped our town's illustrious mayor, all five foot six inches of him. I shot a critical glance his way as he conversed with Ms. Wentworth, estimating his heft, which was considerable. Of course, my point of reference is my husband, but anyone with eyes could see that Jeremiah Greenberg certainly enjoyed his groceries. Nearly three hundred pounds moved in my direction, one pudgy hand thrust forward in greeting.
"Good afternoon, Mrs. Brownley." 
I heard a strangled sound from the direction of the secretary's desk as the man managed to rechristen me, but I ignored it, holding my own hand and grasping the mayor's. It was all I could do to keep it there. The moistness of his palm sent a quiver up my spine, the feeling very much what you'd expect from touching a toad. Or in this case, a great bullfrog.
"And how can I help you this fine day?" He beamed at me as if the weather was his doing, which he probably thought it was. "It's a great day to live in our fair town, is it not?" Again the high-wattage smile was directed at me, and I managed to pull my hand from his and take a discrete step back.
The man sounds as if he's producing an advertisement for the chamber of commerce, I thought as I returned his smirk with one of my own. "Yes, indeed, it is," I acknowledged, seamlessly voicing my own part of the script. "And we are so very fortunate to have a mayor who is willing to speak to his—" I paused here for effect, "—people." 
I must have hit exactly the right note because I was treated to an even wider smile and a half-bow, a movement that gave him the appearance of a rather rotund fencing master. I had to bite the insides of my mouth to keep from laughing, adopting instead what I hoped was a look of adoration. My husband would have been rolling on the floor if he had seen this little performance. Never mind. He would never have the opportunity of knowing how I had to grovel in order to get the information I needed. At least until I put some distance between the mayor and me.
I followed His Holiness's rolling gait, his immense size shifting from side to side, as we walked through a side door and into an office that was the antithesis of the austere reception area. A tufted leather couch and two arm chairs that had been gilded and upholstered in a brocaded pattern dominated the office, and—most surprising of all, to my mind—a mirrored wall ran behind the large ornate desk, its length punctuated with elegantly designed scenes from New York's history. I felt as though I'd been ushered into an antechamber of the president, or at the very least, that of an Astor or Rockefeller. 
"Yes, yes, it is rather impressive, I must admit," the mayor said as he lowered himself into what could have only been a custom-built desk chair, his eyes watching me as I stared around the room. His expression was that of a lord surveying his fiefdom, which I had no doubt he believed.
I managed to get custody of my face as I took a seat in one of the brocaded chairs. For all its moneyed appearance, it was one of the most uncomfortable chairs I had ever been privileged to occupy. All the better to get in and get out as soon as possible, I thought wryly. Perhaps our fearless leader wasn't as dimwitted as he appeared.
It might have been the silence that alerted me to get the ball rolling. Mayor Greenberg was reclining back in his chair—rather precariously, in my point of view—and his face had set itself into something akin to wariness. Friendly, of course, but still quite guarded as he waited for the expected interview to commence.
I made a great show of opening my leather bag and drawing out a small tape recorder, which I laid on the desk in front of me, and a thick notebook in which I write any new ideas I get, or a clever phrase I hear, or a juicy piece of gossip that might be woven into a plot. Finally, all implements in place, I plastered my "sincere look" on my face, grasped my pen, and began the interview. And still had no idea what I'd ask.
The mayor's chest pocket began to vibrate until I thought it was a pacemaker gone off-line. To my intense relief, both for his health and my lack of questions, he placed his beefy hand against his chest and pulled out a thin cell phone.
The look on his face when he glanced at the digital readout was telling. Either something was very wrong or someone was calling with yet another honey-do list. Recalling the reason I was in his domain to begin with, I opted for the first explanation.
"Excuse me, Mrs. Brownstone," he said, frowning down at the phone. "I really need to take this call. Would you mind…?" He waved a vague hand in the direction of the office door, and I sprang to my feet with as much energy as I could muster. By the time I crossed the room and opened the door, he had already turned his back to me and was muttering into the phone.
I hesitated near the closed door. At least I had a moment or two to get my act together, but it was very tempting to tiptoe out and pretend that I had never been here. I felt rather than saw Ms. Wentworth's laser-like stare, and I turned my head and gave her a weak smile. Maybe if I portrayed myself as citizen-done-wrong, I'd garner sympathy.
"Oh, do take a seat, Mrs. Browning," Ms. Wentworth clearly saw through my ruse, dismissing me as though she were a veteran teacher and I a recalcitrant student. Indeed I felt that way, and I all but skulked over to the familiar chairs and once again took my place.
When I felt confident enough to raise my eyes from perusing the floor, I saw that Ms. Wentworth's steel gray eyes were focused on me, rouged lips pursed as though tasting something rather sour. I managed another insipid smile, and to my surprise it was returned.
"Can I get you something to drink, Mrs. Browning? Perhaps a cup of coffee?" She rose from her chair and looked in my direction. I nodded, unable to form a sensible response.
"Right then," she replied brusquely. "I'll just be a moment. Cream and sugar?" I nodded dumbly in response.
Unsure of what had just happened, I remained where I was, eyes darting around the austere office, noting the outdated prints on the walls and the threadbare patches on the carpet. It was clear to me that His Highness's decorating budget had been tapped out in his ostentatious lair. I wondered if the public was aware of such a discrepancy.
I was still pondering the merits of brocade versus faux leather when Ms. Wentworth returned, a mug of steaming coffee in each manicured hand. I reached gratefully for mine and took a sip, only managing to keep my expression neutral as I got a mouthful of coffee sans sugar or cream. It was industrial strength, enough to put hair on your chest, as Gregory would say. It was all I could do not to take a peek down the front of my blouse.
We sipped in silence. I could still hear muttering coming from beyond the mayor's office door, and I strained to listen. Perhaps he was already aware of the dead man and was concocting damage control. Or maybe it was Mrs. Greenberg, calling to give him grief. I slid my eyes toward Ms. Wentworth and caught her looking at me over the rim of her mug. I blushed. Between her and the HOA's feline friend, I simply couldn't catch a break in the spy business.
Very deliberately, I lowered the mug and looked directly into Ms. Wentworth's eyes. I figured a straight-on stare wouldn't do any more harm than my surreptitious attempt had done.
"Do you suppose that His Hon—I mean, Mayor Greenberg will be available before too much longer?" I groped through my mind for a reasonable excuse for escape. "I do need to run by the bakery." As silly as it sounded, it was the truth, I consoled myself. 
Ms. Wentworth raised one eyebrow in my direction, still continuing to sip her coffee. I've always admired that talent in a person. It looks quite elegant when done properly, not bunched together like my own brows do whenever I try to use them as communication tools. Of course, a serious plucking session might help to overcome that caterpillar look, but I can't see up close well enough to take care of things, being far-sighted. 
The natural vacuum created by silence is abhorred both by nature and myself, and I felt the urge to stuff it full of conversational tidbits, such as, "Do you like your boss," or, "Where do you shop?" Or why did he need to hire a private investigator? I was saved from foot-in-mouth disease by the wrenching open of the mayor's office door, and at the sudden sound I nearly sloshed coffee onto my lap. His Honorableness was no longer in such a congenial mood, it would seem.
"Ah, Mrs. Brownsby," Mayor Jeremiah Greenberg said. "I am sure that you will forgive me, but I do need to go out and speak with one of my constituents." He closed the door to his office, his bulky shape effectively cutting off my line of sight. "Perhaps we can reschedule for another day." This was a statement, not a request, and I felt my hackles rise. I detest being ordered about, something that Gregory has learned not to do. 
"I can do that for you, Mrs. Browning, if you'd like," Ms. Wentworth interjected smoothly, drawing an appointment book toward her and opening it to a fresh page. "Would you like to check your schedule first?" Her eyes were non-committal, but I felt a frisson of something lurking beneath her words—was she trying to convey a message? 
"Oh, yes indeed," I agreed hastily, reaching down into my oversized bag and pulling out my rather battered notebook. I made a show of flipping through its pages as if in consultation then looked up. "I'm free tomorrow or the next day," I said, for once controlling my blushes. I am not a good liar, and my complexion tends to give me away.
"Ah." Ms. Wentworth bent her head over the appointment book and wrote rapidly, adding what I assumed to be my name. I had no idea which day or time I was to make my appearance, and I had a hunch that it really didn't matter. Apparently His Lordship didn't think so either.
"Well, then." He set his bulk in motion and began his rolling gait toward the main door, already having dismissed me as flotsam in his wake. I waited until he had closed the door behind him before I spoke.
"Ms. Wentworth," I began. And stopped. I had no idea of what I wanted to say, or ask, and I wished, not for the first time, that my spoken words could be as expansive as my writing. Or at least be able to string more than a few scant words together, I thought with irritation.
She picked up her mug of coffee again then abruptly sat it back down. "You do realize, Mrs. Browning, that the man has a fire escape where his moral scruples should be."
I gaped at her, whatever it was I'd been formulating in my mind completely gone now. Whatever in the world was the woman talking about?
"I beg your pardon?" I didn't stammer, not precisely, but it was a fair enough facsimile. 
"The mayor. His comings and goings. His dealings. His daughter. His need to—to have her spied on! He should have known that I'd side with her any day!" Her expression had darkened, and I felt genuinely startled. Why did this all suddenly feel like a trip down the proverbial rabbit hole?
"And you are telling me this…why?" I admit I was intrigued, wanted to hear more of what was rapidly becoming a rant—what had she put in her coffee, I wondered—but knew I probably should end this conversation here and now.
Ms. Wentworth drew herself up, took in a deep breath, and spoke. 
"Natalie Greenberg. Tally, dear sweet Tally."
And promptly burst into tears.



CHAPTER FOUR
 
I sat and observed Ms. Wentworth with concern, although I myself have been guilty of the same response. When I am misunderstood, I can howl with the best of them. However, Ms. Wentworth's tears, which were threatening to undo the little makeup she was wearing, did not seem to fall in that category. I believed that the woman genuinely loved the mayor's daughter, although in what capacity precisely I could not say. Still, she was asking for my help, at least tacitly, and who was I to refuse?
I replaced my notebook into my bag and left it sitting next to the chair as I walked across to Ms. Wentworth's desk. I believe in inspiration of the moment, going with the flow, as they say. I placed a hand gently on her shoulder and felt a renewed burst of sobbing. Fabulous. Now what was I to do?
I cast about the room for any sign of tissue, finally spotting a box tucked onto an alcove shelf near the door. I strode across to it, seized it quickly, and fairly skipped back to the weeping woman. I extracted several tissues and gently placed them in the vicinity of Ms. Wentworth's hands. Thankfully, she took said tissues and lifted them in a clenched fist to pat at her eyes. I stepped back around the desk and stood in the middle of the office, waiting for the waterworks to subside.
"I'm sorry, Mrs. Browning." She was putting the tissues to good use, rolling the soggy ball around her face and ultimately smearing her mascara into thick black streaks. "I have no idea why I did that." She finished dismantling her makeup and tossed the used tissues into a trash can that sat next to her desk.
I can recall a dinner that I attended shortly after the publication of my first book. I was nervous amid the company of other authors and publishers, and I was tickled pink to find myself sharing a table with one of my favorite writers. Unfortunately, I spent most of the evening trying not to stare at the glob of pesto sauce trapped in his rather generous moustache, and I admit that I've not been able to read one of his books since without recalling that night. Not to mention that I've permanently been put off of anything slightly resembling pesto since then.
I looked back at Ms. Wentworth, determined to keep my eyes fixed on hers and not on the abstract art she now sported on her face. Drawing in a deep breath, I said, "It is perfectly fine, Ms. Wentworth. Crying can make us feel better, as odd as that sounds. At least it does me," I added hastily. Lord knows I didn't want to come across as patronizing. I figured if I sounded like I was part of a sisterhood of sobbing, I'd be able to get an explanation out of her.
"I do appreciate your sentiments, I really do, but there is nothing in this world that will help me to feel better." And with that, Ms. Wentworth broke into tears again.
I retraced my steps back over to the tissues, this time grabbing the entire box and plopping it down on the desk next to Ms. Wentworth. She blindly reached out for a tissue and managed to knock the box onto the floor. I bent over to pick it up just as she leaned over, and the resulting cracking of heads made me see stars, another cliché that I'd just proven to be true. Between fainting at the park, falling flat on my back, and now risking brain damage, I'd have to make an appointment to see my doctor ASAP. 
"Oh, my goodness! Are you okay, Mrs. Browning? Oh, I am so, so sorry," Ms. Wentworth babbled, thrusting one hand out to steady me as I attempted to gain my feet—and managed to whack me across the nose. I felt, rather than saw, the blood spurt, and that was the last thing I can remember before my knees crumpled, and I once again hit the deck.
At least this time I was closer to the ground and didn't have as far to fall.
For the second time that day, I came to with Gregory's face bobbing above mine. Instead of Trixie's incessant yipping this time around, it was Ms. Wentworth's voice that I heard as she squeaked out an apology to my husband. As I gained consciousness, it occurred to me that I was the one who should be apologized to, but that thought was quickly replaced by the concern that my poor nose was possibly broken. I moved a shaky hand towards my schnozz but was stopped by Greg's firm hand.
"Leave it alone, Caro. You'll only make it bleed again." His voice seemed to come from the far end of a long pipe, echoing around my still swimming head. I forced my eyes fully open, trying to focus on his face. Ms. Wentworth's anxious eyes appeared behind Gregory's head, creating the appearance of a two-headed monster staring down at me. I quickly closed my eyes, willing the sudden nausea to go away. All I needed was to vomit while in my prone position. With my current streak of luck, I'd probably choke to death.
I had a sudden clear thought. How in the world had my industrious spouse known where to find me? This train of thought spurred me to sit up, which wasn't such a great idea. I was still quite woozy, and I had to lean into Greg's side as another bout of dizziness hit me.
"I still think I need to call the paramedics," Ms. Wentworth said, her voice strung tightly, now soprano rather than the rich contralto I had heard earlier.
"No, I'm fine," I managed to mumble, but Greg's voice overrode mine.
"I'm taking her to the emergency room. This is the second time today she's fainted, and she needs to have her head examined." I could hear an undertone of amusement in his voice and wanted nothing more at that moment than to place a swift kick where it would hurt. Head examined, indeed!
I wish I could say that I enjoyed the attention I received at the local emergency room, with a very cute resident flicking a penlight off and on in my eyes and an equally darling doctor watching from the foot of the bed. I tried, for the first few minutes at least, to join in the conversation, but a strange hollow feeling in my ears precluded me from actually hearing what was being said. From the various looks I was getting, I could tell that I was not making any sense, so I very wisely decided to stay quiet.
"…blood work. I'll get the orders written." I caught the tail end of the doctor's comments and nearly came unglued.
"Absolutely not!" I said firmly, causing Gregory to jump at least two feet into the air and the resident to put a hand to his heart as if I'd just given him the first stirrings of a heart attack. Maybe I did speak a bit loudly, I'll give them that, but enough with the theatrics! I simply did not want to see another drop of blood again.
"Caro," began my longsuffering spouse, leaning over the safety rail that presumably was keeping me in place. "The doctor wants to check a few things, and the only way to do that is to take some of your blood." He backed away from me slightly upon uttering those last two words.
I glared up at him. If that was so important, I wanted to ask, why in the world couldn't they just scrape the blood from my face? Instead, I settled for closing my eyes, much as my youngest nephew would do whenever he wanted me to believe that he had disappeared. Maybe if I clicked my heels together as well, I would wake up in my own house, in my own bed.
Two hours later, with a diagnosis of slight concussion—no broken nose, thank goodness—and a prescription for some of the largest sleeping pills I had ever seen, we turned into our driveway. My car was still parked at His Highness's office, but I was too groggy to consider how I would get it home.
At least my trip to the ER had resurrected Gregory's manners. He solicitously opened my door and held my elbow as we walked up to the house, although now that I think about it, it was most likely just a preemptive strike against another fainting spell. Whatever the reason, he did help me into my jammies, put my bloodstained blouse to soak in cold water, and brought me a cup of tea. I was determined to enjoy this treatment for as long as I could milk it.
I had a decent night's sleep, thanks to the shot of Demerol that I'd gotten for the pain in my nose, and I awakened feeling fairly human. Gregory was still slumbering, lying on his back, one hand thrown up behind him as if warding off Trixie, who lay curled between us and snoring to beat the band. Come to think of it, my dear husband was snoring as well, the two of them joined in a duet of nasal intonations. I smiled at my two bedmates and then grimaced. My face was sore, and I felt as though I'd gone a round or two in the ring with a champion prizefighter.
Sliding one leg at a time from under the covers so as not to wake either of the sleeping beauties, I managed to slip from the bed and stand upright, gripping the nightstand momentarily to stabilize myself. When I was sure I could move without listing to one side, I tiptoed to the bathroom and nearly fainted again, this time from shock.
Not only did I feel like I'd been worked over by a prizefighter, I looked the part as well. My nose, swollen to nearly twice its size, was centered between two very black eyes. Good lord, I thought as I surveyed the damage, I'd have to wear a sandwich board with the explanation written all over it, otherwise my friends might think that Gregory…I paused mid-thought. No, better to remain silent about the whole thing and let the world think what it would, I thought a bit self-righteously. After all, who was I to tell folks what to think?
And with cheery thought, I started off down the hall to make coffee.
I generally love the early morning hours. I tend to have the most energy then, and for me it is not an age thing. I have always preferred the day to the night, except for a brief time during my late teens. The men in my life, both husband and friends alike, accuse me of operating only during daylight hours. Once the sun goes down, I follow suit. It's really not that drastic, but close enough to gain the reputation of being a sunup to sundown type of gal.
I dragged my single cup coffee maker to the edge of the granite counter, the better to insert a tiny container of Nantucket blend coffee. I nearly knocked an African violet to the floor as I turned to grab a mug from the open shelf near the stove. It is one of the few potted plants that refuses to succumb to my obvious indifference.
Eventually, mug of coffee in hand, I sank into one of the kitchen chairs and stared unseeing out our window. My mind felt as though cotton had been tucked around all the edges, which could probably be blamed on the drugs, but it wasn't an unpleasant feeling. Quite the opposite, in fact. I hadn't sat down and truly relaxed in a great while. 
A slight movement brought my mind to bear once more, and I leaned forward to get a better glimpse of whatever it was skulking—yes, I did say skulking—behind
the Cat Lady's house. Either one of her precious felines had learned to walk upright, or else there was someone who was up to no good.
I got to my feet as swiftly as my battered body would allow and retrieved my birding binoculars from my office. Training them on the window, I adjusted the eyepieces and nearly dropped them in the process. A man, all in dark clothing and working what looked like a metal bar, was attempting to pry open my neighbor's back door.
I hesitated, chewing on my lip as I sorted out a few things, such as, would Gregory still feel inclined to chivalry this morning? Or perhaps I should be the one to call in the cavalry. At least I wouldn't get mad at myself for waking me up, since I was already up and…I stopped. I was arguing with myself while whoever it was—and maybe it was just an HOA board member, fed up with all the complaints—let himself into the neighbor's home.
I looked back at the window, squinting just right to see what the perp was doing. Wait—he'd moved to another window, and this time I could tell that he wasn't trying to open anything but was instead squirting a substance along each window frame as well as the foundation. I gaped, wondering if this was some joke.
Just as I stretched out my hand to grab the house phone, Cat Lady herself emerged from the back door. I watched, fascinated, as the burglar pulled the hood off of his head and accepted the mug that she handed him. Good grief, I thought, eyeing the tableau with amazement. Was it now considered proper form to hand out refreshments to criminals?
I saw the man take a few sips and then set the mug down on the back steps, ostensibly listening as my neighbor bent his ear about something. Probably raving on about her wonderful cats, I thought sourly, and then my attention was once again riveted to the scene before me.
A second dark-clothed figure had joined them, apparently coming from the front of the house. He held a long wand-like apparatus in one hand and a large container of something in the other. It hit me then like the proverbial brick, something my poor head did not need. They were animal control technicians, there to remove every one of those mangy animals from the house. I almost laughed aloud in relief, and might have done so if it hadn't been for my slumbering bedmates just down the hall. I'm careful to guard my alone time in the morning and had no desire to share it with a bumbling, stubble-ridden spouse—even if he had saved me twice yesterday—and a demanding dog.
I had just decided to find a comfy spot in which to read the morning paper when another movement caught my attention, and this time I had no doubt about what I was seeing. Mrs. Grayson was now struggling with the coffee-drinking technician—or burglar, or whatever he was—as he forced her through her back door, a cloth held to her nose, followed by the second man, who glanced over his shoulder before he followed his buddy and my neighbor into the house.
Now what? Did our local animal control offer other services of which I was not aware? Or had I just witnessed a crime in the making? Mind made up, I bolted from the kitchen and galloped down the hall, almost colliding with a yawning Gregory.
"Quick!" I gasped out, "Call the police! The Cat Lady's being…" Here I broke off. She was being what? Burgled? No, that only happened when the owner was not present. Robbed? Perhaps, although who'd want to abscond with a houseful of cats I had no idea. 
"Don't just stand there!" I shrieked. "The HOA has taken the Cat Lady hostage!"



CHAPTER FIVE
 
A few years ago, when our youngest godchild was about three or four, I discovered what terror feels like. It is almost a living thing. It settles over a room like morning fog and blurs common sense. It leaves a nasty, metallic taste in the mouth. Knees refuse to anchor legs in an upright position, and it's nigh impossible to string together either a complete thought or a coherent sentence.
In a moment, in the blink of an eye, I had lost a child who was in my care. And I was terrified.
When our nearest neighbor discovered him playing contentedly in a garden shed, sifting dirt and rocks into a series of buckets and old margarine containers, I discovered that joy had hazel eyes and blond hair and mud smeared across its snub nose. 
And while I certainly wasn't investing the same level of anxiety over my neighbor, I did find my heart beating a little faster than normal.
Gregory, having lived with my many incarnations for nearly two decades and possessing the ability to know when I am exaggerating (most of the time) or withholding information (occasionally), took the time to peer over my shoulder at Cat Lady's house. He glanced from the window to me, and back again, and I could tell I'd have to sell this one if he was going to believe me.
"Look, Greg. I know what I saw." 
He is not given to eye rolls, but I could tell from the steady look on his face that I was a concussion on legs from his point of view, and for all he knew I was experiencing a leftover hallucination.
"Hold on there, little lady." He put one hand on my shoulder, his eyes searching mine for signs of head trauma.
I generally love it when he does his John Wayne impression, but I was just the other side of nervous at the moment, and I wasn't finding the drawl as heart-warming as I might have over, say, a cup of coffee and a plate of chewy sugar cookies. The kind that come lined up in a plastic container, with frosting an inch thick and enough food coloring to warrant a warning label from the FDA and CDC combined. I held the phone out of his reach and gave him my best glare, not that easy to do with a battered face.
"What?" I snapped, jerking my shoulder out of his grasp. "If you aren't going to do anything, I'm calling the police."
Suffice it to say that I love it when I am right. I also love it when the unspoken words, "I told you so," are as palpable as breath without even having to say them. Except when they are aimed at me. Particularly when they are aimed at me.
Thank goodness I was right this time. I absolutely could not have stood another evening of Gregory's unnatural solicitous behavior, chalking up my actions to the rather nasty bumps to my head. 
By the time the Seneca Meadows Police Department, accompanied by a bevy of crime scene investigators, had left, I was thoroughly convinced that Mrs. Nellie Grayson, she of the feline persuasion, had indeed seen something in our little park that had made someone very nervous. 
And I was as curious as the next person what the SMPD was going to do with all of those cats with my neighbor now lying toes up in the back of the coroner's wagon.
"Damn," I muttered, viciously stirring creamer into the mug of coffee that Gregory had handed me. Since I only dip into my store of curses when I am very angry or perturbed, my spouse wisely said nothing, only continued to sip from his own mug as he silently watched me from across our kitchen table. Even Trixie was still for once, shoving her wet nose into my hand as I patted her head. 
"Well, what are we going to do about this?" I asked, flinging one hand dramatically in the direction of the yellow crime tape that hung between the porch columns of Mrs. Grayson's house.
"Who's 'we,' pray tell?" began Gregory, then stopped. "Oh, I don't think so, Caro." His eyes narrowed as he geared himself for battle. I could almost hear the metallic clink of armor snapping into place as he carefully set down his mug, the one that proclaimed I only drink coffee when I'm awake around its top.
I continued to sip my own coffee, shifting my eyes to the sad sight next door. I've always considered yellow one of the cheeriest hues in the color wheel, but somehow that didn't seem right when it came in a roll that imprinted with the words "Crime Scene—Do Not Cross" in a never-ending admonishment.
"Caro," Greg tried again, this time using his gentle-explanation-to-a-child voice. "I know that you've written about murder and detective work and all that it entails." He cleared his throat, always a sign that he's cognizant of breached boundaries. "But that's in your books, not in real life. You can't expect to jump into a police investigation," here I began to protest, but he cut me off, "when you have no idea what you're doing. Leave it to the professionals, okay?"
Well. Of all the things he could have said to me that was about the weakest excuse, at least in my book, if you'll pardon the pun. I've logged enough hours in interviews of detectives and the like to qualify as an honorary officer, and I was confident that I knew the ins and outs of an investigation. After all, hadn't my most recent book, Died Blonde, been hailed by the New York City police chief himself as, "…a solid read with a plot so real, you'll feel as though you're in the middle of the action?" As far as I was concerned, there was no higher praise.
Before I could fire off another salvo in my defense, Gregory rose and walked around the table, leaning over to carefully kiss my bruised face. I closed my eyes and felt the sting of tears. My husband, as wonderful as he is, can annoy the socks off me at times, but I know that he loves me and only wants me safe. I reached up to pat his cheek.
"Alright, round one goes to the husband." I smiled crookedly, my eyes feeling as though they'd been plopped down into sockets a few sizes too small. "I need to get moving with my next book anyway." 
That was not a lie. I'd been ignoring emails from my agent marked urgent, aware that he'd already promised my publisher that I'd have the next manuscript ready for editing by early fall. I'd probably need to do some research for this—lots of research. And if I happened to run into information concerning the mess next door, so be it. Could I help what landed in my lap? I should say not!
I spent the next several days willing away the swelling and bruising on my face, and by the weekend I was almost presentable for appearing in the public eye. I'd never gotten that luscious cheese pastry from the bakery, although my car now sat in its usual place inside our garage. A trip out for a treat might be just what the doctor ordered.
As my husband pointed out, rather cogently, I might add, I had the perfect excuse for sitting and writing my heart out. The only problem was that my muse had managed to do a disappearing act, and I had not the slightest desire to create. What I really wanted was another chat with Ms. Wentworth and a look at the police report concerning Mrs. Grayson. 
And I was still curious about those cats. I hadn't noticed anyone hauling them away and my still-rattled brain was busy concocting Hitchcock-like story lines. I sincerely hoped that the entire pack—or herd, or whatever a group of cats are called—was safe and sound. And out of my neighborhood.
I was stretched out on the sofa in our front room, the better to watch the locals perambulating through the picture window, when I noticed a slow-moving car pass down our street, then pull over to the side. I had come to a place in my manuscript where I couldn't decide how best to connect the victim and the murderer and was letting my mind gambol through its own tangents, and so I welcomed the distraction. I was watching the driver with detachment, still mulling over several avenues of plot, when it occurred to me that he—or possibly a rather large she—was staring rather fixedly at poor Mrs. Grayson's house.
Well, that certainly kick-started the old ticker. I sat up abruptly, nearly dropping my laptop as I did, and swung my feet onto the floor. I debated whether to sit and watch so as not to miss a second of whatever was going to happen, or to hop up and get my binoculars. Or—and here is where I congratulated myself for my cleverness—I could make use of Gregory's telescope that sat in one corner of the room, part décor and all dust-catcher. 
I sidled over to the telescope, crossing my fingers that the proper lens was in place. I recalled the last time we'd used it, we'd discovered that one of the lenses had a slight crack, and I could not, for the life of me, remember if it had been replaced.
I managed to move the scope into place about five or six feet back from the window and took a trial glance through the eyepiece. The world was a jumble of colors and weird shapes, and I realized that I'd inadvertently turned the wrong end my way. 
I soon remedied the problem and was just getting a clear view of the car when the man of the house came through the back door, mumbling something about folks who shouldn't be allowed to drive on public roads. I grinned to myself. Gregory, inspired by one of his numerous races, had been out cycling, eager to try out a maneuver he'd seen a professional cyclist complete. From the various sounds coming from the kitchen, I hazarded a guess that it hadn't worked out so well. 
Neither was my attempt at voyeurism, for that matter. The driver, perhaps sensing my eager eye, had unfolded a newspaper and was turned sideways in the driver's seat, his—or her—face obscured by the day's headlines. I straightened up and stood looking out the window, trying not to frown. I still had some residual aches around the old schnozz that seemed unwilling to go away.
Either my hearing was going, or my dear husband had learned the secret of levitating. When he spoke up just behind my shoulder, I nearly decapitated him with a flailing arm. 
"Caro, you've got to stop this," he said firmly, taking me by the elbow and steering me back toward the sofa. 
"Stop what, dear? And do let go of my arm," I added, trying not to sound as peevish as I felt. "All I was doing was…" 
 I stopped. What was it that I was doing? Gathering material for my book? Keeping the neighborhood safe? I risked a look at Greg and decided that silence was golden, at least in this case.
As I fished around in my mind for a conversational detour, the sound of an engine firing to life made us both turn back to the window. Together we watched the car move away from the curb and pull out into the street, then swing wildly around and pick up speed.
"Greg!" I shouted, digging my nails into his arm. "It's headed right for Mrs. Grayson's house!"
At this point I feel the need to assure the reader that I do not, as a rule, spend my days ranting and shrieking. I can only think that my recent behavioral reflexes are due to the fact that I have been exposed to not just one but two dead bodies in the space of a few days. Although I can describe death and all its aftermath with the best of them, I am of the school of thought that one does not need to experience something in order to write about it.
Yet here I was, clutching my husband's arm with all the desperation of a drowning woman, watching in horror as a car barreled down on my now-deceased neighbor's house. What in the name of heaven had she done—or seen—to make someone behave in this manner? 
Just when I thought impact was imminent, the car changed course once again and bumped back over the sidewalk and back on to the road. With a final squeal of the tires, it was over. 
Gregory began prying my fingers from his arm, for once without comment about my sensitive nature and over-active imagination. I slowly turned my head to look into his face. I don't know when we've ever been as eloquent in our silence as we were just then.
Without a word, I turned and began walking toward the kitchen, mind racing and feet moving on autopilot. I needed caffeine, and I needed it now, and judging by Gregory's shuffling steps behind me, he needed it worse than I.
I will say this about myself: When the situation calls for it, I can be as clear-headed as the best of them. I could see that my normally in-charge husband had migrated to a state of disbelief and, for once, needed to be the leaner rather than the leaned-upon. It was an exhilarating feeling, and I took to it like a duck to water.
"Sit right down, Gregory, and I'll have coffee ready in just a sec." I steered him toward a chair with one hand and reached to my coffee machine with the other, deftly flicking the switch that began the heating process. He sat, hands clasped before him on the table and staring straight ahead. I was truly beginning to worry about him when he finally spoke.
"I think you might be right, my dear." The words came out softly, taking hesitant steps into the silence as I froze, coffee suspended in mid-air.
"I beg your pardon?" I slowly turned to face my husband, carefully placing the steaming mug of coffee in front of him. "I'm afraid that I didn't quite catch that, Gregory."
Of course I'd heard him. I simply wanted to hear it again.
 
"You know," I pointed my fork thoughtfully at Gregory, "I think I can use some of this in my book." I set the fork down and used my fingertips to trap the last of crumbs from the luscious pastry that my husband had so thoughtfully procured following the incident with the car. Everyone (at least everyone in Great Britain) knows that sugar is wonderful for steadying the nerves.
Gregory's normally mild eyes widened at this pronouncement but wisely, in my perspective, added nothing to the comment. Instead he focused on cleaning his own plate, gathering up the last of the sugary remains as if his life depended on it.
"Why shouldn't I?" I pursued the topic, having cleaned my plate and the surrounding area, leaving no evidence of strudel behind. "It's the perfect fit for my book, Gregory, and I could consider this research on the hoof, so to speak." I was addressing my words to the top of his head.
He glanced up at me, raising one eyebrow in that almost Gallic manner of his then concentrated on his plate once more. I sighed. There's nothing less productive, in my opinion, than having to conduct a discussion entirely without words from one side, but my husband is expert in this area, and much practice on my part allowed the conversation to continue.
"Give me one good reason why I shouldn't," I retorted. "This entire week has lent itself to a great mystery plot, and I intend to make use of it." There. That should goad him into speech. I've never known Greg to pass over a direct challenge 
I watched as he slowly raised his head, his eyes now the placid blue of a spring day. I let out the breath I hadn't realized that I was holding.
"I think, Caro, that you should do whatever you wish. You're going to anyway, and I'm up to my ears in legal briefs at the moment." He shook his head. "It's going to take those students more than fancy verbiage to earn a passing grade. He pushed back from the kitchen table and stood, reaching over to pick up his plate and fork. I handed my own over, moving on autopilot, as I digested what he'd said. 
If I hadn't been there myself, I never would have believed that Gregory Browning, whom I had known for nearly half of my lifetime, had just capitulated without as much as a shot fired across the bow. And with that, he calmly took himself into the den and flicked on the television. In his world, there was nothing that a little competitive cycling couldn't fix 
I stayed at the table, idly watching as two noisy mockingbirds on the front lawn tussled over a particularly tasty tidbit as I worried over Greg's mood. He'd had iffy students before, so something must truly have been troubling him. Guilt stole over me, then rapidly receded. After all, I'm a woman whose mantra is: It can't be my fault.
My coffee was lukewarm by now, and as I rose to pop it into the microwave for a quick zap, something flashed in one of the bird's beaks. That caught my attention. I gave a quick glance toward the den, an ear cocked for sound. Good—the television was still on, muffled voices rising and falling as one cyclist after another was discussed. If I did this quickly but casually, I would be able to get out there and see exactly what it was that had caught the interest of the mockingbirds. It was pathetic when even the antics of birds were suspect, but that was the world I occupied at that moment.
The air outside was cooler than I expected for this time of the year, but I certainly was not complaining. Once spring was over and summer had settled in for the long haul, I'd miss the lightness of the spring air. Summer's bounty came wrapped in days so thick with moisture that curly heads like me completely gave up any attempt at straight locks.
The two birds paused a moment as I stepped closer, black button eyes watching my approach. I clapped my hands at them and they rose into the air, and the bauble fell back toward the grass as the pair circled above my head. Squawking their intense displeasure, the mockingbirds flew away.
I snatched up the prize from the damp lawn, taking a moment to observe Mrs. Grayson's house. I had no idea what would happen to it, but I had enough on my plate not to begin a real estate inquiry. This was one time that I was happy to leave the job to the professionals. One of the only times I've felt that way, I might add.
Turning, I went back inside, my fingers curled around something small, sharp edges digging into my hand. I could hardly wait to get a closer look at it, but I did need to get back to my manuscript. I slipped it into my jeans pocket and headed toward my office for another exercise in futility.
Three hours and two pages later, I shoved my chair back from my desk and stood, groaning as I stretched my arms above my head, trying to work the kinks out. True to my word, I'd managed to work in the car incident, placing my murderer behind the wheel as he attempted to run down a witness. That was as far as I'd gotten though. My calendar insisted on telling me the date, reminding me that I had less than three weeks to wrap this effort up and get it to my editor. I stuck out my tongue at the kittens that tumbled above the rows of numbers that continued in their inevitable march toward my deadline. Childish, I know, but I really did feel better. Besides, I've never been a cat person.
I slipped one hand into my pocket and drew out the tiny treasure that I'd stolen from the birds. Moving nearer to the window, I lifted it to my tired eyes, playing air-trombone until it came into focus. 
It was quite delicate, a tiny dove with an eyelet dangling from its head, apparently meant to hang from a chain or a bracelet. One wing was slightly tarnished and roughened from the avian tussle. Closer inspection, again with more arm movement, revealed that the dove carried a sprig of something in its beak. The dove of peace, I thought. That was exactly what I needed at the moment. I slipped it back into my pocket, a talisman against the maelstrom that was my life.
I would be hard-pressed to find another time in my years that held as much excitement as these last few days. It was all very exhausting, maintaining emotional equilibrium in both my marriage and in my professional life, i.e. my writing career. Of course, approximately ninety-five percent of said professional career occurred in my own domicile, but that brings it around to the marriage issue again.
Gregory and I met, quite literally, over a cup of bad coffee in the university cafeteria. The kitchen had closed at ten, a ridiculously early hour from a student's point of view, and the twin coffee pots were almost empty. My tired mind was running on autopilot, but I was still conscious enough to spot coffee from across the cafeteria. Unfortunately for me, or fortunately, from a matrimonial viewpoint, Gregory was on the same mission as I. We both reached for the carafe at the same moment and nearly spilled the little elixir that was still in the pot. As fate would have it, we agreed to split the brew, and ended up talking for most of the night.
Coffee and conversation have defined our happy union since that time. It carried us through late nights as undergraduate students and into the first years of marriage, and provided the get-up-and-go when careers and deadlines came along. A proffered cup of coffee patched up an argument, and a cup delivered to the spouse still in bed defined love in our world.
I was thinking along these lines when I heard the television shut off and Greg's footsteps heading toward my office. I'm not sure why I reacted the way I did, but I shoved the charm further into my pocket and then adopted a casual posture, leaning against my desk as I gazed out the window as though admiring the view. He kept walking, however, and my audience was lost. Of course, this piqued my own curiosity and I gave him a few minutes before I followed him to our bedroom.
My poor hubby. He had lain back down on the bed, not bothering to remove shoes or clothes, and he looked so forlorn that my unused maternal side revved into life. I sat down on the bed beside him, laying one hand lovingly on his arm.
"You need to snap out of this funk that you're in, Gregory," I stated without preamble. "This will get us absolutely nowhere, and I need you to be the strong one here." I gave his cheek a kiss. "And besides, I need you around to keep me out of trouble."
I craned my neck to see over his shoulder, noting that his eyes had closed and a familiar stubbornness had settled on his handsome features. (I say "stubborn" while he has always maintained "firm.") Resolute or obdurate, I could see that he had shut down for the time being. I sighed, giving him a final pat. Knowing my sweet spouse as I did, there was nothing that I could do at that moment to get Gregory to budge. When he decided to stop taking his students' grades so personally, he'd be alright.
Actually, that played right into my game plan. This would be the perfect time to step out and pay Ms. Wentworth another visit. I could still recall her tears and the way that she sobbed over His Honor's daughter, and I was curious to see exactly why she had reacted the way that she did. And I could swing by the bakery again. 
I didn't bother to muffle my preparations. If Greg wanted to come along, that was fine with me. If he wanted to continue to ignore the world in general and me in particular, that was acceptable as well. Either way, it was a win-win for Caro Layton-Browning.



CHAPTER SIX
 
Downtown Seneca Meadows can be extremely quiet, sedate to the point of tedious. To outside eyes, it might appear as dead as doornails, although why doornails are considered especially lifeless I do not know. And I tend to prefer the almost-rural quiet, especially after a trip to the big city and a hectic meeting with my agent.
A majority of the buildings are rather old, certainly, but I appreciate the fact that they are still standing after all these years. To me it speaks of endurance. There is something comforting, in my mind, about a landscape that remains static. Not everyone agreed with me though, and our great mayor was one. If he could have grabbed the edges of the town like a tablecloth and given it a good shake, he would certainly have done so. Hopefully he would not be around when I stopped by his office. I had a plan, however, and had forearmed myself with coffee cake and two lattes before parking in front of the grand old edifice that housed our town's offices.
It was as still inside as it was outside. A sense of placidness, of time standing still, pervaded the air. I took a quick peek inside the registrar's office but saw no one applying for a license, marriage or otherwise. Apparently those so inclined were in the minority today. I rode the elevator to the second floor and exited into a corridor as silent as the grave. I shivered involuntarily at the idea. I had no desire to actually be anywhere near another dead body. 
The office door was ajar, and I paused before using my backside to bump my way inside. I could hear the steady click-clack of Ms. Wentworth's fingers on the computer keyboard and the hum of voices, presumably coming from His Honor's inner sanctum. As long as he stayed occupied, I'd have ample time to talk to his secretary. I plastered my social smile on my face and walked in.
"Good afternoon, Ms. Wentworth," I said in my cheeriest voice. "I wanted to thank you for all you did for me the other day." 
She looked up sharply at my words. We both knew that all she'd really done for me was to knock me out and give me a bloody nose, but I was determined to put that behind me for the sake of a solid scoop. I sat the coffee cake down on the edge of her desk, careful to place the end loaded with the crumbly topping nearest her. Ms. Wentworth's hands hung above the keyboard, fingers still curved in proper position. She eyed the dessert, reaching for a loose piece of sugary sweetness that had drifted down to the desk. I willed the morsel to her lips, certain that she was a woman who could be bought with free goodies.
Ms. Wentworth glanced at her wristwatch. "I think it's time for my break." She pushed a few buttons on the enormous phone then flicked the computer screen off with a deft touch. Standing, she smiled at me. "Would you care to come back to the kitchen with me? I've got plates and forks, and maybe we could visit for a few minutes."
She'd read my mind. That was exactly what I had wanted her to say, and it was so easy I almost felt guilty. Almost. Returning her smile in spite of the twinge it propelled toward my nose, I grabbed up the bakery box and lattes and followed her out of the office.
I have to admit that I was stunned—no, shocked would be a better descriptor—when I saw said kitchen. I suppose that I was expecting the typically drab, utilitarian alcove like so many others that I had been in, certainly not what met my eyes as I came around the corner behind Ms. Wentworth.
A gleaming stainless steel fridge, complete with water and ice dispensers in one of the side-by-side doors, stood in streamlined elegance against the far wall. The countertop looked, to my untrained eye, like granite, and the deep sink that split the counter in two shone with the same elegance as the refrigerator. A pub-style table and four stools, gleaming wood polished to perfection, sat under a low hanging stainless steel light fixture. In short, this kitchen would be at home in one of Seneca Meadows' better neighborhoods. 
Ms. Wentworth glanced over her shoulder, correctly interpreting my silence. "It is a bit much, I admit, but…" here she shrugged. "I suppose he thought he'd have guests in here as well." The look on her face spoke volumes. The woman's emotional limp was as apparent as the overdone décor.
"The better question," I said, carefully setting my guilt offering down on the counter, "is who footed the bill?" I smiled my sweetest to take the sting out of the words. Softly, softly, Caro, I chided myself, feeling the bonhomie drain out of the room as quickly as water from a bathtub.
Ms. Wentworth's mouth curved upward in a smile that didn't quite reach her eyes, her teeth stretching the edges of her lips back in a predatory manner. Suddenly I wondered what had made this visit such a great idea. And Greg, I recalled with an inward shudder, had no idea where I was.
"You might be happy to know that donations from some of the mayor's more influential supporters paid for this," she said, turning to retrieve the promised plates and cutlery. I nervously followed her movements, hoping that she wouldn't think it necessary to bring out a knife, but to no avail. The instrument she drew out of the drawer seemed to be as long as a fencing foil and twice as sharp.
It was clear I would need to take the situation and mold it to my advantage, especially if I wanted to find out anything about His Honor and his daughter. And walk away without punctures from that wicked looking knife. Ms. Wentworth, still preening over the kitchen as though it had been created for her alone—and for all I knew, it had beenseemed in a good enough frame of mind to share information. Drawing on my innate charm, I beamed at her as I settled myself at the table.
"Well, I can clearly see who the important person is in this operation," I said, forcing myself to glance admiringly around the room once more. I could feel Ms. Wentworth's eyes on me, assessing my comments. I looked back at her, smiling brilliantly.
She slid a plate in front of me, her arm passing more closely to my face than was comfortable. Taking her own portion of dessert, Ms. Wentworth settled herself into the chair opposite. Taking a sip of her coffee, she eyed me over the edge of the to-go cup. 
"And to be so close with the mayor's family as well," I continued brightly. "You must love working with him." I noticed a slight tic at the corner of her mouth. Uh oh, I thought. Better not get too personal. I cleared my throat. 
"What a great set-up you have here." My voice practically dripped with admiration, so much so that I nearly gagged on its saccharine tone. What Gregory would have said if he could have heard me!
Carefully Ms. Wentworth set her to-go cup down on the shining tabletop. "I suppose," she said, her intonation neutral and nothing like the emotional response I'd witnessed before.
I was beginning to feel a mite uncomfortable. This was not going the way I'd envisioned it, and I wasn't certain if dragging this out would help or hurt my investigation of the matter. Without thinking, I slipped my hand into my pocket and took out the small charm I'd stolen from the birds. Casually I flipped it from finger to finger, watching the light catch as it moved in my hand. To say I wasn't prepared for the reaction it got from Ms. Wentworth is the understatement of the century. 
For the second time in as many days, Ms. Wentworth's face crumpled and she began to sob.
I sat there a moment, waiting to see if the storm would abate on its own. I had no desire to experience a repeat performance of the other day. My fingers strayed to my still-sore nose in a gesture that caught Ms. Wentworth's eye. Unfortunately, it also seemed to renew the waterworks.
"Ms. Wentworth," I began, careful to keep my voice modulated. It would never do if she kept crying. I needed her focused and in control of herself and her emotions. "Ms. Wentworth, could you please tell me how I can help?" Here I smiled at her encouragingly, dipping my head down in order to look into her tear-swollen eyes.
Her words, in the oft-repeated adage of my Irish grandmother, could have knocked me down with a feather. "Why do you have Tally's dove?"
I admit I was baffled. I had no such item that I was aware of, and then I saw that she was staring at my hand that held the tiny silver bird. I looked from it to her and back again. That, I realized was a great question. Why did I have it? I knew, of course, how I'd gotten it, but as to why it had been in my yard to begin with I couldn't say.
"It sounds fantastic, I do realize that, but I rescued this," here I offered the charm up for her inspection, "from two mockingbirds. They were in my yard, fussing over it, and I scared them into dropping it." I smiled at her, feeling a tad silly; I don't usually attack the local wildlife.
Silently she reached out her hand, and I gently dropped the bird into her palm. I watched her as she inspected it closely, raising it closer to her eyes and inspecting every inch—or in this case, every centimeter—until she had satisfied herself. 
About what, I had not a clue, unless it was simply the fact of regaining one of Natalie Goldberg's possessions. Whatever the case, I decided to wait it out, to see what she would say. I still could not make a clear connection of any sort with Tally and the charm, nor had I linked either with the body in the neighborhood park. Or with my lately departed neighbor, for that matter. From where I stood, it was all a jumble of circumstance.
By the time I'd retrieved the charm, assuring Ms. Wentworth that I would be back the following afternoon so that we might have a chat about the mystery surrounding Tally's whereabouts, I was mentally exhausted. The woman was a bundle of contradictory emotions, a far cry from the stoic, in-charge secretary I had met on my first trip to the mayor's hidey-hole. In fact, a visit to the bakery seemed the best way to counteract my return appointment with Ms. Wentworth. With visions of sugarplums dancing about in my over-stimulated brain, I backed out of my parking place and headed downtown.



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
Carefully setting my sugar-encrusted prize on the seat beside me, I buckled up and headed for home. I wanted my warm cozy kitchen and the comforting presence of husband and dog. And I knew Gregory well enough to recognize the need for a little bribery, especially if I was to compel him into helping with the next stage of what I now thought of as the investigation.
Shedding shoes and jacket in the kitchen, I cocked an ear for signs of life. The familiar sounds of a cycling race eased from behind the partly closed door to the den, and I could almost make out what Gregory was watching. If the calendar said July, it was the granddaddy of them all, the Tour de France. If the calendar said springtime, as it did now, it was a recording of the previous year's Tour. I grinned to myself as I stuck my head around the door. My dear spouse was nothing if not predictable, and no matter the amount of bickering that we did, I loved him dearly, and he returned the feeling in spades.
I should have been suspicious of the lack of canine greeting, though, particularly one from Trixie. She is a credit to her gender, curious as the day is long, and a devoted keeper of all comings and goings in our home. For once, though, the house was silent. 
Both Gregory and she were in deep slumber, curled next to one another in the recliner. Shaking my head, I advanced toward them, at the ready to shush Trixie if need be. I shouldn't have worried. Neither of them moved a muscle. In fact, it was too quiet, their breathing too deep for this time of the day.
I leaned in, sniffing to see if perhaps Greg had indulged in a rum and coke, his drink of choice, but I detected nothing in the way of spirits on his breath. That wouldn't have explained Trixie's snoring, at any rate, unless she had taken up the habit as well. 
Well. This was certainly very odd. I reached out a hand and gave my husband's shoulder a mild shake, then a harder tug—nothing. It was then I noticed the small box sitting on the floor next to the recliner, its top open and bereft of its contents save a few crumbles of brown sugar-and-pecan topping. 
I frowned, drawing my eyebrows together in a manner that ensured more and deeper wrinkles. I remembered tossing out the empty strudel box before I left for His Honor's office, which had precipitated my decision to stop for another of the addictive goodies. Could Gregory have gone through the trash and…no, it was too ridiculous to even contemplate. Somehow, though, the strudel box had made an encore appearance.
I decided to leave the twosome as they were for the time being. I needed to get dinner started anyway, and I could do this quicker without two pairs of eyes watching my every move in the kitchen. I started the dinner prep, setting out zucchini squash, scallions, garlic cloves, and unsalted butter. Since we were closing in on our "finally settled and stable" years, as we had christened our forties, Gregory and I had pledged to eat better, the odd pastry notwithstanding. And I figured that if the man had indulged twice today, he'd get a healthy dinner tonight whether he liked it or not. This was accompanied with a guilty glance at the bakery box sitting on the counter top.
I paused in mid-chop. I clearly recalled taking the empty box with me when I left earlier, dropping it into the trash bin that sat near the side gate. I laid the knife down and slipped my shoes back on, ready to solve a mystery of the culinary kind.
There it was, just where I'd tossed it, laying on top of yesterday's trash. I lowered the lid, standing perplexed for a moment as I tried to think. Unless he'd snuck out during the night, I had no idea when Greg would have had time to fit in another bakery run.
It wasn't that I was keeping tabs on what my husband ingested, not really. I just wanted to make sure that he didn't overdo the sweets. And it was a bit odd, this afternoon nap that he and Trixie were in the midst of. A bit too odd for my liking, as a matter of fact.
With that thought, I dashed back into the house, quickly rinsed my hands at the sink then went back into the den. They were just as I had left them, Gregory and Trixie, their heavy, even breathing almost as loud as the cycling announcer on the tube. I picked up the bakery box, gave it a suspicious sniff then paused. It smelled okay, but there was something a bit off about the crumbs. I could see among the golden bits of brown sugar and toasted pecans a few specks of white. I peered closer, trying to decide whether or not I should do the taste test, the type you see being done by detectives on television. (I've never been able to work that trick out, not even for my own books.)
"Gregory," I all but shouted. "Wake up." This was accompanied by a vigorous shaking of his shoulders with both of my hands. To my immense relief, his eyelids fluttered, and he looked up at me through bleary eyes. 
"What's the matter, Caro?" he asked, only it came out, "Wuzza mat, Carrrro?" He sounded drunk, and the way his eyes kept fluttering shut was not helping his cause. I simply would not put up with my husband becoming a lie-about drunkard, not on my watch.
I think I might have said something along those lines if it hadn't been for Trixie. It occurred to me that she was just as knocked out as Greg, and I simply could not imagine her tippling. Besides, we kept the rum high above the stove in that cabinet too high for me to reach without the aid of a stool. Unless my dog had developed talents heretofore not recognized, she and my husband were acting as though they'd taken a dose of my sleeping pills.
My sleeping pills! I slapped my hand to my forehead and dashed back into the hall, hightailing it to our bedroom and over to my nightstand. The bottle stood exactly where I had last seen it, on top of the latest issue of National Geographic, the lid still firmly in place. I'd only taken one of the thirty prescribed for me, so I would know if any were missing. 
I picked up the bottle with the edge of my shirt, careful not to touch the surface. I wasn't sure what made me do that, only that something felt off, and my mind tends to be suspicious anyway. I managed to pry open the childproof cap and dumped the medicine onto the comforter. My eyes scanned the small white pills, counting under my breath. It was as I had suspected. Twenty of the tablets were gone. I had a feeling that I knew exactly where they were. How they'd gotten there was the real mystery.
A phone call to Poison Control and the nearby animal clinic eased my mind somewhat, although I still wasn't comfortable with the alacrity that Gregory had displayed in falling asleep once more. I let my two darlings snooze, standing by with water for Trixie and a pot of strong coffee for Gregory. 
I'd quite forgotten about dinner and had lost all semblance of appetite anyway, so I returned all the ingredients to the refrigerator. I cut myself a large slab of strudel after careful inspection of its topping and sat at the kitchen table. I felt as though my world was spinning out of its orbit once again: dead bodies, doctored pastries, unanswered questions. And a manuscript that wouldn't write itself. I sighed, careful to gather up the last of the crumbs on my plate. Well, I was only one person, and I'd just have to prioritize.
I managed to get some food into Gregory and Trixie (scrambled eggs for him, kibbles with a dollop of yogurt on top for her) and listened, dumbfounded, as my husband described his delight in finding the pastry box sitting on the counter near the kitchen door. He had assumed that I'd left it for him, a nod to his noble character or some other such nonsense, and took it as a sign to consume the entire confection. 
Really, I thought to myself as I helped him wobble down the hall and into our bed, men can be incredibly self-serving. Trixie, bless her heart, hadn't been as affected as previously thought. She'd only had the few crumbs that had fallen onto Greg's shirtfront and not much more. Her Sleeping Beauty act had been just that—an act. She'd sleep the entire day away if we'd let her, and between the two of us, we'd fallen victim to her wishes.
In all of this, I still hadn't been able to work out how some of my sleeping pills had ended up as streusel topping. To think that someone had slipped into our home and had been cognizant of the pills and where I kept them gave me a first-class case of the willies. To have known that Gregory, the public health nut, loved sweets was even stranger.
I admit to having slept with one eye open that night.
I sometimes look back at the Incident of the Poisoned Pastry, as I came to think of it, and can feel shivers creep up and down my spine for what might have happened. I think it was then, as I lay in bed that night next to Gregory and listened to his sporadic snores, that I realized I might have lost him. For that matter, I might have lost me as well, if that makes any sense. Someone had purposely targeted me and mine for what could have been a quiet death, a sleep-induced slide into the welcoming arms of oblivion (alright, I might have exaggerated a tad, but that was exactly how I felt). 
And that someone apparently thought we had either seen or knew something that was important. Or, at the very least, something incriminating. I wasn't certain how the body in the park, the death of my neighbor, Tally Greenberg, and now this close brush with death were connected—or even if they were related somehow—but I wouldn't let that stop me. I'd cobbled together plots with more tentacles than an octopus before, and I determined that I would figure this one out as well. 
I took a mental walk, searching for a link—anything—that would tie together the private detective's and my neighbor's demise. If Mrs. Greyson had spotted something amiss in the park, perhaps had actually witnessed the detective's murder, things might make more sense. On the other hand, it seemed that the only connection was locational. That thought gave me pause; perhaps that was the elusive tie-in. If it was connected to the HOA in some manner, then Avery Stanton deserved closer scrutiny.
Morpheus, my dear old friend, had failed to make an appearance at my bedside, so I carefully slid out from under the covers and crept into the kitchen for a middle-of-the-night cup of tea. Trixie had awakened as well, and the sound of her nails clicking against the tile seemed to me as loud as the neighborhood Methodist church's bells on a Sunday morning. I was still jumpy—and who could blame me? Between bodies and doctored sweets, I was becoming a basket case. Trixie, however, seemed to have recovered her equilibrium, and she plopped down on the rug next to the back door and began gnawing on the toy she'd left there earlier.
I was sitting at the kitchen table, sipping my chamomile tea and staring at nothing in particular when suddenly a slight—what was it? A noise caught my attention. That gave me a jolt, sending my already overloaded nervous system into spasms. Should I get Greg? I glanced over at where Trixie lay. She was still chewing contentedly on her stuffed toy, so maybe I'd imagined it. I was tired after all, and I knew that the ears could play tricks. 
I leaned back in my chair and closed my eyes, trying to think sleepy thoughts and salvage at least part of the night. Sometimes though, when my eyes are shut, my ears seem to pick up the slack, and the next time I heard the noise from outside, it thundered through my head. So much so that I bolted from my chair and sloshed tea across the tabletop, my heart a frantic bird trying to escape my chest. 
Surely Gregory had heard it that time, I thought, giving feet to my fear as I sped along the hallway toward our room.
I really had no idea what it was I was hearing. It might have been a cat on the prowl or an errant raccoon for all I knew, but I was taking no chances. I was determined not to be caught unaware, and my husband, whether he liked it or not, was needed for bulwark duty.
He lay exactly as I'd left him, on his side, one hand tucked innocently under his cheek. That did not deter me from grabbing his shoulder and giving him a firm shake, however. To his credit, his eyes opened straight away, and he lifted himself to an elbow, which was certainly more than I could have managed had the shoe been on the other foot. His resiliency amazes me.
"Greg," I whispered, tossing the blankets back from the bed. "I heard something! I think it's coming from Mrs. Grayson's." 
I actually thought no such thing, but I knew which button to push in order to get my spouse up and out of bed. Saying the noise was emanating from a neighboring house tended to bring out the hero in him. Why that was, I had no idea, unless…hmmm. Was my dear husband used to me crying wolf? That thought made me feel a bit snippy, so I gave the blankets an extra tug. 
Could I help it if they landed on the floor?
With a minimum of grumbling, I got my partner in crime ready and out the back door. I'd managed to find two penlights with batteries that worked and their light created a small path through the yard. Abruptly I stopped, causing Gregory to run into me.
"What the heck, Caro?" he hissed in my ear. I raised a hand and waved it in his face, effectively shushing him. I really had seen something at the late Mrs. Grayson's.
"Look, see that back window?" I pointed with my chin at the back of our late neighbor's house. I could just make out a faint light shining from under the edge of a lowered window shade. "Let's head for the back porch. I think we might be able to hear better from there."
"Hear what?" Greg was rapidly descending into grumpy old man status, but who could blame him at this hour? "Caro, if this turns out to be one of your wild goose chases—"
He broke off and grabbed my arm just as a muffled thump reached our ears. A car door had closed somewhere nearby, causing my heart to jump into overtime. I started to speak. Greg's hand tightened on my arm. Someone was walking up to the Grayson house.
The front door opened, emitting a thin stream of light into the front yard. Whoever had just arrived slipped inside, and the light disappeared. This was getting better and better. Or weirder and weirder, depending on the tack my thoughts were taking.
I'd written a book a few years back that included a scene in which the main character—an amateur sleuth who managed to solve every mystery, even those that stumped the local police department—caught the killer by trapping him at the scene of the crime by wedging a door shut. That's what we'd do, I thought: We'd block the front and back doors, then call Seneca Meadow's finest. Block it with what, I had no idea. I hadn't thought that far ahead yet. Thankfully, my husband was pretty good at figuring things out on the fly. I'd let him work out the logistics.
"Let's get a bit closer to the house," Gregory whispered. "I want to hear what's going on in there. By the way, did you remember your cell?"
I mentally slapped my forehead. I'd been so concerned with checking out the flashlight batteries that I'd forgotten the portable lifeline.
"No, I left it lying on the kitchen table," I whispered back. "Want me to go back and get it?" This was delivered in a hopeful tone as I did my best to appeal to his chivalrous side. I didn't want to have to wait out in the dark by myself. 
"No, just stay here. I'll get it." From the annoyance in his voice, it didn't take a genius to know his me-Tarzan-you-Jane was still asleep. "Are you sure it's in the kitchen?"
I was about to give him an elbow when the sound of raised voices came across the yard. We both froze. Whoever it was in Mrs. Grayson's, they didn't sound too friendly.
"…and you've just about ruined…I have a good mind to….don't you dare threaten me!" This last comment was punctuated with a popping noise, and we instinctively crouched down. 
Someone had brought a gun to the party.
"Great," I hissed. "Let's get out of here, Greg!" I put action behind my words and began scooting, crab-like, toward our back door.
The front door of Mrs. Grayson's house was flung open with an alacrity that slammed it back against the wall. I tried to flatten myself into the grass, hoping that the person leaving was too angry to look over my way. Unfortunately, along with my allergies to various items, Bermuda grass ranks right up there. I felt the inevitable sneeze building in intensity, working its way up from deep in my sinus cavities. And knew that there wouldn't be a silencer on this one.
It was a dozy. I must have taken some of the yard right up into my nasal passages, pollen, bugs, and all. Whoever had come slamming out of the house closed the car door just as loudly, so I don't think I was heard. Which turned out to be a very, very good thing for us. The list of bodies was growing longer, and I preferred to stay off of it.
I slowly raised my head and saw that Gregory was still supine. "Close call, huh?" I said, nudging him with a grass-stained elbow. Although it was dark, I could still see the sour look he turned on me.
"Next time, Caro," he said, "will you kindly keep your face out of the grass?"
"Next time, dear husband," I retorted, "I don't intend to get caught out in the back yard."
"Caro, you have got to be the most—" 
Whatever he was going to say was broken off by a series of thumps, and there was no second-guessing this time where they were coming from. The back door to Mrs. Grayson's house had come open, and someone was slowly descending the back steps. On his stomach.
"Oh, my goodness! That has to be the person who was shot!" I started to rise and Gregory grabbed my arm, pulling me back down.
"Keep quiet." I could tell by the way the words slithered out that he was seriously irritated with me. He gets an almost snake-like hiss in his voice, usually my cue to sit down and shut up. "It's okay," I assured him. "I don't think whoever it is can do much to us at the moment."
And it certainly appeared I was right. The movement on the back porch abruptly ceased. Without another word, I rose to my feet and walked as swiftly as my stiff knees allowed, training the penlight on a face whose pallor had nothing to do with the darkness.
I knew a dead face when I saw one. And this one was as dead as yesterday's dreams. 



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
A hypnotic swirl of blue and red lights flashed through the trees and bounced off the roofs of the surrounding houses. Gregory and I stood off to one side, banished by a Seneca Meadows paramedic. I was beginning to get slightly irritated, having recovered from the shock of finding yet another body in my usually placid neighborhood. It occurred to me that this was becoming a regular gig, and I felt another surge of hysterical giggles working their way up into my throat. I did my best to swallow them down and ended up making a squawking sort of noise that earned me a jab of my husband's sharp elbow.
"Get a grip, Caro," he muttered from the corner of his mouth, his eyes intent on the proceedings next door.
Well, really, I huffed to myself. I was doing my best to stay calm and focused, and how else did he expect me to act? I'd been closer to death in the past week than I would prefer, and I still had a deadline—oops! Maybe I needed a new word—to meet for my editor. It was a miracle I could still function at all. Gregory simply did not appreciate the pressure of discovering bodies and dealing with an impatient editor.
"I can't help it," I hissed back, returning the elbow with interest. "Some people hum when they're nervous, some people cry, and some people," punctuated with another jab, "get the giggles." 
He slipped an arm around my waist. I knew that if anyone had been listening to us, they'd find our deep affection for one another something of a misnomer. I shivered and cuddled closer to Greg; so much death this close to home was not my idea of a family-friendly neighborhood.
 
* * *
 
"Looks like we've got the cavalry this time," I whispered to my husband as we walked through our back door. We were followed by three officers, their radios emitting static bursts of conversation that sounded unworldly, rather like something from an alien movie.
"Would anyone like tea? Or perhaps coffee?" I beamed at the officers in my best hostess manner, earning a disagreeable look from Gregory and a grateful nod from our visitors.
As they set up shop around the table, I bustled about the kitchen, brewing single serving mugs of coffee and putting the electric tea kettle on to boil. We still had some strudel, amazingly enough, so I quickly sliced and plated it. From the sideways glances I was getting from my dear husband, I knew that he was none too happy to be sharing. I mentally tossed my head at him. Tough. That strudel was mine as well.
"I'd like to ask you both a few questions," began the one I had pegged as the lead officer, assiduously wiping his fingers clean of crumb topping. I am fairly good at reading people, if I do say so myself.
My pulse picked up a bit, but in a good way. I often work better under pressure. Gregory, I observed with something akin to jealousy, sat calmly, sipping from his coffee mug with a steady hand. I almost hoped for a zinger tossed his way, just to shake things up a bit.
"I'm sorry?" I blushed, realizing I'd just missed the first question directed at me. 
"Can you tell me how you came to find the victim tonight?" He sat with pen poised over paper, ready to take notes.
"I couldn't sleep, so I came out to the kitchen to find a snack." I met Greg's eyes with the slightest hint of defiance. Yes, I said telepathically, I was going to eat the entire pastry all by my lonesome. From the slight grin on his face, I saw that he'd gotten the message loud and clear.
"So you were awake?" Officer Scott—I had stolen a quick glance at his badge—gave me a verbal nudge, and I continued.
"Yes, I was awake and sitting right here at the table. I heard a noise, and it startled me, especially with all that's been going on lately, so I went to get my husband." I paused, more for effect than to gather my thoughts. "When we got outside, we heard a car pull up and saw someone go up and open the front door."
Scott frowned up at me from his notes. "Open the front door?"
I nodded. "They just walked up and acted like it was normal to visit someone who's been dead a few days."
"Okay. Then what did you hear? Or see?" His pen was poised once more, waiting for me to begin speaking.
I glanced at Greg. Was this where I should confess our intention to actually go over and see for ourselves what was going on? A slight shake of his head stopped me. I waggled an eyebrow at him, earning a frown in return.
"Then we heard shouting and what sounded like a firecracker going off, and whoever had just gone inside the front door came back out, got into the car, and took off." Slightly breathless, I ended my recitation and smiled at the officer.
"Did you hear any words, names, anything like that?" This was from the youngest of the three, an Officer Kraemer. I nearly did a double take. He looked as though he should still be in college. Or high school.
I looked back at my husband. "We did hear a few things. Greg, can you remember what was said?" With a neat flick of the verbal wrist, I had tossed the conversation his way and smiled sweetly. It was his turn to play.
Greg returned the smile, albeit with lupine effect, and turned to face the officer. "We didn't hear much, but there was something about threats, and 'don't you dare,' and someone ruining something. It wasn't all that clear," he added with an apologetic shrug. 
I noticed that he was now completely ignoring me. I took a sip of tea to hide my grin. Point to me.
The rest of the interview went swiftly. We reviewed the body in the park, the death of Mrs. Grayson, the person who almost crashed into her house, and the victim on the back porch. I mentioned the sleeping pill-laced dessert, feeling slightly silly, but they dutifully added this detail to their notes. The trio of Seneca Meadow's finest had already stood to their feet and said their goodbyes when the dove charm popped into my head.
"Officers?" I began hesitantly, ignoring the glare my husband volleyed in my direction. "I found something the other day that may or may not be important, but I thought I should at least show you."
Turning, I walked over to the kitchen counter and picked up the tiny silver charm with my fingertips, placing it in the palm of my hand. I held it out for Officer Scott's inspection.
"This," I said, "is a charm that belongs to Natalie Greenberg, Mayor Greenberg's daughter."
I saw the skeptical glances that passed among the three officers then Kingsley asked me, "How do you know that it's hers?"
"Ms. Wentworth, the mayor's secretary—pardon, administrative assistant—told me." I dropped the little bird into his outstretched hand, failing to mention that the information had come my way during my own investigation. 
And I mentally patted myself on the back for not replying, "A little birdie told me so."
I saw that Officer Kraemer's face had acquired a speculative look, and I steeled myself for an interrogation. It was always the young ones who felt the need to impress, and that usually meant more work for those around them. Or, in my case, more questions to answer. I sighed and waited patiently for the fun to begin.
 
* * *
 
"Are you asleep, Greg?" I raised myself up in bed, leaning on one elbow and trying to ascertain if he was really out or playing possum. He grunted in response then turned over to my side of the bed.
"Not at the moment, Caro." He spoke with his eyes still closed, and Trixie, who had been snuggled between us, opened one brown eye and gave me a baleful look. 
Typically it was beneath my dignity to argue with a dog, but I was willing to make an exception as the situation called for. I shot my own glare at Trixie, who simply closed her eyes and drifted back off to sleep. Whatever. Just wait until she wanted someone to—"…possessed you to tell them that?" I'd missed the first part of Gregory's comment, but I'd heard enough to get the idea. I rarely miss the opportunity for a good round of mind games, and I rolled over onto my back and grinned. I was locked and loaded. If anything, my husband and I were a matched set when it came to debating, another element of our romance that others might find odd.
"What possessed me, as you so succinctly put it, was the need, no, the burning desire, to keep you safe. The idea that some crazed killer is running loose in the neighborhood—and probably against all HOA rules—stirs up the protector in me. Not to mention," I added, "that little business of the doctored streusel." There. That little shot over the bow should just about do it.
The quality of the silence was palpable. No matter the time or place, the idea that I can also do something that he sees as his innate right rattles his cage. It is one of those manly traits embedded in the male genetic code that occasionally rears its head in our home. He gave a deep sigh then reached over to pat my shoulder.
"Let's keep each other safe, Caro," he said with a yawn. "And I don't know about you, but I need my beauty rest."
I virtuously refused to respond but instead leaned over and kissed his cheek.
 
* * *
 
Over breakfast a la Browning the following morning—scrambled eggs with a judicious amount of Swiss cheese and mild green peppers added to the golden mixture—we read the paper and made small talk about the weather, the things that needed to get done that day, and the latest cycling race. We studiously avoided the topic of the night before, and I decided to ask Gregory for his help with some mundane task I could have done in my sleep. It was obvious to me that the underpinnings of his maleness had been shaken and needed to be restored.
"Gregory," I began, licking the last of the melted cheese from my fork. "I need you to rearrange some boxes in the garage for me. That is, if you're not planning a ride this morning," I added with uncharacteristic solicitousness. Ignoring the suspicious glance he gave me, I rose from my chair and carried my plate to the sink. "I really do need to get to some of my summer decorations and—"
He interrupted my speech with a hmmph and turned back to the sports section. I smiled then stooped to kiss his forehead. The boxes would remain where they were, but at least equilibrium had been restored to our happy home.
We didn't need to give our formal statements until later that day, so I spent the rest of the morning at loose ends. I needed to get into my study and write, but my mind could not focus. Why create a murder mystery when I had the real McCoy right next door? 



CHAPTER NINE
 
Sometimes I wonder if the path I chose for myself as a mystery writer has crossed the line into my daily life. Mysteries by osmosis, as it were. It certainly seemed that way, what with the body count rising and the still unresolved near-poisoning event. However it was happening, it did appear that the Browning household was becoming a portal to disaster.
The visit to the police station to deliver our formal accounts went smoothly. Officer Kraemer took our statements (separately of course, so we couldn't contaminate one another's versions, or something to that effect), and afterward we decided to swing by our favorite haunt, Seneca Meadow's one and only bakery. Just thinking about the glass cases filled with luscious sugary goodness caused a Pavlovian response: My mouth began to water, and I found myself willing the car to go faster. Of course, with Gregory driving, there was no danger of this happening. The man is the poster boy for driving within the speed limit. Well within the speed limit, I might add.
Within a few minutes—everything in Seneca Meadows is only a few minutes away—I found myself in front of the bakery door, its old-fashioned ceramic doorknob a testament to the building's staying power. I had spent the ride over daydreaming about what confection I would choose, finally settling on an apple turnover. Or maybe a bear claw. Or perhaps… 
My attention was caught by a frantic waving from within the shop. Candy, the appropriately named counter help, was flapping a hand madly. I looked over my shoulder to see who she was trying to flag down but saw no one but Old Mr. Reed (as opposed to his son, Young Mr. Reed) from Reed's Hardware, taking his daily stroll to the post office. I looked at Greg and shrugged as he reached for the door. I figured that if it were us she was trying to raise, we'd be within earshot in about two seconds. If it was someone else—well, I hadn't spotted anyone on the street behind us.
"Mrs. Browning! Boy, am I glad you stopped by. Oh, and you too, Mr. Browning," she added almost as an afterthought. I wanted to laugh, but Candy's cheeks sported splotches of pink, and her normally placid manner had all but disappeared. What in the world could be the matter? Had there been a moratorium declared on strudels? (Heaven forbid!) A sudden shortage of cream cheese? Rats in the sugar?
Ignoring the curious stares of customers enjoying an afternoon treat, I walked casually over to the counter. Whatever the matter was, I was going to at least hear it on a full stomach. 
I started to point to a rather luscious-looking turnover, its sugary topping glistening like tiny crystals in the light, when it suddenly registered that Candy was still talking to me. I looked up. She was up on tiptoes, stretching over the counter's glass top as far as she could go, one hand cupped around her mouth. 
Well, for heaven's sake, I thought. Couldn't the girl just come around the counter if she needed to tell me something that badly? Apparently not, which was evidenced by the way she was carrying on. You'd have thought she was about to share a state secret.
"I said I wouldn't say anything, Mrs. Browning, but I don't want you to spend your money. Someone has already picked up your dessert for you." This was delivered in a stage whisper, the words hissing out with enough velocity to foster a mini tornado. 
I drew back slightly, trying to stay downwind. Candy liked her cigarettes, and I was getting a face full of ashtray fumes. Being the wife of a husband who also takes the occasional puff, albeit with cigars, I've nearly perfected the art of talking while holding my breath. I managed to ask, without gasping too obviously, the who, what, and when of this intriguing problem.
Candy shrugged, apparently not noticing my little trick. "I don't have a clue, Mrs. B. I mean, I've seen him in here before, so he's got to be from around here, but I don't know his name. He's one of those people who only use cash," she said disdainfully as if those proffering plastic were of better quality than those still handling paper money. "So I can't tell you anything about him. It's the second time he's bought a strudel for you, though, so I figured it's probably someone you know." She stopped, nearly winded by this speech. "Or maybe one of your, you know, fans."
Candy is a great believer in my limited success as a writer, equating my output with the likes of a Sir Arthur Conan Doyle or an Agatha Christie. Although I know the truth, that I'm nowhere near their league as far as writers go, I take it as my due. Besides, it's as close to stardom as I'll ever get.
Beside me, my other fan rolled his eyes. He takes my local notoriety with a grain of salt. I controlled an urge to aim a kick his way, instead smiling back at Candy with what I hoped passed as approval for a job well done.
"Thank you, Candy," I began. "I certainly won't let it slip that you told us, and I'm sure Mr. Browning won't either. Will you, dear?" I added, this time with a not-so-gentle nudge of my booted foot when he didn't respond. With a yelp, he moved away from me, muttering something about "wolves in sheep's clothing" or something equally idiotic. I ignored him.
"Could you describe the man—it was a man, wasn't it—who was so kind?" I smiled at Candy with what I hoped was encouragement. She had always struck me as the taciturn type, and I wanted to keep her talking.
Candy hesitated as the bakery's doorbell jingled. "I really can't talk right now, Mrs. B. Can you come by later?" She began sidling away from me as a young couple with several extremely loud children moved toward the counter. I gave her a waggle of my fingers and turned to see my feckless husband seated at one of the tables, munching on an enormous bear claw. 
"So." I stood over him, stretching my short frame into a tower of intimidation. 
He glanced up, pieces of cream cheese frosting clinging to the short beard he wore. I forced my eyes away, not feeling as charitable as I should at the moment. Let him walk around like that.
"What?" Gregory continued eating, and I watched, fascinated, as he nibbled around the edges, taking equidistant bites of the pastry. Truly weird, but then, in my experience…well, it was best just to leave that thought unfinished. We still had some serious sleuthing to do.
"Gregory," I said briskly, pulling out a chair and settling myself on the uncomfortably hard seat, "we really need to find out who has been gifting us strudels." I waited for a comment. When none was forthcoming, I continued.
"I mean, doesn't it seem odd, or coincidental at least, that a strudel was what nearly did you and Trixie in?" Still no response, although I did notice that the tic near his left eye had made an appearance.
I went on in a gentler tone, reaching out to place one hand on his arm. "Gregory, don't you want to know who tried to kill you?"
Gregory's placid blue eyes looked into mine as he delivered his verbal knock out. "Did you ever stop to think that they might have been after you, Caro?"
Well. That certainly tossed a wet blanket over the rest of my day.
 
* * *
 
The next morning arrived earlier than I would have liked, and I was about as pleased as a cat tossed into water. The thought of cats led to poor Mrs. Greyson (amazing how a little thing like "deceased" after one's name garners the pity that was never garnered while she was alive), which led to the conversation of the night before and the resulting requested appearance at Seneca Meadows Police Department. We'd finally agreed that yes, we needed to tell someone about the first strudel, especially since it appeared that someone clearly had our worst interest at heart. I didn't want to get dressed and drag myself downtown, although the thought that Gregory would have to accompany me cheered me up considerably.
When my husband managed to make it out of bed and down the hallway to the kitchen for some breakfast, I made sure to remind him of our morning's appointment. My reward for being so thoughtful was a grimace across the table, although it might have been a response to the toast that I'd managed to…well, toast. I ignored his expression and plunged blithely into the day's agenda. I'd been frightened enough to call SMPD and report the aforementioned poisoned strudel. The result was another invitation to join Officer Scott for yet another formal statement. "The first thing I thought we'd do," I announced as I daubed a layer of butter on my toast (which had miraculously come through the toasting process just fine), "is to attend to whatever it is we need to do at the police station." I took a large bite and closed my eyes in satisfaction. There is nothing quite as good as the taste of real butter, especially when faced with unpleasant tasks and a grumpy spouse.
"Next," I continued, licking the excess from my fingers, earning a glare from my ever-so-proper husband (except when he is eating, of course), "we need to see Ms. Wentworth. At His Honor's office," I added helpfully. Here I paused, the better to gauge Gregory's reaction.
He rewarded me with one quirked eyebrow. I responded in kind. 
I've always thought that if someone who didn't know us were to observe this mode of communication, they would think us mad. Or at the very least an alien life form. I know that I certainly feel that way at times. Nevertheless, the amount of meaning that can be gotten across with one simple gesture is amazing.
This, unfortunately, was to be the extent of our breakfast conversation. 
 
* * *
 
Officer Scott appeared in the doorway of the station's foyer, his buoyant mood underscored by the wide grin on his face. Actually, I had the feeling that we were the cause of his good humor, an idea validated by the soft chuckles that followed us down the corridor to an empty interview room.
Officer Scott settled into a chair just across from us and began asking questions. His jovial tone was getting to Greg, evidenced by my spouse's short answers. Thankfully, the officer seemed not to notice, and we were able to record our statements and leave the police station behind in record time. 
At least I thought the timing was good. In my books, the interviews were long and tedious, full of innuendo and double-talk, and the perpetrator of the crime—initially offended by the mere thought of having to answer questions—would have confessed and the case would be wrapped up, nice and neat. The perp, of course, would not have been the source of amusement.
I waited until we were seated in the sedan before I broached the next topic, the stop at His Honor's headquarters. "Gregory," I said in what I hoped was a neutral tone, "would you prefer to stop for a coffee now or after the chat with Ms. Wentworth?" I glanced sideways, using the peripheral vision that I'd developed to near-superhuman levels whenever our rambunctious godchildren came to visit. This allowed me to watch them without appearing to do so. It always managed to freak them out a bit, which tickled me to no end. The way his knuckles whitened on the steering wheel was answer sufficient but I was perverse enough to wade into deeper, more dangerous conversational waters. I waited patiently for him to speak.
"Caro." My name came out between his gritted teeth, and I flinched. If he wasn't careful, my dear husband would require a trip to the dentist. I wasn't sure if our insurance would pay for Much Put-Upon spouse syndrome.
"Yes, dear?" I'd reverted to innocuous, something I do rather well.
"Never mind." This was said with great longsuffering punctuated by a stomp on the accelerator. 
I turned my head to look out the window and smiled. Gregory is as predictable as the weather. Which, come to think of it, had cleared up gloriously over the past few days. I was just trying to decide if I dared to take Trixie out for another perambulation—hopefully without the body count rising—when the car swerved, jerking both my neck and my attention back to the present.
"What is it?" I craned to look at whatever it was that had caused my normally cautious husband to brake like a maniac, but all I could see was a line of traffic stretching from a point just past the bakery to where we were. Some of the cars had pulled to the side of the road, the cause of which I spotted by flattening the side of my face against the passenger window to see past the cars. 
Pulling away from the space in front of the town hall was an ambulance. With lights and sirens going at full tilt, it began moving at top speed, heading for our local hospital. Hopefully Ms. Wentworth hadn't decked another unsuspecting soul in the chops. I reached up and tenderly touched my nose. I felt their pain, whoever the victim was.



CHAPTER TEN
 
We waited through the traffic jam—a relatively unknown phenomenon in our small burg—then found a parking spot around the corner from the town hall. With the line of cars gone and the gawkers occupied with other issues, the street was once more its normally serene self. 
In fact, the inside of the building was silent as well—much too silent. The few folks we passed on our way to the elevator all seemed to be huddled together, whispering among themselves, work halted, and not a customer in sight. The atmosphere had taken an eerie turn, reminding me of a late night B-rated horror movie, the one with the young woman whose superpowers allow her to see the zombies under the skin of her fellow townspeople. I shook my head to dispel the image. I could picture His Honorableness—no, that wasn't charitable. The man might be clueless, but I'd wager he was no zombie. Maybe.
Gregory opened the door to the mayor's office, ushering me in first with a slight push to the small of my back. This was cowardice disguised as chivalry, I decided. Neither of us wanted to see what was on the other side of the door. Oh well, I sighed. If I must, I must…
And immediately dropped that train of thought. Ms. Wentworth was all but lying across her desk, sobbing so hard that she made no discernible sound. Concerned, I rushed forward, dropping my capacious bag in the process and nearly tripping my husband.
"Ms. Wentworth, it's Caro Browning." I gestured madly with one hand for Greg to join me, but he stayed where he was, watching the scene in front of him with something akin to distaste. Really, I thought. Men. Well, it was up to me. I jumped in, per usual, with both feet. "Ms. Wentworth, can you hear me?"
 
* * *
 
Two steaming mugs of coffee and thirty minutes later, I'd managed to get an almost coherent story out of the mayor's secretary. We'd moved from the front office to the kitchen, and I saw that my husband had much the same reaction that I did when I first saw it. That was not the time to discuss the mayor's fiscal soundness, I decided. Gregory could wait for the explanation.
With a few pauses to catch her breath, Ms. Wentworth recounted her morning. Coming into work later than usual—the mayor had called her the night before and had asked her to adjust her schedule—and finding Mayor Greenberg slumped in his desk chair, one plump hand held to his chest as he gasped for breath.
"And the ambulance came right away, of course," I prompted her when she paused and seemed to lose her train of thought.
"What? Oh, yes. Yes, of course," she said, sounding as if she had only just then remembered what the conversation was about. Odd, yes, but I was well aware of how shock manifested itself differently in different individuals, so I let it pass.
My husband, ever the vigilant legal hound, did not.
"Please explain, if you will, Ms. Wentworth." The tone was polite, the words a directive that I didn't understand, and apparently neither did the secretary. "What might have caused the mayor to have a heart attack? Perhaps stress of the office?" I wanted to laugh but managed to remain sober.
"I'm sorry?" Ms. Wentworth's face was a study in consternation, and the flick of her eyes in my direction seemed to bear this out. Again, Gregory pushed the point.
"Is there anything going on that might have affected the mayor so profoundly?" My husband's voice was firm, a redoubt against the look of irritation I shot at him. I really didn't need Ms. Waterworks to spring another leak. Crying can be very tiresome.
"I don't know." Her voice was indignant, as stiff as her spine had become. "I thought perhaps something had happened to his daughter, if I only knew where she was. I need to talk to her, to make sure that she's alright." Ms. Wentworth stared straight at me although her words were aimed at Greg. "Tally means more to me than—well, let's just say that if anything happened to her, it might as well happen to me, too." The lines around her eyes were pronounced, her lips a thin line of exasperation. "When I became involved with my dearest Jeremiah,"Here I wanted to gag"it was as if I became a mother as well." She lifted her chin in defiance. "Tally is as good as my own daughter."
"Ah, excuse me, Greg, Ms. Wentworth." I looked from one set face to the other. "Would someone mind explaining what you two are talking about?" I felt as though I'd picked up the wrong script.
My husband reached over and took my hand, turning as if to leave. I tugged back, nearly losing my footing over the small trash can that set to the side of the desk. This was definitely not in the screenplay.
"Greg," I protested. "Someone needs to stay with her." I looked over my shoulder at Ms. Wentworth. To my surprise, my normally socially-correct husband laughed. I stared at him as if he'd lost a marble or two.
"Ms. Wentworth," he pronounced, "will be just fine. Come on, Caro. I'm sure we've got more important things to do today."
Something made me follow him meekly. With one last glance at the now-quiet woman, we left the mayor's office. Unfortunately, I now carried a visual that I really didn't want. I'd need more than a distraction to help me erase it from my mind.
 
* * *
 
Once back inside our car, seatbelts clipped into place, I finally found the nerve to broach the topic of Ms. Wentworth and the rather odd conversation that had just transpired. I figured that as long as my dear spouse was safely harnessed into his own side of the sedan, I at least had a head start in case an escape was necessary. Of course, I hadn't planned on the hand that shot out to grip my knee.
"Look, Caro." His fingers softened their grasp but stayed put. "The woman has played you for a fool." With a pat, he let go of me and placed both hands on the wheel.
That gave me food for thought, indeed, so much so that when we turned into our driveway it seemed to me that the drive had just begun. Gregory looked over at me and grinned, his blue eyes full of amusement.
"And that, Mrs. Browning, has to have been the quietest drive we have ever taken." He was still grinning when he got out of the car.
You've no doubt heard the expression about "wiping the smile from your face," and I am witness to its reality. When we saw who was waiting for us on our front porch, Greg's face went as still as a panther lying in wait for prey, and I felt my heart give a little leap as if trying to find a hiding spot behind my ribs.
The other man—the one who had been at Nellie Grayson's house the night of the shooting, the driver of the car that had nearly landed in our yard—stood with hands in pockets, a lit cigarette dangling from one corner of his mouth. Honestly the man looked as if he were trying out for a part in a made-for-cable mob movie, and not a very major part at that.
What was it with all the drama queens—and kings—in Seneca Meadows?
"Hey." With a well-timed jerk of his chin, the man let fly a tube of grey ash from the end of his cigarette as he held out one rather beefy hand. Apparently he was determined to play out the Brando-like role he had assigned himself.
 I remained frozen in place, using our car as a barrier between me and the possible threat that my husband was now blithely approaching. I am a firm believer in every man for himself, and I had no compunction with diving back into the car and locking myself inside. Besides, my husband, as athletic as he is, would have a great head start in a footrace against a smoker's lungs. That issue settled, I watched the scene before me with a wary eye.
"Gregory Browning." Greg's voice was firm and even, always a sure sign of impending battle in my experience. He reached out and grasped the man's hand, giving it a rather firmer than called for shake. I had to grin. Ever the territory marker, my dear husband is.
"Richard Beaton, private investigator. Pleased to meet you." He proffered a business card to my husband, who took it and gave it a quick glance before tucking it into his breast pocket. I saw that Mr. Beaton's eyes had shifted in my direction, and I shrank inside my light coat, trying to compact my pastry-padded body into nothingness. I'd personally never come across an investigator whose last visit to a neighborhood involved running from a crime scene. "And is this the missus?"
Oh, puhleeze, I thought with a mental eye roll. The missus? What decade was this guy living in, anyway? That thought spurred my feet into action, and I all but marched over to Greg's side. I'd show him missus.
"I'm Caroline Layton-Browning. And you are again?" I invested the words with all the dignity I could muster while clutching my coat around me. I felt rather than saw Greg's amusement..
"Richard Beaton." He flashed a set of nicotine-stained teeth at me. "But, please, call me Dick."
Oh, you bet I will, my mind said as my mouth replied, "A pleasure, Mr. Beaton." I turned to Gregory. "Shall I let the dog out?" 
Let ol' Dickie-boy think we had a blood-thirsty hound at our disposal. My theatrics, though, were immediately dashed by the yipping that had begun behind the front door. Mr. Beaton looked at me and smiled, his lips drawn back over his teeth in much the same manner as a shark's just before that fatal bite.
"Ah," he said. "Your dog, I presume?"
"Yes," I answered stiffly. I turned to my husband. "Gregory, are we going to stand here all day or shall we go inside?" My testy tone should have worked as a warning system to both men. It didn't.
"After you, Mrs. Browning." Richard Call Me Dick Beaton performed a ridiculous half-bow as he ushered me ahead of him. Apparently his character was moving from the harsh streets of crime to a more royal venue. I completely ignored him, reaching down to scoop Trixie into my arms. Mr. Beaton reached over and gave my traitorous pooch a quick rub between the ears. If dogs could swoon from ecstasy, Trixie would have done so. Mr. Beaton, recognizing a breach of loyalty when he saw one, gave me that predator-like smile again.
"Delightful dog you have there, Mrs. Browning."
I all but stuck out my tongue at our visitor.
Over mugs of coffee—I pointedly did not offer to share any of the banana bread that sat on our counter—my husband and I listened as Mr. Beaton explained his presence.
"My firm was originally hired to find Natalie Greenberg, the daughter of—"
I interrupted his spiel. "We know who she is." I know I sounded rude, but the man had rubbed me wrong from the get-go. "And we already know what happened to the other investigator who came looking for her." I purposely did not look at my husband, instead rising to make Mr. Beaton another cup of coffee. Caffeine, I've found, can be a wonderful tongue-loosening agent, especially when served in a cozy kitchen like my own. I surreptitiously eyed the sweet bread. No—that was a bit much, even to me. I tried not to slam the refilled mug down in front of our uninvited guest.
"Thank you, Mrs. Browning," he said gravely. "May I continue?"
I shot a suspicious glance at him as I sat back down. As the reigning Queen of Sarcasm, I recognized a fellow user when I heard one. I saw an amused gleam in Gregory's eyes as he took a sip from his own mug. I all but tossed my head at him.
"Please," I replied regally. "Elucidation is a virtue, Mr. Beaton." 
I could have sworn that he was hiding a smile as he took a sip of coffee. He cleared his throat, leaning against the slats of the oak chair.
"We'd already sent out one investigator, who met with, shall we say, a dead end." His solemn expression gave nothing away, and I could not figure out if he'd meant that as a pun or not. I decided to ignore it. "Mayor Greenberg, still concerned with his daughter's whereabouts, called and asked that someone else take up the case, hence my insertion into the story." 
Now the man was morphing from tough guy to storyteller, his vocabulary becoming polysyllabic. I regarded him with shrewd contemplation. What other persona was this man hiding? Greg, I noted with growing interest, was sitting up a little straighter, eyes laser-like in their intensity.
Mr. Beaton abruptly stood, reaching into his pants pocket for something that he tossed onto the table. "This was found near the house next door." He jerked his head in the direction of poor Mrs. Grayson's house. "Mayor Greenberg was going to meet me there to identify it and give me more information on Natalie. I left in rather a hurry, as you probably know already."
I didn't bother looking at him. My eyes were fixed on the item lying innocently near my coffee mug. The bracelet was silver, hung with a variety of tiny silver birds. And one of the links was empty. I had a very good idea where the missing charm was.
Mr. Beaton's monologue revealed a few more points of interest, and I was glad that Gregory was paying attention. My mind was grappling with the bracelet on my kitchen table and the tiny dove that I'd found—pilfered really—in my front yard. It was all too strange. A sudden thought crossed my mind and I looked from the bracelet to our guest.
"Have you been to the bakery lately?"
From the looks on both the faces across from me, I might have been speaking in a foreign tongue. The conversational segue was apparently too convoluted for either to follow.
 "The bakery?" If Mr. Beaton was guilty of procuring the strudel that nearly put my husband and dog to sleep permanently, his expression did not betray him. "Whatever for, Mrs. Browning?" He looked over at Gregory, a baffled look on his face. Greg was looking straight at me, eyes giving nothing away.
I stood, nearly tipping my chair over in my haste. "Never mind. It's not important. Well, it might be, but not at the moment." I rinsed my mug and left it in the sink. "Greg, I'm going to change and take Trixie for her walk."
Mr. Beaton stood as well. "I've got to be off anyway. Thanks for the coffee, Mrs. Browning." He turned to my husband, the street-wise persona making an encore appearance. "Gotta check in with the boss man, let 'em know that the mayor's out of commission for a while." He fished in a pocket and withdrew a crumpled packet of cigarettes, sticking one in the corner of his mouth. "I'll be in touch."
I watched, fascinated, as the cigarette bobbed up and down while he spoke. Gregory put out his hand.
"Thank you for sharing your information with us. We'll be in touch as well if we hear anything new." 
I trailed behind the men. "Speak for yourself, John," I muttered under my breath. From the quick stiffening of Greg's shoulders, I knew he had heard my comment. And he'd gotten the message. Anyone who claims to be a New Englander—transplanted or not—is practically born knowing the story of that famous Pilgrim love triangle of Miles, John, and Priscilla.
"We certainly will, Mr. Beaton," I added smoothly, stepping to the side as Greg opened the front door. "It's been a pleasure."
Mr. Beaton grinned down at me. "Thanks. And remember, call me Dick."



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
"Would you mind explaining what that was all about?" My husband's voice followed me down the hallway, curiosity clear in his tone.
"Sorry, dear. Can't hear you," I called out blithely as I ducked into our closet for a quick change. 
I chuckled to myself as I dropped my blouse into the hamper and took a well-worn tee shirt from a hanger. And nearly jumped out of my skin when Greg suddenly thrust his face into the closet.
"Good grief, Gregory! You could have given me a heart attack." I glared up at him through the tee shirt's neck.
"I sincerely doubt that, my dear," he replied. "You seem to be in fairly good health. Good enough," he continued, "to take our dog out for a walk, something that you never do, I might add."
"Trixie needs some fresh air, and after that little session with the oh-so-great detective, I do as well." I jerked the shirt down over my head and thrust my hands through the armholes. "And a pair of hip boots for all that manure he just shoveled out. Really, Greg," I continued as I reached for my rarely-used walking shoes. "Just-Call-Me-Dick seemed a little too forthcoming with information that should have been kept confidential, don't you think?"
From my husband's silence, I gathered that he hadn't considered that angle, most unusual for such an acutely legal mind. Ha—another point for the wife, I thought smugly. I tossed him a self-satisfied smile as I pushed passed him and down the hallway.
I set out with Trixie protesting slightly. The dog is as much of a homebody as I am and goes outside just long enough to do her business and get back inside. If she knew how to use the indoor facilities, I suspect she'd never leave the house at all. 
The afternoon was still nice, a slight breeze blowing in from the southeast, bringing with it a promise of the warmer, more humid days to come. If I had my way, we'd head for the dryer climes of the American desert, preferably Arizona. It's a dry heat there, after all, not the sticky blanket we New Yorkers wear during the summer as penance for the beautiful springs and autumns.
I found myself turning toward the community park, retracing the path I took the day I found the corpse under the HOA's precious shrubbery. That thought led me to consider the sitting president of said HOA, also Seneca Meadow's vice mayor. I supposed that with the demise of His Holiness Mayor Greenberg's term in office due to his coronary issues, meek and mild Avery Stanton was now the sitting mayor. 
Correction, I thought with a grin. Mrs. Stanton is now the sitting mayor. I could hardly wait to see how she and Ms. Wentworth would get along.
We stayed out just long enough to turn Trixie into a bundle of whimpering fur, barely able to lift one paw after the other. That took all of ten minutes, a sure sign that she was probably in worse shape than I. And dreadfully spoiled, come to think of it. I took pity on her and scooped her up, and the look of reproach she turned my way made me laugh.
"Oh, give it a rest, Trixie," I said aloud, giving the pitiful pooch a little squeeze of affection.
And then noticed the young lady standing across the street, watching me with curiosity. I flushed. I could talk to my dog if I wanted to.
If I had been paying more attention, I would have seen her reach into her pocket for a cell phone and use it to snap a picture of me as I walked toward home.
 
* * *
 
Gregory was sitting at the kitchen table when I returned, his refilled mug clutched between his hands as he sipped absent-mindedly, staring off at a point only he could see. Clearing my throat, I slipped into the chair opposite of his, waiting for his eyes to focus back on the present.
"I've been thinking." Carefully he placed the mug on the table and looked at me, blue eyes once more placid. I smiled at him encouragingly. My husband, I have found, can ruminate with the best of them and dislikes any form of impatience in others as he does his ruminating.
"I've been thinking," he repeated, "about a different angle on this entire dead-body-a-day episode. For some reason still unknown to me, this Beaton decides to pay us a visit and offer information that he probably should have held in confidence."
I nodded, careful to modulate the triumphant look in my eyes. Greg looked at me suspiciously, but I smiled benignly at him. I'd save the witty banter for later.
"If he was to meet up with the mayor as he indicated," this with a nod toward the direction of our late neighbor's house, "why there? And why at night?" He fell silent. I knew enough to recognize rhetoric when I heard it, so I said nothing.
"This is what I think happened." 
I held up one hand, effectively interrupting the train of thought. "Look, I need a cup of coffee if this is going to go on much longer." Ignoring the offended look that crossed his face, I stood and headed for my faithful one-cupper. That and a slice of sugary goodness would just about hit the spot and replace the calories that I had lost in my jaunt around the neighborhood.
The upshot of Greg's thought process was this. Beaton was playing both ends. We knew about the mayor's concern, but who was holding the other end of the rope? Beaton apparently knew and had decided to use this to his advantage.
I nodded slowly, using my finger to scoop up the last of the crumbs. It made sense. I could see Beaton, as smarmy as he was, doing exactly that.
"He'd better be careful, though," I commented. "He might just find himself sharing a nice cold slab with that other investigator, not to mention the man next door. And Mrs. Grayson," I added.
"Unless," Greg said casually, "he is the one who did said slabbing, to coin a phrase."
I stared at him, trying to translate this observation into everyday English. When the meaning hit me, a chill ran down my spine. I might have made coffee for a bona fide killer. This, combined with the intrigue of Helena Wentworth and her participation in the ongoing drama, I certainly had enough to keep my brain spinning for a while.
 
* * *
 
The next few days brought several changes to our little neck of the woods. Avery Stanton was sworn in as interim mayor, his wife standing at his side like Seneca Meadow's version of the Colossus, solid legs planted firmly between her husband and the city manager. Judging by the pictures that later appeared in the newspaper, both men looked a tad intimidated to be standing in such a presence.
Ms. Wentworth was replaced with a younger version of Mrs. Stanton, a move that smelled suspiciously of nepotism. That move alone would have been earthshaking, but it was accompanied by the installation of several minor Stanton family members as well, serving as both greeters and interrogators. They had been well trained in the art of cross-examination, whether by nature or nurture I could not tell. Still, it made getting the causal appointment with His Meekness—my own name for the timid mayor—as difficult as going before the queen of England.
Richard Beaton had swiftly and silently been relieved of his job, or at least that was what we were told; with the mayor now recovering at home, it was determined by a very helpful Avery Stanton that he did not need added stress. Gregory, upon considering the suspicious circumstances surrounding the appearance of the detective, had decided to verify the man's intentions by contacting his employer. What followed was an interesting conversation. With the expiration of the first investigator, the agency had deemed the circumstances too dangerous and had withdrawn itself from the contract. Beaton, apparently, had discovered a few items of interest on his own and had taken up the case without the sanction of his boss.
I found this to be puzzling. From all of the research I had done when writing my books, I knew that private detective agencies kept fairly close tabs on their employees' whereabouts, so to have one go rogue was definitely not the norm. Rather than answering our questions, it had only given cause for more.
And the mystery of the doctored strudel was solved. Sort of. The person who had purchased the dessert was indeed a local man, and he had let it slip that he was making the purchase as a surprise for Professor and Mrs. Browning. His name, it turned out, was Tim Tate, a small-time crook whose modus operandi had included breaking and entering. Something or someone must have really spooked him. To the amazement of the SMPD and me, he turned himself in for the "safety of the jail," as he put it.
As I sat at the kitchen table and jotted down all of this new information, I felt suddenly weary. The web seemed to be stretching further and further out instead of coming together neatly. The more we learned, the more we were led away from the original issue, the mayor's concern for his daughter. What that meant I had no idea, but I was determined to find out.
No one except Ms. Wentworth still had a connection to Natalie Greenberg, at least from my vantage point, and I thought of her removal as secretary to the mayor with mounting irritation. An ineffectual HOA president such as Avery Stanton would not have orchestrated such a move, I was fairly certain. The situation smacked of his wife's interference. 
Swiftly coming to a decision, I stood up and grabbed up my car keys from the hook near the back door. Trixie, who had been snoozing at my feet, gave a startled yelp and turned baleful eyes my way. I ignored her, calling out to my husband that I was going out for a while.
"I've got my cell if you need anything while I'm out, dear," I added, almost as an afterthought. Seneca Meadows was small enough for Gregory to find me no matter where I went, but having my cell with me gave me a sense of autonomy. I could choose to answer it when and where I wanted.
I headed straight for the bakery. If anyone had information on the whereabouts of Ms. Wentworth, I figured that Candy did. I've always found it to be particularly amazing the way folks will talk in front of the hired help. It's as if those who work the counters and refill our coffee cups are a part of the furnishings and nothing more. Candy not only managed to create an air of invisibility while working behind the counter, she also kept those rather prominent ears of hers wide open.
The delicate jingle of the bells on the bakery's door ushered me in to one of my favorite spots in Seneca Meadows. A fresh batch of cinnamon rolls stood cooling on a rack just inside the kitchen door, waiting for a judicious slathering of the fabulous cream cheese icing that was the bakery's signature. My Pavlovian taste buds kicked into high gear, and I walked automatically toward the display case, eyes fixed on the large apple turnover displayed on a doily-festooned tray.
Candy popped her head around the kitchen door. "Hey there, Mrs. B. Give me just a sec, okay?" She disappeared back into the nether regions of the bakery as I nodded dumbly, continuing to stare in hypnotic fascination at the sugary delights in the case.
"So, what'll it be today?" I nearly jumped out of my skin—I seemed to be doing that more often these days—as Candy materialized behind the counter, giving her hands a hasty rub against her apron.
Fighting the urge to grab my chest to still my rapidly beating heart, I smiled across the gleaming countertop at Seneca Meadows' eyes and ears. "I'd like to try my luck with that turnover," I said, pointing to the pastry. "And if you have a minute, could you sit and have coffee with me?" I smiled blandly, hoping that my plan to pick her brain wasn't lit up above my head in neon lights.
"Sure," she said. "You grab a table, and I'll get the goodies." 
I glanced around the bakery's eat-in area. It was decorated in what must certainly be de rigueur for all small town eateries: gingham checked café curtains at the windows and the front door, matching table cloths on the tables scattered artfully around the room, and echoing prints on all of the chair cushions. Still, it had a homey air about it, and who am I to critique someone else's decorating choices? Mine has not changed since the late eighties or thereabouts, but at least I will be able to recognize my own house when I become more, shall we say, forgetful.
"Oh, my aching dogs." Candy sat down across from me and leaned over to rub at her feet, causing a shudder to ripple through me. I hoped that she'd used those disposable gloves when she'd taken my turnover from the case. I reached out to grab it before she could hand it to me.
"Candy," I began, taking a precautionary nibble of the pastry. So far, so good. I didn't keel over from foot fungus, so I took a bigger bite. Ah. Delicious as usual. I wiped a few crumbs from my lips and continued. "Candy, do you have any idea where Ms. Wentworth lives? You know, His Hon—I mean, Mayor Greenberg's secretary?"
She looked up from her impromptu foot massage, brow wrinkled. "Ms. Wentworth? I don't think I know a—" She smiled suddenly. "Of course! You must mean Helena." Candy gave her toes a final wriggle, sighing in relief. "Much better. I tell you, Mrs. B. Sometimes my feet hurt so bad—"
"That is all well and good," I said briskly. "However, I am in something of a hurry today, and I would appreciate it if you could give me Ms. Wentworth's—Helena's—address." I stood to emphasize my rush.
Candy gave me an injured look, which I proceeded to ignore. Muttering under her breath (I caught something along the lines of, "a 'please' would be nice.") Candy flounced back to the counter and disappeared into the kitchen, presumably to retrieve the desired information.
The bakery door jangled as a veritable gaggle of young girls walked in, talking excitedly amongst themselves as they stood eyeing the gleaming pastry case. I watched them with interest. The young of today amaze me, not because of how different they are from the youth of days gone by, but because of how different they are not. I can remember acting exactly that way with my own friends. And thinking that the adults around me had no clue about having fun. The passing years have altered that perception somewhat.
Candy's brusque words dragged me back to the present. "I've written it down for you. Make sure to phone ahead. Helena hates surprises." And with that, she pointedly ignored me and threw her sunniest smile at the giggling girls. "What can I get for you ladies today?"
I grabbed the slip of paper from the countertop and made my way through the excited group, careful to hold my rather large handbag against my side. It can be nearly lethal when it hits someone. Just ask my dear husband.



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
I stood still for a moment, waiting for my eyes to adjust to the sun's glare. From what I could decipher—Candy's handwriting left a lot to be desired—Helena Wentworth lived in one of Seneca Meadows' historic districts. Very impressive, I thought. Greg and I had looked at homes there before choosing our newer bungalow. The price tag of the mortgage alone had thrown us for a loop, not to mention the potential cost for the upkeep of the very large lawns that went with the houses. Well, maybe it was an inheritance. I couldn't see how someone on a minuscule salary such as what Ms. Wentworth's had been could afford a house like that, not to mention that she was now without employment.
The drive to that part of the town was pleasant. Great oaks spread their branches across the streets in a canopy of dappled light, producing a sense of time travel as I drove past houses of a previous era, an age when no one worried about depleting the forests and the builders were visionary.
Helena Wentworth's house was set back within a stand of tall trees, their verdant branches reaching up and over the rooftop. I eyed it critically; those would have to be trimmed back or someone might have a problem once the first snow fell. Still, it gave a feeling of seclusion, something that my HOA was sorely lacking.
I started to pull into the drive but reconsidered and parked on the street. I didn't want to telegraph my presence here before I was ready to knock on the door. After all, I was inviting myself over, something I wasn't sure would be appreciated. I'm not a fan of casual drop-ins, that's for certain, and I had a feeling that Ms. Wentworth might not be either.
A curtain twitched in an upstairs window, and I sighed, opening the car door and stepping out into the glory that can be New York's spring. I say can be because spring is also prime time for a winter rerun, but I digress. I was here to see exactly what Helena Wentworth knew about her late, somewhat lamented boss, and I did not have a plan of action. 
The door opened before I could make it to the porch, and I must admit you could have knocked me over with a feather, as my granny would say whenever something amazed her. The young woman standing in the doorway was certainly not Helena, but I had a sneaking suspicion that I knew who it was.
Natalie Greenberg, dark eyes narrowed against the day's brightness, stood watching me walk up the sidewalk and head for the old-fashioned porch—a veranda, really—without so much as a smile on her face. I always feel awkward when someone watches me do anything, and walking is no exception. I managed to catch the toe of my shoe on the edge of the first step and would have done a face plant if not for the railing. As it was, I had not only marred the leather finish of my favorite shoes, I had also twisted my ankle. So it was with a limp that I approached the door and the still silent Natalie.
"Hello," I began, trying to look past her into the hall without being obvious. I'd come to see Helena Wentworth, after all, and if she wasn't in I'd come back another time. Besides, something about that staring face sent the willies tap dancing up and down my spine, and I had no desire to be ensconced behind closed doors with her. 
"Is Helena at home?" I used her first name casually, intimating that Ms. Wentworth and I were on friendly terms, so it would behoove Tally Greenberg to get out of the way and let me in. At least that's the message I hoped I was sending. One never knows with some folks.
Natalie stepped to one side, letting me walk into the dark entryway. A staircase rose from the middle of the box-like foyer straight up to the next floor, and by craning my neck, I could just make out the form of Ms. Wentworth, leaning over the railing, her unsmiling visage a mirror image of the girl below. 
What in the world is going on here? I wondered. The dynamics were thick enough to slice and serve on toast. Straightening my shoulders, I dug out my best "here I am on a friendly social call" smile. 
"I was in the neighborhood and thought I'd pop in for a quick visit, Ms. Wentworth. Helena." My neck was getting a crick from looking upward. If she didn't descend soon, I might be stuck permanently in this position.
"Tally, why don't you put the kettle on while Mrs. Browning and I go into the front room?" Helena Wentworth began to walk slowly down the oak staircase, gripping the balustrade as if she were afraid she'd fall if she let go. I had seen concern on Natalie's face as she turned and disappeared further into the house, and I idly wondered just who was caring for whom. 
My smile felt one size too small for my mouth, but I managed to keep it in place as Ms. Wentworth stepped off the last stair and into the entry way. Without as much as a glance my direction, she turned left through an archway and into what she had called "the front room." And what a room it was. The entire western wall was made up of French doors, each pane providing a glistening view onto one of the most gorgeous gardens I had ever seen this side of the Atlantic. Fragrant lilac bushes, trimmed to knee height, lined a brick walkway, guarding the perky daffodils that ran riot along a low wall. A myriad of pansies, daisies, and violets grew as if wild across the rest of the plot. It took an effort to recall my reason for being there, but it also gave me the opening gambit I'd needed.
"You must be quite proud of your beautiful blossoms," I said as I turned to face my hostess. "That has to be the loveliest garden I've seen in a while." Thank goodness I could say this truthfully, I thought wryly. I had a feeling that Helena Wentworth could spot a phony a mile off.
Her nod seemed perfunctory, as if the riotous perfection outside had lost its appeal. Or perhaps she had other things on her mind at the moment, considering she was harboring—if that was indeed the correct word—a fugitive from the law. Well, maybe not the law, I amended my thoughts, although she appeared clearly to be harboring. Miss Natalie Greenberg certainly had garnered the attention of quite a few folks. And I was as eager as the next person to hear what Helena Wentworth had to say about this.
I've found that silence is a wonderful tool when getting folks to spill their guts. I've used it on my beloved spouse more than once and have always been successful—for the most part. I stood quietly, watching Helena watch me, willing myself to stay silent. I had a feeling that she'd mastered the art as well and was determined not to be the first to blink, as they say.
Finally, sighing, Helena turned and made her way to a chaise lounge that sat in one corner of the room, indicating with a wave that I should sit in the chair next to her. She was certainly not the in-charge woman of the mayor's office that I had expected to see, but now seemed weary, tired of everything and ready to drop at a snap of the fingers.
Puzzled, I sat and waited for her to begin the conversation, but instead she dropped her head against the back of the chaise lounge, eyes closed. From where I sat, I could see the purple smudges under her eyes, and even her clothes seemed tired and dull. What in the world had she been doing these past few days to make her react this way? With a new determination to discover the truth, or at least what she knew, I cleared my throat, preparatory to the Caro Layton-Browning version of the third degree.
The door to the front room opened with a vitality that seemed out of place. Natalie Greenberg stood there, head on the swivel as she looked from the supine figure of Helena, to me, and back again. I pasted a smile on my face. She'd come in at the wrong time—or maybe it was the right time if she'd been listening outside the door.
"So, Natalie." My face felt as though it had been tossed into a dryer on high heat, shrinking about two sizes in the process. I plunged ahead, hoping my bright tone would cover my sudden uneasiness. "How have you been? You know, there are quite a few folks who'd like to chat with you." 
I mentally smacked myself on the forehead. What a stupid comment! If Natalie Greenberg was up to no good, I'd just given her a reason to throw down, as the young folks today are wont to say. And I had no desire to be in the line of fire.
To my amazement, a look of puzzlement crossed her face. Was the girl really that thick? Or was I witnessing an Oscar-worthy declaration of innocence? Either way, I was befuddled.
"Helena?" Natalie's voice was hesitant, almost childlike, tentatively forming words. "Do you know what she's talking about?"
The still form of Helena Wentworth stirred, but her eyes remained closed as she spoke. "It seems that your name has come up alongside that of a dead man, Tally." 
She stopped talking, and I had the feeling that it really was an effort for her to go on. If I hadn't witnessed this woman in action before, I'd have assumed that she was an invalid of sorts. As it was, her responses—or the lack thereof—were giving me the creeps.
Wanting to be helpful, as is my wont, I added, "Actually, it's two dead men, Natalie. And a dead woman as well."
The silence that followed was thick enough to spread on bread.
 
* * *
 
"You went where, Caroline? And did what?" 
The ominous tone of his voice as well as the use of my complete given name should have been a hint. My husband, still planted in his favorite chair, sat looking at me with the expression that must have scared his law students half to death.
I assumed my best expression of innocence, something I'd perfected as a young girl, and looked my beloved spouse straight in the eyes. I have found that this adds an aura of virtue, assuming that no one who is lying can maintain direct eye contact.
"I just wanted to chat with Ms. Wentworth, to find out how things are going since…" 
The near volcanic roar that issued from Gregory's lips nearly sent me flying backward. As it was, poor Trixie, who'd found a place to sleep on Greg's lap, gave a distressed bark and leapt to the floor, disappearing into the hallway. I wanted to disappear with her.
"I. Do. Not. Want. You. To. Go. There. Again." The edict crept out from between clenched teeth, the punctuation as clear as if it had been inscribed in the air above his head. "Do you understand?"
I understood his words rightly enough, but my immediate concern was for my husband's blood pressure. His face had taken on a mottled pattern, although his neck was as red as I'd ever seen it. Was this the sign of a stroke? My mind's Rolodex flipped quickly through the symptoms, and I almost missed his next words.
"…And if I ever hear of that again, I will not be responsible for your actions." 
That brought me up short. When had I ever held Gregory responsible for my decisions? Well, if he wanted to start firing across the bow, I had plenty of ammo myself.
"What actions are you speaking of?" I asked, my voice even, a sure sign of pique that he would do well to recognize. "I know that you're not referring to walking the dog, feeding the dog, cleaning the house, cooking the meals, doing the laundry…" My catalog went on and on, and by the set look on my husband's face, he'd either tuned me out completely or was working on the next salvo.
To my surprise, he held up both hands in surrender. I confess I had no rejoinder, a phenomena I think he'd counted on. To cover my confusion, I spun on my heel and walked out, following Trixie into the kitchen.
Mensome have a very odd way of displaying their affection. If he hadn't wanted me to go because he was worried about my safety, he could have just said so. He can be downright vexatious at times.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
We managed to get through the evening without killing one another, although at times that was only by sheer willpower on my part. However, I did need him alive and well if I was going to put into play the next step in my strategy, so I graciously waved a white flag consisting of coffee and well-buttered toast in bed the next morning.
I could see by the wary look on his face that he'd already guessed my ploy, but I didn't mind as long as he was agreeable to what I'd planned for our day. I'd figured that if I kept his blood sugar up with a steady infusion of bakery goods throughout the day, my husband wouldn't concentrate too hard on the reason.
"You surely don't expect me to agree to whatever it is you're planning, Caro." Gregory reached over a protesting Trixie to set his empty plate on the nightstand. "I'm pretty sure that you know exactly how I felt about that yesterday, and I haven't changed my mind."
I've perfected the art of smiling with clenched teeth from countless meetings with my editors, and I turned my brightest beam on my spouse.
"Darling, I heard you very clearly last night." I'd been brought up not to lie. I certainly had heard him. What I hadn't said was, "I'm still going back out there." I upped the wattage. "More coffee, dear?"
 
* * *
 
The day was going to be a fine one, the sort that sets the pulses of the local chamber of commerce members racing as they dash to get those publicity photos snapped and turned into brochures. What clouds there were hovered high above the earth, wispy tendrils of white across a bright blue canvas. The countryside was in full bloom, trees now thick with new green leaves, the fields a quilt of emerald spreading up to the roadside. Seeing such beauty reminded me of Helena Wentworth's garden, in turn reminding me of the task ahead.
I chanced a sidewise look at Gregory. He seemed content to be the passenger today, a strategy in my favor, I thought smugly. I was driving both the car and our schedule, and I fully intended to keep it that way. For the moment, though, he appeared to be enjoying the glorious day as much as I was. I sincerely hoped I could get this first stop accomplished without our own nuclear explosion of temper.
The neighborhood that surrounded Ms. Wentworth's house was as lovely as I'd remembered. I kept my eyes fixed on the road ahead of us as I casually turned onto the quiet residential street that would take us straight to that particular residence. 
"Caro." My husband's voice was low, almost velvet in texture, and my spine tingled and stiffened. Round one was about to commence. "Where might we be heading, exactly?"
The target house was in sight, so I merely pointed, pulling smoothly to a stop in front of Helena's house. From the sharp intake of breath in the seat next to mine, I knew he'd figured it out by himself.
"I am really amazed at your tenacity—" 
That was as far as he got before the front door burst open, and a wild haired Natalie Greenburg stormed down the porch steps and over to our car. Instinctively I hit the automatic lock button, which was rendered completely useless by the wide-open window.
"What are you doing here again, you nosy witch? And who the hell is this old man?" From the look on her face and the fierceness in her eyes, I fully expected to see her begin to scrape her feet over the ground, preparatory to charging at us much as a bull would do. The girl looked and acted like a full-blown specimen from a nut house. 
A quick glance at my dear husband had me rethinking this entire escapade. His countenance was as thunderous as Tally Greenberg's, and they both seemed to have forgotten my very existence. To categorize him as geriatric will raise his blood pressure and hackles guaranteed, and from the mottled color his face now sported, Miss Greenberg had made a huge mistake.
"We've actually come by to call on Helena, Natalie," I said briskly, "and that will be quite enough of your incendiary words." I reached over and patted my husband's arm. "Gregory, let us disembark." 
Climbing out of the driver's seat—a trifle more difficult to accomplish than usual due to the precarious angle of the curb—I marched around to the sidewalk, back straight and eyes narrowed. From the looks that both my spouse and the girl were giving me, I knew that I had either stunned them into an awed silence with my elegant verbiage or I had uncovered myself as a bona fide Looney Tunes. I was in no mood to figure out which it was. I needed to prepare myself for the assault ahead—and I prayed it would be figurative, not literal. My poor body could not take much more battering.
Since Greg had not shown any sign of movement, continuing instead to divide glares between two females whose mental stability could be called into question, I marched over to his side of the car, wrenched open the door with a flourish, and indicated that he should join me on the sidewalk. True to my expectations, he did. If nothing else, my spouse knows when he is outnumbered and acts accordingly. What he might have to say later—well, that was also to be expected. 
I left him and Tally trailing me as I mounted the steps of the porch and rapped sharply on the screen door. With a snort of disgust, she reached around me and pushed the front door open, leaving Greg and me in her wake. Without a glance at him, I followed her into the dim interior, craning my neck to look up at the second floor as if I'd see Helena Wentworth standing there. Instead, I saw no one, not even Tally, which I found slightly disconcerting. However, the absence of the homeowner—or dweller—has never before stopped me from satisfying my curiosity when something is on my mind, so I began climbing the stairs toward the bedrooms, hoping that Helena wouldn't come unglued when I poked my head around her door.
There was no need to worry. Helena, one hand flung out as to intercept me, lay prone beside her bed, a halo of blood surrounding her head and a bullet lying nearby. In spite of my queasiness at the sight of so much blood, I knelt down beside her and placed two fingers on her neck. To my relief, I felt a faint pulse. I looked around the room and spotted a tee shirt on the floor; I grabbed it and pressed it to the side of her head. The now-familiar nausea set in posthaste, and when Greg walked in, I was happy to relinquish my place beside Helena.
My various exposures to police procedures and research for my books should have served to set my mind at ease whenever I encountered a situation such as this one, but it hadn't. Thankfully, my dependable husband had the matter in hand. After calmly dialing for emergency services and the police, Greg sent me to make tea—or something stronger—for us as he sat by Helena and waited for emergency services to respond. I was certainly tempted to look for "stronger."
That's where I found Natalie Greenberg. She was seated at the kitchen table, chin propped in hands and eyes fixed on something only she could see. It was creepy, to say the least. I decided that I needed to get something into her—preferably something liberally laced with sugar, my go-to remedy. In the meantime, I needed to get as much information from Natalie as I could before the police arrived and shut me down. The sound of approaching sirens was my cue to hurry.
"Do you know who hurt Helena, Natalie?" I asked gently, taking a seat in the chair next to her, my own malaise pushed to the side. I debated giving her a hug but restrained myself. Even kittens, when unnerved, will lash out at an unfamiliar touch. Conscious of my newly healed nose, I stayed where I was, waiting for a response. When she did not answer but instead began softly crying, I felt like a heel. Apparently I needed a crash course in how to question a victim. I was still debating my next move when I heard the front door open. The paramedics and two of SMPD had arrived, along with one person I could have done without.
"What a delightful surprise this is." The voice was gruff, familiar, and I turned my head to see the bulky outline of Richard "Call Me Dick" Beaton standing just inside the kitchen door, beefy hands clasped together at his waist. I groaned inwardly. This man was the last person on Earth I wanted to see. Thank the powers that be I'd coerced my dear spouse into joining me on this jaunt. I'd let him deal with dear old Dick.
I rose to my feet in my best imitation of the queen, head high and back straight. "Natalie," I said regally, "I need to step out for a moment but I'll return as soon as possible. Just drink your tea and don't let anyone bother you," I added for good measure, giving Richard Beaton a glare down my uplifted nose. A huge grin on the detective's face was his response.
Ignoring him, I sailed through the doorway and halted, unsure of where to look for Gregory. Knowing my husband, he would not be content to sit and ruminate. He was more than likely searching the residence for some indication of what had taken place. 
A noise from the front room where Helena and I had visited (was it really only a day ago?) made me turn there first, and I beheld my better half striding up and down in front of the bank of French doors, hands shoved into pants pockets and lips pursed in thought. 
"Gregory," I hissed from between clinched teeth. "That cretin is here! And I'm certain he is not here because we called 9-1-1." As far as I knew, Beaton was employed privately as a gumshoe, or whatever it was private investigators were called these days. I paused in the middle of my rant. Perhaps he was referring to his employment with that "Dick" routine, as in Sam Spade? Shaking my head, I resumed my tirade. "And right now, at this very moment, he's in the kitchen with that poor girl! Gregory! Are you even listening to me?" He had stopped his incessant promenading and now stood staring out of the windows as if admiring the riotous blooms just the other side of the glass. I was tempted to throw something at him.
Just as my eyes lit upon a small decorative bolster, considering its ease of heft and ability to sail across the room, my husband swung around, a small smile playing at the edges of his mouth. (This is the same mouth that fascinated me so during the early days of our acquaintance, and to tell the truth, it still has some effect on me.) I guiltily dropped my hand mid-grab for the pillow and gave him my own version of innocence, slightly widened eyes and a quizzical frown creasing my forehead—but not too much. At my age, I am ever concerned with creating permanent lines across my noble brow. It worked as well as it always did, Gregory's eyes rolling almost to the back of his head and a slight shake of the head.
"Caro, don't even think it." He cut off my feeble protestations, instead crossing the room with long strides in order to grab both my arms in his and deliver a brief—but pleasurable—kiss on my upturned lips. In addition to being quite nice, it had also effectively silenced me. Greg's lips traveled from my own tingling mouth to my ear, sending a shiver down my spine. Instead of further, ah, administrations though, he whispered into my ear. "Our mutual friend," this caused me to stiffen in his grasp, "seems to have invited himself to the party." A distant sound of sirens underscored his words.
"I know!" I managed to wrench myself free and glared up at him. "That's what I came in here to tell you."
From where we stood, I could see a veritable flotilla of vehicles through the windows: two police cruisers, an ambulance, and a car that looked like something straight out of a television drama had just arrived. Husband or no husband, I was not going to be left on the sidelines of this party. 
Dashing into the entryway, I was just in time to see the back door close as Call-Me-Dick took his leave. No surprise there, I thought grimly. That man was a menace in a cheap suit. A quick glance at Natalie showed her in the same position as she'd been when I left her, so I doubted she had even registered the detective's presence. That, at least, was a blessing. Whatever it was he'd tried to get out of her probably hadn't worked out well.
A sharp rap on the front door made me jump. Gregory, having moved into the hall behind me, answered the door with a calm smile. From the set of his well-shaped shoulders to the air of self-assurance, he might have been ushering inside an invited guest—something they all were, I suppose, in a macabre manner—instead of standing aside to let in Avery Stanton, he of the HOA and our fair town's vice mayor.
And right behind him, arms pumping like a locomotive and chin lifted high in triumph, came the missus—Louise Stanton, in the flesh. And a considerable amount of flesh it was indeed. 
I groaned aloud, and one of the officers, a young man who looked young enough to be in high school, shot me an inquisitive look. I smiled back at him weakly, making a show of clutching at my stomach and miming illness. He stepped around me quickly and joined his fellow officer in the kitchen, and I felt indignation rising. What if I'd truly been a damsel in distress, a woman in need of comfort? Whatever were they being taught at the academy these days? Certainly not chivalry. 
I caught the slight sound of a chuckle behind me and swung around, a scowl across my face, ready to lambaste my spouse for not running to my rescue. It was a look of innocence though that he presented to me, causing my scowl to morph into a full-blown frown. Gregory reached out and drew me into his arms. I was tempted to break away but I—well, let's leave it there. Suffice it to say that I stayed put for the moment.
"You know, Caro, your face will freeze like that one of these days."
He managed to skip out of range of a well-placed kick toward his shins, winking at me as he strolled into the kitchen to join the discussion. And I? Tempted as I was to slam out of the house and leave him to find his own way back home—preferably in the back seat of a police cruiser—I was more interested in what was being said. Sighing, I followed him, tucking away a promise for a more satisfying payback when time permitted.
I skirted around the wall of uniforms blocking my view of Natalie Greenberg, nearly tripping over one set of solid shoes as I did so. I was intent on finding out what business the Stantons had here in Helena's house, and I didn't notice my husband's frantically waving hand above the heads of the officers as they stood talking earnestly, faces close together over the piece of paper one held in his hand. 
Natalie still sat quietly, not moving, eyes fixed on a point somewhere else but the kitchen. I slid into the chair nearest her and cautiously put one hand on her shoulder. When she didn't budge, not even to shake me off, I scooted closer to her and placed my arm firmly across her shoulders. I was just gathering up the courage to whisper promises of aid into her ear when I caught sight of my husband's face, almost contorted with the effort of flagging me down. With a quick squeeze, I slipped from the chair and out of the kitchen, Greg's gesticulations indicating that we needed to leave.
"Let's go," he whispered, grabbing my elbow and propelling me out the front door. In spite of the fact that I wanted to stay, his actions intrigued me. In my experience, my beloved spouse does nothing without cause. I could hardly wait to hear what he had to say.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
I drove away from the house as quietly as possible, eager to put distance between us and the drama before I found a place to pull over. Shifting into park, I turned to Greg, eager to hear what great plan he had concocted. "Caro, what in the world are you doing?" The cross tone was not an act. Greg was truly annoyed at me and impatient to drive on. If body language could talk, his would be using some fairly salty lingo and quite loudly at that.
"I'm waiting to hear why you wanted to leave so quickly." I sounded a trifle haughty, but that's what he did to me when he acted this way. "I assumed by the way you nearly dragged me out of there that something was on your mind." "Caro," he began, his tone carefully modulated, and his countenance wiped clean of all commentary. "We had no business there." I began sputtering, and he reached across the seat to grab my hands in his. "We have a bigger fish to fry, Caro, a much bigger fish."
Ah. It was beginning to dawn on me, my husband's reasoning for our quick exit. I sat back in my seat, squared my shoulders, and put the car back into gear. "Where to, Holmes?" I gave him one of my sunniest smiles. I'd gone from irate to ready to rock and roll as quickly as it took to say the words "private investigator." 
Gregory, ever one to play along with my literary allusions, replied, "Onward to the bakery, Dr. Watson. I feel a need for sweets and information coming on."
I grinned, gunning the accelerator, giving the tires a little extra spin. The game, as they say, was definitely afoot.
The bakery was busy, of course, with Candy and the other employees dashing back and forth between the kitchen and the counter, balancing armloads of cookies, sweet breads, and other equally delicious concoctions. I managed to snag a small table near the front door—all the better to people watch, my dear—and sat waiting for Greg's return with our goodies. A slight pinching at my waistband required a surreptitious adjustment, and I decided that I'd begin my workout regimen tomorrow. Or the next day. Until then…
We had just begun on the slices—slabs really—of piping hot pumpkin bread, replete with a drizzle of icing, when I caught sight of a familiar car across the street. I could have sworn it had not been there when we'd arrived, nor had it been there when I'd sat down, so I could only think that Richard Beaton had arrived in the past few moments as we ate. I waggled my fork at Gregory, telegraphing the man's presence and trying to convey through extra-sensory perception that our prey was in view. My dear spouse, of course, just frowned at me and flicked off a stray crumb that had sailed from my utensil to the front of his shirt. I sighed deeply, albeit dramatically, I must confess. Leaning across the table, I whispered, "Beaton is across the street." More crumbs accompanied this pronouncement, making it Greg's turn to sigh. 
Casually pushing my chair back with my knees and rising—and rather gracefully, it must be noted—I looked at my partner in crime and announced, "I will be back anon. One of us must take the bull by the horns."
Gregory snorted in amusement. "'Anon?' Pray thee, oh writer, to explain from whence this absolute verbal nonsense is coming." He stood as well, brushing his hands over his plate. "Let's get this over with, Caro. But I'm warning you," he added sternly, "I will be taking the lead on this one."
Crumb-laden or not, I stuck out my tongue. In spite of my success in the literary realm, I am still a bit touchy whenever someone—particularly my dear husband—casts aspersions my way. And sometimes I just need to channel my inner child.
Just as we stepped out of the doorway, loud noise, almost like the backfiring of a car, caused us both to start. Apparently it had startled the occupant of the car as well. A howl erupted from its interior, and we began to run.
Beaton's car was slotted between an elegant sedan and an eclectically decorated Volkswagen Beetle. I looked into the near car window, noticing the various fast food bags scattered about the backseat and floorboard. Wrinkling my nose at the aroma of stale fries, I stepped closer to the driver's door where Beaton sat moaning in pain, one beefy hand clamped firmly on his left shoulder, blood seeping between his fingers in a slower river of red.
I screamed, of course.
I was asked the same series of questions over and over by detectives, patrol officers, and someone who acted suspiciously journalistic in manner. At that moment, though, I was not feeling too discriminate and just kept repeating the same answers almost mechanically. No, I hadn't seen anyone approach Mr. Beaton's car. Yes, we had been sitting just across the street in the bakery near the window. Yes, I knew who he was, and yes, I had seen him earlier. Where? At another crime scene, just an hour or so before.
That last answer got the most response. After a brief confab between all of the officers, two of the detectives broke away from the group and hopped into their car, unmarked but still blaring "here comes the law" as surely as if it had a neon sign above it.
Thankfully, Greg was now back at my side, one arm lying protectively across my shoulders. My knees were trembling, and I was certain that if I did not sit down soon, I would fall over and concuss myself yet again. 
"I need to find a place to park it," I murmured into my husband's shirtfront. I could feel a few of the errant crumb missiles that had attached themselves rather moistly to the material, but I didn't move. If I couldn't sit, at least I could lean on the one person whose presence always calmed me and made me feel safe. I hoped that Natalie had the same…
That emerging thought snapped my head upright, so quickly that I felt the world beginning to spin. Clutching at Greg's chest, I gasped, "Natalie! Someone needs to stay with her!" I had had a sudden, almost irrational, fear that she was in danger.
"We're already on it, Mrs. Browning." 
I looked over to see young Officer Scott standing with feet planted wide apart, hands clasped behind him in what I thought of as "non-threatening officer stance." I felt a bubble of hysteria rising in my throat. Maybe there was a class for various poses in the academy, something akin to yoga or Pilates. I folded my lips together tightly in order to stifle any insane sound that might try to escape. I really had no time for a trip to the local loony bin. And from the added pressure of Greg's arm, I knew that he'd sensed it as well. 
The upshot of the entire day was this: Two people were seriously injured, both from gunshot wounds of the same caliber. They were still running ballistics, of course, but the conjecture seemed logical. I mentally added in the Cat Lady's demise as well as the dead detective in my HOA's park and got an increasing mess, one that should have sent shock waves through the community. For some inexplicable reason, though, Seneca Meadows had managed to keep a tight lid on all of this. That reason alone made me want to figure out what was happening here.
Once we were released, with the stock reminder to "please stay in town and be available," the car seemed to have turned itself in the direction of home. I was not the one piloting the sedan. My legs still felt too weak to press the accelerator and brakes. All I wanted was a quiet evening with my husband, my dog, and a mug of tea (or an adult beverage) to help banish the day's bad memories. You can't always get what you want, though. The Rolling Stones sang about it, and I absolutely concur.
Just as we had settled in bed, each with a book and with Trixie's furry body stretched out between us, the doorbell rang. I jumped, nearly upending my tea. Trixie growled, something she hardly ever does, and I sat frozen, my thumping heart the only indicator that I was still alive. The phrase "scared to death" made a pass through my addled brain. I had no desire to be a test case. Gregory, ever the calm one, flipped the covers back and stood in one smooth motion. From somewhere in my scrambled thoughts I had to admire his physique from behind. Cycling truly does do wonders for the body.
By the muffled sounds of voices that reached my ears—there were at least two other than my husband's—I deduced that something urgent had occurred. It was agony waiting for Greg to return with information, so I did what I always do: Act, then think. From the startled looks on the faces of Officers Scott and Kingsley, I realized a tad too late that not only was my hair lacking its usually decorum, but so was my attire. I was still in my rather tatty nightgown, a tear in the fabric where I'd managed to catch myself on the edge of the nightstand and neckline stretched out from many impatient tugs over my head. It was too late to do anything about it, though, so I extended my hand in my best "lady of the manor" style, refusing to meet my spouse's amused eyes.
"I feel as though we just saw one another," I said in an attempt at levity. It was not well received, however, and I could feel a blush beginning to spread across my face. I moved to stand by Greg, hiding my torn nightie behind his elegant silk pajamas. Nothing, not even my rat's nest hair, would entice me to leave until I knew what was going on. 
"Like I was telling your husband here, Mrs. Browning, we've identified the weapon used today." Officer Kingsley, his tone more formal than it had been when last we'd spoken, seemed to be purposely obtuse with his word choice. There were two shootings—did that mean that one weapon was used in both? I was tempted to ask for clarification but caught a slight elbow in the side from my dear husband. I filed that away for later. I never know when I'll need ammunition for retaliation. 
"You mentioned that the weapon—a small caliber handgun, correct?—was found in the backseat of Mr. Beaton's car." Although Greg's tone was casual, I knew that he had repeated this rather important piece of information for my sake. I mentally erased one payback from my ongoing list.
For the life of me, I did not recall seeing anything that looked vaguely like a gun when I looked through the car window. Of course, I wasn't concentrating on that, but still…
The officers exchanged glances, and then Officer Scott replied, "No, sir. It was found in the back seat of a car registered to Natalie Greenberg."
Now that was a mystery to ponder. Unless said car had been stashed away in some unobtrusive spot at Helena Wentworth's house, I could not imagine where Natalie was keeping it. This morsel of information was filed away under to be investigated after coffee and confab with spouse.
The idea of coffee was alluring, and I had just opened my mouth to invite one and all into my kitchen when Greg said, his tone still exceedingly polite, "Gentlemen, I'm sure you'll understand that it's been quite a trying day for my wife." He slipped his arm around my shoulders and squeezed me tightly to his side. This was not an expression of amorous intentions. Rather, it was his signal for me to keep quiet, so he could handle the situation to his liking. It would have amused him to know that I actually was in agreement with him, so I leaned into his side and enjoyed my role as helpless wife.
"Absolutely, sir," agreed Officer Kingsley. "We just wanted to let you know that you two are off the hook."
My shoulders instantly stiffened. "Off the hook?" I had no idea that we'd been dangling from any such implement in the first place. I shot both officers my best "I am not happy with you" scowl. With all I was doing to help them at their job, they had dared to suspect me? I made another mental note. This one, however, was to put both of these numbskulls in my next book and kill them off in a satisfying manner. Ah, yes. The life of a writer can be quite cathartic at times.
That internal conversation led to another thought, this one accompanied by the usual guilt. My longsuffering editor had sent yet another email to me. The words were polite, proper, but the underlying tone—or maybe it was my guilty conscience—had shouted get off your lazy arse and get that manuscript here NOW. I sighed. I'd really have to do something about it…tomorrow. For now, I needed that promised consultation over coffee. 
With the door closed politely yet firmly on the two Seneca Meadows officers, I beat a hasty retreat to the kitchen, nearly stumbling over Trixie in my haste. Nosy dog. She could be as sneaky as the next person (okay, as me) when she wanted to see what was happening in her domain. I shot her a look of disgust, which I could swear was returned in spades, and headed to make the coffee.
I had just placed two steaming mugs of the luscious brew on the kitchen table when it occurred to me that only Trixie and I were present. Whatever was keeping that man, I grumbled to myself. When I go above and beyond the call of duty—making coffee at this time of the evening—I do expect to be appreciated.
The sight of my spouse lying in bed, hands tucked under his face as innocently as a newborn baby's and feigning sleep, flipped on my "irrationally angry wife" switch. I snatched the covers from the bed, Trixie bounding on top of Gregory as if this were a new form of game her crazy humans were playing.
"Gregory Browning!" I was panting with the exertion of stomping down the hallway and removing the covers. "Get your fanny out of that bed and into the kitchen. Now," I added in my best schoolmarm voice.
He opened one eye, observing me with mischief. Quick as a wink, his hand shot out and grabbed the edge of my nightie and pulled me down onto the bed beside him. Trixie, sensing the game beginning to rev up, began yipping excitedly and climbing over the two of us. With a huge sigh of exasperation, Greg grabbed Trixie, marched her down the hallway to her bed in the kitchen, and returned to our bedroom, closing the door against the sound of indignant barking.
"Now, Caro," he said, his voice as silky as his pajamas, "I believe that you and I have some unfinished business."
Never leave business unfinished before a good night's sleep, I always say.
The sun rose next morning and found me sitting in my office, a blank computer screen staring back at me accusingly. Alright—I know that inanimate objects do not stare, nor do they accuse, but this is how I was feeling. My writer's block was still firmly in place, and I could feel a few of its family members joining the party. If I wasn't careful, I'd soon have a writer's wall built.
I decided to create a file for everything I'd learned so far about the two murders, beginning with that inopportune stroll to the park. As I rapidly typed the facts, filling the screen with information on the Greenbergs, Ms. Wentworth, and the feckless detectives, it occurred to me that here, literally at my fingertips, were the makings of a book. Holding that thought, I dashed to the kitchen, quickly made a cup of my favorite tea, and in no time I was deep into a plot peopled with villains, political intrigue, and mayhem.
Although I detest having someone read over my shoulder, I feel the need to insert the first few pages of said manuscript here. I, after all, am a writer, and I do love to showcase my talents. 
She was restless. Sleep had evaded her and even the comforting presence of her cats [This was more than difficult for me to write, I can assure you] could not assuage her uneasiness. Turning her head, she spotted the pair of birding binoculars she kept there—not for birds, of course, but to keep track of the neighborhood's comings and goings. A self-congratulatory feeling gave her a moment of pleasure. After all, if she didn't stay vigilant and keep the riffraff at bay, who would? [Here I stopped to uneasily consider my own doings with binoculars, but I quickly banished the thoughts. I truly did do the work of a saint, no doubt about it.]
A slight noise from the living room startled her. A cat? One of the myriad of kittens roaming in the dark? If so, she'd need to retrieve the little darling. The thought of an animal getting hurt, especially in her own house, upset her. Without another thought, she arose… 
That was as far as I got. Someone really was reading over my shoulder, an act that he knew would put me in a sulky mood for hours on end. I quickly turned off the screen and stood up as majestically as I could, managing to catch the torn portion of my nightgown on the arm of the desk chair. 
Accompanied by a loud ripping sound, I pushed past my husband, preparatory to stalking back to the bedroom—and stopped abruptly. Something was beginning to percolate in the far recesses of my mind, something that I wasn't quite grasping about the entire unsavory episode of the last few days. I waited, but it didn't surface, so I continued my stomp down the hall and into the bathroom. Maybe a shower would trigger whatever it was that was circulating around in the soup.
When I am deep into a manuscript, I am a very, very clean person. Not that I am not clean every other day of my life, let me hasten to add, but by accident I discovered that a warm shower under the pulsating—and rather expensive—shower head is as good as anything to get the old juices flowing again. And I was feeling the need to erase the thoughts of anyone choosing to cuddle with a cat. I could swear that some of the fictional fur had settled itself in my hair and up my nose.
This began an entire train of thought concerning who would kill the Cat Lady. I, of course, had considered this many times but would never actually carry through such a plot, but apparently there were those without the strict moral code that I employ…not to mention the specter of life behind bars.
A brief rippling of the shower curtain startled me, and I opened my eyes to see Greg's face peering around it, a mischievous grin on his face.
"Oh, no, you don't," I said decisively, modestly crossing my arms over my heaving bosom. Actually, there was no heaving, and practically no bosom, but I've always wanted to insert that phrase into my writing. Besides, becoming sidetracked now would stifle my flow of creativity. On the other hand…
Thirty minutes later, we were finally showered and dried off, grinning at each other like two teens on a very randy weekend. Who said that the over-thirty crowd can't have fun? And there was the added bonus of a clear mind, at least on the side of my dear husband's. With that out of the way, I could count on him to focus on the problems at hand.
"I'm thinking," I began to a small groan from Greg. "No, listen. I really do have an idea." I ran the towel over my face and so missed his expression. I could have predicted it, though, and it did not surprise me to see a deepening line between his eyebrows. 
"Caro," he began with more than a hint of exasperation in his voice. "I need at least one day off from all of this, if it's all the same to you." 
Well. That was gratitude for you! I'd allowed him to interfere with the sanctity of my shower, and he couldn't deign to help with this one little issue? I could feel my own annoyance mounting, which strangely enough put me back on the right footing. I would handle this alone, thank you very much. And I knew exactly what the first step would be.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
A clean body equals a clear mind, I always aver, so it was no surprise to me that I was able to sit down and dash off the last few thousand words in my manuscript. I ended my frenzy of typing with an emphatic flourish, saving a copy for myself and sending the original on its merry way to my agent. 
With that rather banal task out of the way—okay, it does help put food on the table—I was able to turn my full concentration back to the more important task of solving the string of murders for the Seneca Meadows Police Department, whose gratitude, I suspected, would not be forthcoming. No matter. I was determined to use my talents as a writer of mysteries to help my adopted town return to a semblance of its former self: quiet, safe, and boring.
I've always admired the various television programs that show an attentive group of detectives gathered around a white board that has been adorned with names, photos, and motives. I decided that I needed my own white board, so I took one of Greg's posters out of the garage, one that featured last year's Tour de France winner, and set it up on my desk, turning toward the wall the face that grimaced in both pain and ecstasy. I had no desire to look at that reminder of my own lack of physical endurance, plus the backside of the poster was a great place to create my own murder display.
I love those little pieces of paper that are sticky along one edge. In fact, I've been known to almost paper a room with them in order to stay on top of all the things that my busy life requires. (Gregory, of course, posts all of his own doings in his smart phone. But I prefer my tangible reminders, thank you very much.) I took my varied collection of these sticky notes from a desk drawer and began my own investigation.
I wrote each victim's name down on a different-colored sticky note, and I began by arranging them in chronological order on the impromptu whiteboard. Next to each name I placed a notation of how they had met their demise, as well as my suspicions concerning a possible culprit. Finally, I added a rather clever touch—in my opinion—and included a column that focused on the common denominators of each victim. When I had finished, I stepped back and took a look at my handiwork—and at the murderer's name: Natalie Greenberg.
Of course, this was pure conjecture on my part, but since I tend to think that I can read a criminal's mind at sixty paces, I was certain I'd nailed it. I mentally dusted off my hands, congratulating myself on a good day's work. I'd worry about how to prove this later. For now, I felt that I'd accomplished something those dear boys in blue had not been able to do, and being the generous woman that I am, I decided to give them a few more days before I sprang the answer on them. It would never do to decrease the morale of the local police department. One never knows when one might need them, after all.
When my cell phone rang I answered it almost on autopilot, still feeling rather cheerful over having solved the murders. 
"Caro here," I said, rather expecting to hear my now-happy agent or the acting mayor or the local television station on the other end. I was certain, in my current frame of mind that they would all want to speak with the great Caro Layton-Browning, solver of crimes both real and fictional.
"Is this the writer?" The voice was muffled somewhat, but it didn't set off any alarms. Haven't we all tried to juggle a phone against our ears as we multi-task our way through life?
"Yes, this is she," I replied in my jolliest all-hail-and-well-met voice. "How may I help you?" The resulting silence on the other end of the line was a bit disconcerting, I must admit, but I am used to people who suddenly lose the power of speech when speaking to a real live author. It was the next words, however, that set my heart to pounding. And I regretted, with all of said pounding heart, that my husband was not at home.
"You're next."
Let me assure you that I was not about to add my name to the white board.
 
* * *
 
"Let's look at this rationally, Caro." My lawyer husband, ever the voice of reason, sat across from me at the kitchen table, eyeing me over a mug of coffee. 
Not being one to rationalize my own impending doom, it took all of my self-control to not throw my own steaming mug at him. I figured, though, that if I wanted his support on this matter, I would need to play nice.
"Of course," I replied, a sweet smile on my face. "Rational is my middle name, as they say." I took a sip of coffee and watched the various emotions flash across his face. This is always my favorite part of any disagreement with Gregory, the moment when he is weighing my response against his own logic and is trying to decide which way to approach the situation. We are a couple whose communication has been honed to a fine point whether we are in agreement or not.
"Perhaps you are right," he finally said, his tone decidedly sober. This took me by surprise, I can assure you, and I once again began to feel the increasing of my heart rate as I stared at his solemn face.
"I'm not ready to die!" My voice did not sound like my own, and I could feel a tightening in my chest. Idly I wondered if this was what a heart attack felt like, but Greg soon pushed me toward sanity.
"Now, Caro," he said, his voice both soothing and authoritative. "Who in their right mind would want to murder you?" 
I know that he meant to sound supportive but I took offense to his words. Wasn't I someone important enough to do away with? That thought, of course, led to more internal hysteria. Someone—maybe a person I knew—wanted me dead. And that really troubled me, to say the least.
The ringing of the doorbell made me jump so much that my coffee sloshed onto the tabletop. Gregory, with one look at me to make sure I was functional, went to answer the shrill summons, and I sat trembling, heart thumping, and armpits prickling with sweat.
I could hear Greg's voice as he spoke to whoever was at our door, his tone polite and not alarmed, so I relaxed. When he returned to the kitchen with none other than Seneca Meadows' acting mayor Avery Stanton trailing him, I almost laughed. A more mild-mannered man you simply could not find, in my opinion. Now that wife of his—she was definitely a horse of a different color. In fact, I thought, she had a faintly horsey look. The visual made me smile.
"Ah, Mrs. Browning! How nice to see you in such good spirits!" 
Avery's jovial greeting amused me. Perhaps he was attempting to channel the late mayor's bonhomie, or maybe he assumed that was how a mayor-in-waiting should behave. At any rate, his present demeanor was a far cry from the meek leader of our HOA. 
Gregory shot me a quizzical look, ascertaining my current frame of mind, I was sure. I returned his look with a prim smile, and I could swear I heard his teeth grinding.
"How are you, Ave—Mr. Stanton?" No need to remind him of my sparring incidents under his watch at our neighborhood gatherings. I was determined to follow the formal tone he'd used. "What brings you to our neck of the woods?"
I've adopted many Americanisms since our move to the States, and it always amazes me when I see the odd looks I get. Perhaps it is my British accent that throws them off. Be that as it may, I was truly inquisitive as to the reason behind this little visit. From my dear spouse's upright posture, I could tell that he was curious as well.
"I just wanted to see that you were not suffering because of the several, ah, traumatic, ah, incidents these past few days." Now this was the Avery Stanton that we knew and loved: All stammer and uncertainty. I took pity on him.
"Please, have a seat." I kindly patted the chair next to mine and then turned to Greg. "Be a dear and pour Mr. Stanton a cup of coffee, darling." I gave him my sweetest smile, and this time I could see his jaws bulging with the effort of not responding. Two endearments in one sentence was definitely a sugar overload for him. If I wasn't careful, there would be heck to pay later. 
The very thought was titillating, to say the least.
Greg placed the mug of coffee on the table along with the bowl of sugar cubes and a small pitcher of cream that we keep for guests. Both of us prefer ours black, but I have been known to indulge in the various specialty creamers that appear during holidays. Peppermint is a favorite, as is the spicy taste of gingerbread. I was mentally weighing the merits of both flavors when I was yanked out of my musings by a slight kick to my ankle. 
I swung my gaze on the kicker, narrowing my eyes slightly. A slight tilting of his head in Avery Stanton's direction made me realize that I'd completely missed a comment that had been aimed at me. Oh, well. I could always plead deafness due to trauma if need be.
"I'm so sorry," I said into the silence, widening my eyes in an attempt to appear convincing. "I've had so much on my mind, as you well know." I followed this comment with a deep sigh and a lowering of my eyes. My emotive radar was on high alert, and I knew that I had Avery eating out of my proverbial hand. I also knew that my husband was barely stifling his exasperation with my performance, so I flicked my soulful eyes toward him for a moment before I turned back to our guest. "Thank goodness I have my husband with me, Mr. Stanton. He is such a comfort."
Gregory managed to mask his response with an exercise in clearing his throat. "Beg your pardon," he said to Avery Stanton. "Swallowed my coffee the wrong way."
"My goodness, dear," I said sweetly. "Do be more careful." I reached over to pat a shoulder, which was as stiff as a board. Drat. I'd have to do my penance later with a massage.
We chatted about various goings on in the town as well as in the HOA, and I put a suitably solemn look on my face when the topic of animal control came up. "I am sure that we would all agree, even my dearly departed neighbor, that it is in the best interest of all animals to have, ah, a safety net of sorts." I smiled sadly, glancing out the window toward the Cat Lady's house. "I wish we could have come to a more amicable understanding before she passed." I didn't need to look over at my husband to know exactly what his response was. 
There was an awkward silence for a moment, then Avery spoke up. He took another sip from his mug, wiping his mouth with exaggerated care. "Well, folks, I just had to see for myself that you were doing alright." 
He smiled at me and something hard flickered in his eyes so briefly that perhaps I imagined it. After all, I thought—a tad uneasily, I must admit—this was a man without one tough bone in his body. When he reached out to take my hand in his, he was solicitude incarnate. 
"Please take care of yourself, Mrs. Browning." He turned his smile toward my husband. "Seneca Meadows would be but a shell of itself without our very own author."
I heartily concurred.
Gregory escorted him to the door, his voice cordial as he said his goodbyes. From the careful way he shut the front door, though, I knew something was afoot. And since I was feeling slightly guilty about the way I'd needled him in front of company, I figured the something was me. I steeled myself for another round in the battle of the wills, but one look at my spouse's grim face wiped that from my mind.
"What's wrong?" I asked him, careful to keep my voice modulated. Whenever Greg is feeling unsettled, I don't want to make it worse by sounding accusatory.
He motioned to the coffee mug that Avery left sitting on the table and I looked at it curiously. Was there something there that I'd missed?
"No, Caro, not the coffee," said my spouse impatiently. "Avery Stanton. He said something that struck me wrong." Greg was looking at me expectantly, waiting for the light to go on. I just stared at him, though, not making the same connection he'd made.
"Well?" In spite of my good intentions, I broke into his spiel. To my amazement, he didn't react, instead looked at me with a troubled gaze. This actually upped my anxiety level, as this is one thing that very rarely happens.
"Caro," he began slowly, "Did you catch what he said about Seneca Meadows not being the same without its own author?"
The penny dropped. In fact, it hit the ground with the same thunderous sound one might expect from a large boulder falling from the top of a very high mountain. I understood what Greg was trying to say, and I knew precisely why Avery Stanton had stopped by. He was delivering a message of the threatening kind. As I am not the swooning type—unless my head has been bashed in or I find a dead body—I merely stared at Greg. 
The last thing I remember clearly before coming to in my own bed were twin orbs of blue fading into darkness.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
"I am not getting out of this bed, so leave me alone!" 
I was huddled under layers of bedclothes, one pillow atop my sweating face, refusing to look at either my dear husband or my sweet Trixie, whose nose was snuffling close to my ear. At least I presumed that it was Trixie's. Unless Gregory had sprouted a rather wet proboscis, complete with a sandpaper tongue, I supposed it was the dog. 
"Caro, you're being a baby." Daylight hit my eyes as Greg yanked the pillow off, giving Trixie free rein in licking my face. Wrinkling my delicate, retroussé nose (I absolutely love that word, although I'm sure it doesn't apply to my own rather battered-as-of-late appendage), I gently pushed her away. Was there anything worse than dog breath?
Yes, indeed there was. My impending demise. That thought made me tug the covers back over my head.
A very loud sigh emanated from somewhere above. "Fine, Caro. Hide there if you wish. I, on the other hand, am not going to sit here and wait for you to die."
That brought me around in a hurry, as he had intended. I flipped the covers back and fixed my very solicitous spouse with a frown, one that I'd perfected from dealings with my agent. "What do you mean, 'wait for you to die?'
"
The only answer I received was the sight of his back as he marched out of our room.
Since I detest getting my information second-hand, especially from one who delights in making me work for said info, I was not about to let Greg tackle this alone. I joined him in the kitchen, Trixie tangled about my feet as I attempted to maintain a supercilious air. Unfortunately for me, I nearly did a face plant on the floor, thereby running the risk of injuring my poor nose yet again. It didn't help that Greg simply grinned as he caught me by the arm. One of these days I will prove to that man that I do not—I repeat do not—need him to rescue me all the time. 
I sat down in my accustomed chair, trying to settle the rags of my torn dignity around me and keep Trixie at bay with one foot. That dog will insist on joining us at the table if she thinks there is food in the offing. Of course, a nicely warmed pastry would not be unwelcome, I thought, glancing over at the counter where last I saw the remains of a delicious coffee cake. There was nothing there except countertop. Greg grinned at me, returning my animus with amusement.
"I propose," he began as I sat fuming, "that we first go over your rather ingenious, ah, collection of information," he held up a hand as my sputtering gained momentum, "and just see if there is anyone else to consider except young Miss Greenberg."
I felt a need to return the suggestion. "Might we do that, dear, after I have some of the luscious dessert that you have apparently hidden from me?" I crossed my arms, preparatory to verbal sparring. I could hardly wait to hear his excuse for eating the rest of said pastry without me.
Greg rose to his feet majestically, back straight, head held stiffly as if to move it even a fraction would cause the unseen crown to tumble to the floor. 
"But of course, my sweet." He all but swept a bow in my direction. "Would you like another cup of coffee to go with it?" And opening the door of the cupboard above the microwave, he produced the pastry with a flourish.
Drat. Round one to husband. I rallied, however, and answered in my most saccharine tone, "Absolutely I would, darling." I do love him. He knows when to play his role and when to ignore me.
Finally settled in for our confab, each with a generous slice of streusel and mugs of steaming coffee, I threw out the first idea. "Although I am leaning toward the one person having a connection to each of the mur—to each of the victims," I began, still loathing to use the M word since I could feel its tenacious claws reaching out for me, "I'm open to any suggestions you might have."
Not really, but I was feeling slightly more congenial with sugar in my system.
Greg nodded thoughtfully, using his forefinger to collect errant crumbs on his plate. He would have made a wonderful subsistence farmer, I thought as I watched him carefully lift his finger to his mouth. Nothing would have gone to waste in his world. I had to force my mind back to the current issue, which was an increase of bodies, not crops.
"Who else might want each of them dead? I'm trying hard to make a connection from detective one all the way through to detective two, and I can only come up with Avery Stanton." He finished off the rest of his crumbs. I waited for him to actually lick the plate clean, but he simply pushed it aside.
"Well?"
I came back to the conversation with a jolt, having once again removed myself to observe Greg's table manners, or the lack thereof. The man with a dearth of manners was looking at me expectantly.
"Avery Stanton." I said the name with some trepidation, as you might expect, having just been threatened by him. "And you think he has a connection to all, even the private investigators?"
"Of course." Greg said as he sat straighter and began ticking off his points on his now-clean fingers. "First off, Mayor Greenberg, who was responsible for employing the first detective, was also Avery's boss, and therefore had daily contact with him. Secondly," this was the point assigned to the still-moist forefinger, and I couldn't help but eye said finger in distaste, "there is the fact that Helena Wentworth was also a close contemporary of Avery in her position as the mayoral administrative assistant."(Here I interrupted him with kudos for remembering not to say "secretary.") as well as his 'bit on the side', as some might say." I crinkled my nose in distaste. I did not need that particular visual. "Thirdly," he continued, "our dear neighbor, lately departed to the great cat depository in the sky, was well-known to Avery via the HOA." I squirmed a bit, recalling my own role in the cat skirmishes. "And lastly, he could have seen Beaton as he left Helena's house." He leaned back in his chair in triumph, daring me to contradict. 
I stood up, letting Trixie slide to the floor. "I can see that you've thought this out thoroughly, my dear," I said with a little pat for his shoulder as I placed my own plate in the sink and pushed the button on the Keurig for another cup of coffee. "But really. Avery? He shrinks if he sees his own shadow. And when he sees his wife," I added, clearly recalling how she had barreled past me at Helena's, almost using her body as a battering ram to gain entrance. 
The coffeemaker gurgled to life and began spewing out my current favorite flavored coffee, White Chocolate Mint. (I prefer my coffee unsweetened, just flavored, a fact which I am sure must mystify those who have seen me in action at the bakery.) I waited until the last drop fell into my mug then returned to my seat. 
"In the first place," I said, ticking off my own points on impeccably clean, non-crumby fingers, "how would Avery manage to do away with the first detective, then the Cat Lady, without making some sort of mistake? I mean really, Greg," I said, taking a sip of the luscious brew. "The man is not exactly known for his ability to organize and do anything without the help of that Amazon he calls his wife." 
The cup remained suspended as the impact of what I had just said hung in the space between us. Could it be—just maybe—a joint venture with a sinister bent? The image of master and mistress filled my mind (her image a bit more substantial than his), and I banished that thought as quickly as it had manifested itself. What impetus would either of the Stantons have for doing murder?
My husband, though, was deep in thought, one finger (not the crumby one, I was glad to see) tapping against his chin. This is always a sure indicator of wheels revolving at light speed inside his brain, so I sipped and waited for his take on my latest comment.
Finally he spoke. "As much as it pains me to admit that you might, for once, be correct, Caro," he pronounced, getting to his feet and going over to make his own second cup of coffee, "you just might have hit on something a bit closer to the truth than I did."
I was tempted to ask him to repeat himself. I restricted myself to a gracious nod choosing to acknowledge his words in the same spirit in which they were offered.
 "If I might suggest something," I began with what I hoped was a genuine smile. "I'd like to bring my whiteboard in here so that we can get a visual on what we're discussing."
I was halfway back to the kitchen with the whiteboard/poster when it occurred to me that perhaps my cycling fanatical spouse might not appreciate my handiwork as much as I would hope. I entered the kitchen in a crab-like side scuttle, holding the makeshift whiteboard at an angle that I hoped would hide its true incarnation. Alas. I managed to trip over an enthusiastic Trixie who was cavorting about my feet as if she had not seen me in months. My burden flew through air, landing poster-side up.
"Caroline." 
My breath seemed suspended somewhere between lungs and mouth. Whenever he uses my entire given name rather than the more friendly shortened version, I tend to freeze. Call it a reflex from childhood, but it still gets me every time.
"Yes, dear?" I stayed where I was, seated on the floor with Trixie now ensconced on my lap, happily licking my hand.
"May I ask where you got this particular poster?" His tone implied, do I even need to ask?
"Of course you may, Gregory," I replied, scrambling to my feet rather awkwardly. I plopped myself back in my chair and waited for the next verbal shoe to drop.
I like to think of myself as a wordsmith, a painstaking artist whose choices in diction are always carefully considered. And I did mean what I said. Of course he could ask. Only he didn't. Instead, he very gently leaned the poster sans my many sticky notes against the wall and just as carefully exited the room.
I sighed. Apparently solving the murders was still my job.
I set about regrouping my notes. This was quite a task since some of them had secreted themselves under the table while others had landed sticky-side up.
"You know, Greg, you might at least have stayed to help me." I kept my voice at a conversational pitch, knowing that my husband was most likely across the hall in his sanctuary. I knew very well that he could hear me, whether he responded or not. "I suppose this will become a one-woman job. Per usual," I added with a deep sigh for effect. 
Still nothing. I was beginning to get hot under the collar when I heard a faint dragging noise making its way down our hall, accompanied by Trixie's excited yips. I left my notes on the table and stepped out of the kitchen to see Greg half-carrying, half-dragging a piece of plywood toward me, his face an interesting shade of light puce, whether from the exertion or from ire I couldn't tell. 
Whatever was the man doing? It would do absolutely no good to ask him, though. His motto is all in good time or something equally irritating to those of us who crave instant information. So of course I inquired, using my most annoying mother tone. "Gregory Browning! Whatever in the world are you doing, besides ruining the floor?" I had to admit that the plywood provided a sturdier background for the plethora of sticky notes. And it provided a barrier between me and an irascible spouse. I really should learn to keep my thoughts to myself…
While it didn't work quite as efficiently as the CSI folks would have us believe, Greg and I were able to make some progress with our version of a smart board. I tend to think that my sticky note method is effective, so we stayed with it as we moved names and incidents around on the plywood, Greg's precious cycling poster propped against the wall in isolation like the troublemaker it was.
"I'm still looking at Avery Stanton as the killer," Greg commented, arms akimbo as he gazed at the board. 
I sniffed in contempt. From my point of view, Greg had manipulated the notes to come up with this novel idea. When he has his mind set on an outcome, nothing will change it, not even my board that, to me, shouted Louise's name loudly and clearly.
I chose not to point this out, however. I would simply continue on in the vein of thought that I had developed and not let my spouse's narrow-mindedness hamper my progress. When I declined to comment, instead standing to my feet and inquiring about dinner, I had the satisfaction of seeing his brows bunch together—but only briefly. He has as much like for showing his hand as a professional poker player.
And neither do I.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
It goes without saying that I can be devious. And that was certainly the mindset I'd developed rapidly following the sticky note exercise. I would need to figure out a reason for following up with my suspicions concerning Louise Stanton, especially since I'd need to spin it as a "we need to check out Avery" exercise. So as I sipped my coffee—today it was pumpkin spice—and contemplated my husband's noble profile across the table, I concocted a plan.
"Greg." 
I placed my mug on the table a bit more firmly than I'd intended, earning a raised eyebrow from over the sports section of our local paper. I sighed. If I wanted things to go my way, I'd need to calibrate every word. I tried again.
"My dear," I began, careful to modulate my tone. "Why don't we make a visit to the mayor's office sometime today? I need to run by the post office as well, so we could combine trips, conserve some energy." 
Appealing to Greg's conservancy bent, I crafted my suggestion in words designed to instill a guilt trip of the utmost size. From the frown that now creased his brow, I could tell that my hubby knew exactly what I was doing. I smiled primly as I waited for his response. 
"If we must, Caro." 
When provoked, Greg can become downright pedantic. The degree to which his "pedanticness" reaches is a reliable measurement of his ire. A four word reply indicated one level below "massive explosion," I would need to tread lightly.
"Well, then," I said brightly. "I'll shower and dress first, if that's alright with you, my dear."
A grunt from behind the paper was Greg's reply. I stood and walked past him, dropping a kiss on the top of his head. It was a "catching-flies-with-honey" kind of day.
The ride to Seneca Meadows' downtown was on the silent side, but that suited me. I was in planning mode and needed to think. Greg, from his perch on the passenger's seat, exuded an air of disproval. Maybe a side trip to the bakery would take care of that, I thought. I would need him on my side.
The post office errand dispatched with, I pulled in front of the bakery, slipping the sedan's gears smoothly into park. Pasting on my best smile, I turned to my husband.
"Shall we stop for a bite or take it with us?" A shrug was my answer, so I chose for us. I figured a few minutes of sniffing sugar-infused air would sweeten his disposition.
"Good morning, you two," Candy greeted us from the gleaming display case. "I just put out some cinnamon rolls if you're interested."
I had to admit that they looked delectable. Alas, I am a creature of habit. "We'll take two slices of your freshest strudel, Candy," I smiled to take the sting from my words. It would never do to hurt the feelings of Seneca Meadows' best-loved citizen.
 "You'll turn into a strudel one day, Mrs. B.," she said in mock disapproval. "Coffee as well?" That went without saying.
Duly loaded down with sweet treats and liquid energy in a mug, I led Greg over to a small table near the back of the bakery. We needed privacy for our planning session—at least that was my intention—and I wanted to keep my dear spouse out of the range of nosy customers. When he is in a mood, he can be surly with the best of them.
"So." I wiped a few errant crumbs from my mouth and waited for Greg to look at me. When he didn't, I gave my best "ahem," the one that makes me sound as though I'm strangling. It also drives Greg crazy, a dividend in my book.
"Out with it, Caro." 
His tone was as sour as expired milk, and he continued to scrape his fork across a plate that looked quite empty from where I sat. That, as you might have guessed, was the return volley in the battle of irritating sounds.
"While you are speaking with Avery, I'll tackle Louise," I said briskly, reaching out and snagging the offending plate and silverware. "We need to ascertain where both of them went after leaving Natalie at Helena's house, although I'm not sure that direct questioning will be the best method. Ideas?" I smiled brightly at Greg, who now sat with arms folded and an almost petulant expression on his face. I tried not to gloat.
"Actually, I do." He uncrossed his arms and leaned forward. I mirrored his pose, leaning toward him in anticipation. When my husband has a notion, it's generally well-thought-out. And that was as far as he got. In rather dramatic style, Avery and Louise Stanton swept into the bakery. Apparently they believed that being the mayor demanded a fanfare—or at least a fan base.
Whenever I look back at that particular moment, I can see the flaw in my next plan of action, but at the time it seemed the most natural thing to do. Grabbing Greg's arm, I all but dragged him from his chair and past the Stantons, nodding farewell to Candy as we left.
"And just what prompted that little scene, if I might ask?" Greg was back to being irritated with me, but I completely ignored that. My mind was racing ahead with a most wonderful, most daring plan. Breaking into the Stanton's house.
"Just get in the car, Greg." I jumped into the driver's seat and started the engine with gusto, giving the accelerator an extra tap for good measure. "And call the bakery. I need to talk to Candy."
To my amazement, he did as I asked, dutifully handing over the phone as it began to ring. When Candy answered, I took a deep breath. The entire plan rested on how successful she would be.
"This is Caro," I began, then added hurriedly, "and don't say my name." I went on to explain what I needed her to do, and she agreed, although she didn't sound nearly as upbeat as I thought she should. Still, all we needed was twenty minutes—surely she could keep them occupied for that length of time. I rang off with her rather dubious promise in my ear then tossed the cell back to Greg.
"I don't want to know what you've got up your sleeve," he said, buckling up as I backed out of the parking spot and headed in the direction of the acting mayor's home. I smiled smugly and focused on driving, nudging the car to the edge of the speed limit.
"When we get inside," I began, ignoring Greg's groan of protest, "I want you to go through Avery's desk. That is, if he has a desk," I added. "If not, check the dresser in their room." I indicated a left hand turn and narrowly missed a cyclist, earning a growl from my passenger. "I will be in the kitchen."
"Looking for what, if I might inquire? A secret recipe? Minutes for that last HOA meeting?" Greg's voice held an unmistakable tone of scorn, which I chose to ignore.
"For receipts, memos, correspondence." I whisked the car around a corner and drew up in front of a neat bungalow. "If Louise has saved any of those items, she'll have plastered the refrigerator with them."
Greg looked out of the window at the house. "Do you think it's wise to park in front of the house we intend to burgle?"
"We are not here to burgle, dear," I said in a deceptively sweet voice. "We are simply gathering information that might help to solve some rather nasty deaths. And I didn't park in front of their house," I added. "It's the one across the street."
"Brilliant," my partner in crime muttered. I thought so as well.
It took just a few minutes of the allotted time to break and enter. God bless the Stantons—they actually left their back door unlocked. Someone needed to warn them about housebreakers.
The Stantons went in for minimalism, which was apparent from the lack of furniture. One couch—a red leather monstrosity—and an armchair that looked as though it had been fashioned from plastic sat squarely in the middle of the front room. A quick peek into the dining area showed much of the same. I shuddered, wondering how in the world Louise Stanton's massive bottom could be comfortable on those hard chairs.
"I found something," my husband announced from the nether regions of the house. I practically skipped down the hall in my enthusiasm, colliding with said husband as he stepped out from what was clearly the master bedroom.
"Good grief, Caro." Greg rubbed his nose, a flush of red spreading across the offended appendage. "Can't you act your age?"
Not the best thing to say to any woman—that much was certain—so onto the list of retribution it went. At the rate Greg was going, I would have enough ammo for at least three decent clashes of the wills. With that satisfying thought tucked safely away, I smiled up at my disgruntled spouse.
"And what did you find, my dear?" I held my head up a tad higher, conscious that my neck had begun to take on a crepe-like appearance lately. I wanted to appear as though I could still skip at will, sans the racing heart that now threatened to give me away.
"This," Greg replied, thrusting an envelope into my hand. "From what I can see, this is a notice of intent to prosecute."
"To prosecute what? I mean, whom? And why?" I sounded as muddled as I felt, and I quickly scanned the paper the envelope had contained.
"The Stantons, it would appear, have been indicted for money laundering." 
Greg made to whisk the paper from my hand. I hung on, determined to read it in its entirety. The sound of tearing paper filled the space between us, and we let go as one, watching the two halves as they drifted to the floor—just as the unmistakable sound of the front door opening reached our ears.
We remained frozen in place, a tableau of terror. I recovered first, of course, grabbing the rigid arm of my spouse and spinning him around in the direction of the master bedroom.
"Quick!" I hissed. "In there!" I pushed Greg ahead of me into the vast closet, dragging him down to the floor. "Get behind those trousers, Greg. And tuck your legs under you," I added as I arranged my own limbs. If our luck held, no one would even know we'd been here. Unless…
"Greg!" I kept my voice as quiet as possible. "Do you still have the letter?"
A quiet groan was my answer. Fabulous. We'd just left a calling card, complete with flashing neon sign, in the middle of the hallway.
The voices we heard, though, were not those of the elder Stanton pair. Rather, from what I deduced, there were at least two out there, young males from the basso profundo tones emanating from the hall. Or at least they were basso until they got closer to our hideyhole. Then they demonstrated a pitch that would make any soprano weep with joy.
"Get Ma on the phone—quick!" That was Voice One, clearly the elder of the two by the bossiness he exhibited.
"No way, dude! You tell her!" Voice Two sounded terrified of the mater, not that I could blame him. Louise Stanton could run roughshod over whomever she chose.
"Whatever. I'll do it, sissy boy." 
They moved back down the hallway toward the front room, and soon I could hear One's voice lifted in protest. He was probably taking the heat. That, I felt certain, would not bode well for Two.
There had not been a solitary sound from Greg's side of the closet, and I began to worry. Perhaps he had fainted. Or worse. I'd heard tales of perfectly healthy men in their prime—and he was definitely in his prime—dropping dead for no apparent reason. With racing heart, I crawled out from behind a collection of Louise Stanton's tent-like dresses and listened intently. A soft snore reassured me and then brought my blood to a boil. How in Heaven's name could he sleep at a time like this? I was tempted to leave him behind for Avery Stanton to discover.
Shaking his shoulder, I hissed, "Greg! Wake up!" A final snort emanated from behind the trousers, followed by a wild thrashing about. Good grief. If I didn't stop him, he would tear the closet up as well as the letter.
"Get hold of yourself, Gregory," I scolded, reaching out to push open the closet door. "We need to get out of here now before mister and missus arrive." I struggled to my feet and reached out a hand to help my spouse stand. Hopefully the Stanton offspring—I assumed that was who had been yelling down the house—had not noticed our car parked just opposite. 
With Greg in tow, I tiptoed toward the front door. I was feeling the need to quit the residence as quickly as possible.
"The next time I have an idea like this," I muttered, "stop me."
"As if I could," Greg snorted, twisting his hand out of mine. "Caro, hold on a minute. I'll check to make sure the coast is clear." He cautiously opened the front door.
It was my turn to snort. "You sound as if you're playing a cheesy movie role, Oh Great One."
When the Stantons pulled into the driveway, I was certain my life as I knew it was over.
"Now what do we do?" I grasped my husband's arm in a full-fledged panic. In my estimation, we had approximately ten seconds between escaping and being caught red-handed in a place where we had no business.
"Back to the closet, Caro. Move it!" Greg spun me around, pushing me ahead of him. We made it back to our hiding places just as the front door opened once more, this time ushering in the pater and mater of the Stanton familia.
And I prayed with all my might that they weren't the type of folks to come home and change into more comfortable garb. I wasn't sure how we could explain our presence, tucked in among the dresses and trousers as if we had come to shop and stayed to hide.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
The unmistakable clomping of Louise's heavy footsteps moved toward the bedroom, and I held my breath. I was, to coin a phrase, scared enough to wet my pants. However, the very idea that I might humiliate myself distracted me, creating the impetus I needed to get moving.
I reached out for Greg's hand, finding instead a pair of stiletto heels that were the antithesis of Louise's fashion sense. It would provide a handy weapon if needed, though, so I picked up the mate as well. 
"Greg!" I said sotto voce. "Take this!" 
I held out the shoe blindly. It took a nerve-wracking moment to make the transfer. I heard a grunt from his sector, and I rightly interpreted it as disgust.
"Use the heel to defend yourself, dear," I hissed into the darkness, only just stopping myself from adding, "You nitwit." Men amaze me at times with their lack of common sense.
Louise walked into the room, and I listened in amusement as she decompressed noisily, my genteel way of indicating a fa—no, I cannot bring myself to even write the word, but suffice it to say that even behind a closed door, I could smell her. Apparently the woman had digestive issues. 
To my horror, I also detected the sound of clothes being unsnapped and discarded. If she intended to open the closet for more apparel, I would greet her with a stiletto to the face. I could not tell what Gregory was doing, but I hoped that he was also ready to attack if need be. With pounding heart, I mentally followed her around her room (fully clothed, of course) as she opened and closed dresser drawers, continued decompressing, and whistling tunelessly. When I finally heard the door to the en suite bathroom shut behind her, I let out the breath that I didn't realize I'd been holding.
It was now or never. As quietly as I could, I slipped out from my hiding spot and felt around for Greg. Grabbing his hand, I tugged him toward the closet door, opening it with as much stealth as any cat burglar. All that was needed was a dash down the hall, out the door, and we were home free…if the missus stayed in the shower and the mister was otherwise occupied. 
Louise was now singing—bellowing, rather—the latest song by Katy Perry. I almost laughed aloud listening to her proclaim that we'd "hear her roar." As if we had a choice! She was roaring loud enough to be heard all over Seneca Meadows, but it was loud enough to cover our exit from the closet and the room, so I couldn't fault her.
"Hey! What were you doing in my house?" 
The outraged shout from the front room startled us both and put wings on our feet. We raced the rest of the way to the entrance as if we were being chased by Old Scratch himself. Avery hadn't even noticed us, though. He was busy yelling into his cell phone, most likely directing his ire toward his hapless office aide. I grinned at Greg as we left by the front door, closing it quietly behind us. The Caro luck had held again. 
I tossed the high-heeled shoe in the Stantons' flowerbed and strolled to our car, Greg right behind me, still clutching the mate to the shoe. I just shook my head at him in amusement. He could keep it as a souvenir for all I cared. 
To describe the drive home as sedate wouldn't be far from the truth. The goal had been accomplished. We'd made it out without being arrested for breaking and entering, and the promise of comfort food loomed large on my culinary horizon. I would be preparing my famous avocado and turkey sandwiches for dinner, along with an enormous batch of homemade sweet potato fries, an American delicacy that I had embraced with both hands.
This is the point in a novel where the protagonist is confronted by the local police department, or by some busybody, but this, thankfully, was real life. We were able to gain the sanctity of our home without further ado, and it was a treat to join Greg in his inner sanctum with Trixie snuggled in my lap. It was twice as nice when my sweet spouse handed me a glass of my favorite Pinot Grigio, nicely chilled and buttery smooth.
"Caro." 
Greg's voice was stern but not unkind, so I continued to sip my wine, watching him over the rim of the glass. Trixie was half asleep, stretched out with complete abandon, her soft belly showing like the hussy she was. I obliged her with a tummy rub.
"Yes, my dear?" Another sip, more to keep my mouth occupied than anything else.
"If. You. EVER," he began, "involve me in any activity that requires me to break a law, ANY law, I will personally duct tape you to a chair until you come to your senses." 
By the end of his pronouncement, he was back to regular punctuation, so I just smiled at him. One of my fabulous sandwiches would bring him back around to my way of thinking. I stood up, placed the sleeping princess on Gregory's lap, kissed the top of his head, and took myself off to the kitchen. My husband's heart did indeed reside in his stomach. 
"Ah. That was delightful, Caro." Greg brushed the last of the crumbs from his lips and smiled across at me. "I always enjoy your cooking."
I glanced sharply at him, trying to ascertain any hint of sarcasm on his face, but I saw none. I preened, nodding my head graciously. I had learned early on from my mother how to handle an angry man—feed him.
"Yes, I do think the addition of spinach and roasted red peppers was especially brilliant." I reached across for his empty plate. "Now. How about watching a bit of cycling?"
It was his turn to examine me for cynicism. I was thoroughly sincere, though. I needed him occupied while I searched for more information on the money laundering Stantons. When I handed him a fresh mug of coffee, he obliged me. The last thing I heard as I tiptoed to my office was the creak of his chair as he leaned back, footrest extended. I smiled to myself. He'd be asleep in no time. My husband was nothing if not predictable.
I sat down at my desk, powering up the laptop, as I contemplated the view out of the window. Spring had turned into summer without much fanfare, and the burnished sky still held the heat of the day. I loved it, though—being reared in the cold mists of England had given me a deep appreciation for warmth. And there was something to be said for the heartier blossoms that grew locally. They seemed stronger than the delicate roses and violas that had populated my mother's garden, mirroring of the vigor of my new country. In short, I loved it here.
Correction. I loved it here when I wasn't stumbling over dead bodies. That would have to change, and I was determined to aid the Seneca Meadows Police Department with my own brand of expertise. I, after all, crafted and solved crime for a living.
After one hour of diligent trolling through court documents, I still hadn't found out more than we already knew. Yes, the couple had been caught red-handed funneling monies from our HOA directly into an account set up under the name of their eldest son. Yes, it was the infamous Cat Lady who had reported them; perhaps that accounted for her demise. And yes, they had indeed been indicted by the district attorney's office, with trial pending the appointment of a new mayor. I grinned. Louise Stanton's days of playing at politics were numbered. I idly wondered about running for HOA president myself.
And then I spotted it, the name leaping out at me as if in neon colors, flashing across my screen in blazing light: Louise Greenberg Stanton. How in the world had I not known this about her? She had been related to the late mayor, was still related to Natalie, and had motive aplenty when it came to ridding herself of those who would get in her way, personally or politically. And to think I'd been hunkered down in her closet a mere few hours ago! I shuddered, considering just how close Greg and I had come to being victims six and seven—to being scarred by the sight of Louise in the buff.
Needless to say, Greg's nap was interrupted by my babbling about closets and killers and cats. By the time I'd managed to make myself clear, both he and I were "'het up," as John Wayne might say—me from screeching and he from irritation at being awakened so rudely. Even Trixie, that little traitor, wrinkled her nose at me.
I didn't care. I now had solid proof that Louise was the Killer of Seneca Meadows. In a flash I was up and out of the house. I, the savior of the Seneca Meadows Police Department, was on my way to deliver the good news in person. They could thank me later.
 
* * *
 
"Mrs. Browning, please explain it to me one more time, if you could." 
Officer Scott sat across from me in a small interview room, a rather bored looking Officer Kingsley at his side. I sighed. Men were men, no matter the garb they wore. Why couldn't they understand things the first time around? Taking in a deep breath, I patiently began again.
"My neighbor, the one found dead with all those cats,"—here both officers grimaced, clearly recalling the mess they'd encountered in that house—"apparently saw Louise Stanton killing that detective, the one I found in the park." I paused to make sure they were following my train of thought, although by the look on Kingsley's face, he was still off-track. I managed to control an eye roll and focused my attention on Officer Scott.
"That led to the mayor's heart attack—I'm still working on that one—as well as Helen Wentworth's shooting. I am surmising that they both knew about Louise's attempts to hush up the money laundering indictment since one was her brother and the other his secretary." I had to pause for breath here while both men stared at me in consternation.
"Are you saying, Mrs. Browning, that you believe Mrs. Stanton to be the sibling of Mayor Greenberg?" Kingsley's expression was one of amusement, something that tends to rile me, particularly in situations where I am trying as hard as I can to make myself understood.
"Yes." I practically spat the syllable at him from my side of the table. "Yes, that is indeed what I am trying to say." I looked from one smiling face to the other. "What? Have I gotten the relationship incorrect? Perhaps they are cousins?"
Officer Kingsley let go a snort of laughter but was quickly silenced by the withering look aimed at him by his superior. That would be moi, of course. I stood to my feet with all of the dignity I could muster. I had bigger fish to fry than these two guppies.
"Mrs. Browning," began Officer Scott in a kindly tone.
"That's Ms. Layton-Browning to you, sir," I snapped.
"Before you go around making accusations, please get your facts straight. Louise Stanton, née Greenberg, is not now and never was a relative of our late mayor." He started to smile then stopped, no doubt feeling the heat of my laser-like glare. Even Gregory cannot withstand me whenever I employ my schoolmarm scowl.
"Is there anything else that you feel must be corrected?" I continued to stare both men down, but Officer Kingsley lacked the discipline of his fellow officer—he actually grinned at me! With a flounce, I headed for the door, not missing the laughter that followed me down the corridor. 
Fine. I would do this on my own. And when I solved the case for them, I'd make sure that everyone within the sound of my voice knew that I was the one who had done it. Alongside my spouse, of course. I still needed him to do the heavy lifting.
In spite of being goaded into action, I found myself moping on the couch in the front room, Trixie sprawled out on the floor beside me. The more I thought, the more tangled the once clear connections became until I had all but convinced myself that everyone involved had succumbed to natural causes. That was silly, of course. No one died "naturally" of a bullet to the head. Still, I'd lost the impetus. Maybe a nap would restart my engine.



CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
In my dream I was standing in front of my house, binocs held against my eyes as I surveyed the chaos next door. Louise, Avery, Natalie, and the late mayor ran in and out of the Cat Lady's house, each carrying with them armfuls of screeching felines. The resulting hullabaloo was enough to wake the dead…as well as me. I was jerked awake by a racket not typically heard this side of a movie screen.
"Caro! Caroline! Wake up!" Gregory's voice was forceful, the hand that shook my shoulder heavy and firm. "Officer Scott would like to speak with you." He gave me another shake that wasn't warranted. I was already struggling to sit up.
"Please refrain from dislocating my arm, if you would be so kind," I said, standing to my feet and wavering slightly. I have never done well under circumstances such as this, preferring instead to awaken slowly and naturally. Preferably with a cup of coffee brought to my bedside.
"He's in the kitchen," Greg replied, turning on heel and exiting our bedroom.
He was gone before I could ask the reason for this visit. I yawned, trying to appear fully functional as I walked in the kitchen. The smell of freshly brewed coffee met my appreciative nose, and I smiled almost benevolently at both my husband, who handed me a mug, and at the officer, whose expression looked much like a little boy who was about to confess to stealing the cookies.
I sat and sipped, forcing Officer Scott to take the conversational lead, something he did with much reluctance. I was careful to modulate my expression—it would never do to gloat. There would be plenty of time for that later. After a moment or two of inane conversation, Officer Scott got to the meat of his visit.
"It was your, uh, assumption of relationship that got me thinking, Ms. Layton-Browning—"
"Please call me Caro," I interjected magnanimously.
"—and I discovered that Louise Stanton was once married to Mayor Greenberg. In fact," he added as he squirmed a bit more, "it would seem that she is—was—also the sister of the second Mrs. Greenberg, the one who, ah, committed suicide."
Here was a solid motive, if not two of them, for getting rid of His Honor. I did admire a woman who could multi-task! With Mayor Greenberg erased from the political picture, she could move back into the role of Seneca Meadows' First Lady—and eliminate several witnesses to her legal issues with no one the wiser. Except for yours truly, of course. 
Well done, Louise, I thought with grudging admiration. Well done indeed.
I nodded graciously as he finished the spiel and stood to make his farewell. Gregory was sipping his coffee, keeping his own counsel, but I could feel his curious eyes fixed on me. I'd certainly have some explaining to do. With assurances that I did not feel any rancor for him or the SMPD, I closed the door behind Officer Scott and slowly walked back to the kitchen and my waiting interrogator.
There is a quality to certain silences. The silence in my kitchen was thick with recrimination, albeit a very quiet accusation. Those are the worst type, the silences that grow exponentially by the minute. And my dear husband had a green thumb when it came to cultivating silence.
"Well, someone had to tell them." I sounded petulant, a child caught tattling. "I felt it was my civic duty to provide them the clues to go on, and it worked out quite well, as you might have noticed." I refrained from tossing my head at him. I'd made my point. There was no need to fuel any more fires, so to speak.
After a few moments, my put-upon husband sighed. "Let's go out for dinner, Caro, and make it a real celebration. Of sorts," he added as he rose to rinse out his coffee mug, qualifying his applause as negligible. Before I could retort, he said, "I was thinking of that new restaurant just outside of town."
Momentarily derailed from the current train of thought, I wrinkled my brow, trying to picture anything out of town except the myriad cattle herds that roamed the countryside. I stared at him, waiting to be enlightened.
"The Farmhouse, Caro." He lifted his eyebrows at me as if to say that I must be the last in our town to learn about this new place. And for all I knew, I was. After all, I had been just a tad distracted as of late. Besides, there were quite a number of farmhouses scattered through the countryside—was it my fault if I wasn't privy to which one was now a restaurant?
"You might at least let me know which farmhouse it is, Greg," I said, a trace of huffiness in my voice.
"It's just past the railroad depot, on the east side of Schuyler Road." He was patience personified, a true saint of the highest water. And he was letting me know it.
I stuck my tongue out at him. Saints tend to irk me. Luckily for me, he had already turned to place the mug in the dishwasher. Luckily for him, I loved him.
The railroad runs through our little burg from north to south, carrying goods from various manufacturers to businesses all along the eastern seaboard. This includes beef on the hoof, so the myriad cattle cars that form the trains can be smelled from far and wide when they stop at the depot. The idea that someone had actually set up a restaurant within sniffing distance of the bellowing cargo did little to whet my appetite. Hopefully the dining area would be heavily insulated against any escaping odors.
I had to admit that the Farmhouse presented itself delightfully. Wide beds of seasonal flowers wound their way around a spacious porch and down the graveled path. Several wooden rocking chairs, the sort with wide, flat arm rests and slatted backs, rocked gently to and fro in the evening breeze, and I discovered that I was intrigued. I was not about to let on to my spouse, though. He'd have to work for any commentary I might have to offer.
"Greg, this is absolutely enchanting!" I exclaimed as I looked around, thereby negating my intent of indifference. Oh, well. It truly was a lovely spot, and I found myself looking forward to the rest of the evening.
Although it did feel odd dining on filet mignon when I could clearly hear the lowing of cattle in the distance—I prefer not to acknowledge where my meals originate—it was one of the tenderest cuts of beef I'd had in a great while. Perhaps I'd been mistaken about Greg's annoyance over my solo visit to the boys in blue.
"Next time you decide to waltz downtown and do your Agatha Christie act, Caro, would you mind letting me know?" 
Greg took a swallow from his water glass, and I could see by the tense lines in his face that he meant what he said. In spades. I softened, my reaction morphing from genuine ire to that of adoration. He really did want to keep me around for a while longer.
"Of course, my dear," I replied, reaching over to cover one of his hands with mine. "Your slightest wish is my command."
He removed his hand from mine, snorting in derision. "If only, Caro."
And the spell was broken, which was just as well, since neither of us are mushy people. 
We enjoyed our meals, topping them off with a glorious concoction heralded as "Death by Chocolate," a misnomer if there ever was one—I had been thoroughly schooled in death recently, and none of it had come by the hands of this luscious dessert. Of course, there was the dessert: Death by Chocolate. I shook my head, dispelling the negative thought. I was determined to enjoy my evening out.
I've heard it said that bad things come in threes—I beg to differ. They actually come in fours, and their collective name was Stanton. When I saw Greg's eyes swivel to the entryway and then back again with a sharpness that was more than idle curiosity, I couldn't help but gawp as well.
To my dismay, in marched the gang of four, their ranks led by Louise's massive bulk. I shuddered, thinking how close I'd come to viewing her au naturel. I turned back to face my husband. He had resumed eating the remains of the chocolate cake, evidenced by the rim of frosting that encircled his mouth. I forgot the Stantons as I mimed wiping my own lips—as I've mentioned before, for someone as refined as my husband, his lack of table manners is appalling.
"Let's get out of here," I hissed at my spouse as he sat placidly forking up the remaining crumbs of chocolaty goodness. 
"Why?" His curiosity was genuine. 
Why indeed?
"Because we might be recognized, Greg, and I have no desire to be remanded for a burglary." I sat back in my chair, chin jutting forward in the attitude that suggests an ensuing skirmish. To my dismay, he laughed.
"And just how might they recognize us, Caro, not to mention they already do—smile! Here they come." To my horror, Greg stood to his feet, holding out his hand to the approaching family. "Mr. Mayor! What a pleasant surprise this is. Caro, do you remember Mayor Stanton?"
Of course I remembered him! That was a given, even if I hadn't just broken into his house. Avery Stanton had moderated many an HOA battle in my presence, and I'd chatted with him at various town meetings. Just what was my husband playing at?
"Mr. Browning. And Mrs. Browning—or should I say Ms. Layton-Browning?" The man was absolutely fawning over me, clinging to the hand that I'd thrust out in an automatic response to Greg's words. 
"Please, do call me Caro," I said, tugging my hand free of his clammy grasp. What was it with politicians and their uncomfortably damp palms? I didn't want to think about it, not so soon after eating.
"Caro it is." Avery Stanton was practically emitting his own light, he was beaming so broadly.
The rest of the Stanton clan seemed content to gather around their patriarchal figure while the rest of the restaurant did their best to watch without appearing to. I was becoming decidedly uneasy. Something in the man's face told me he knew more than he was revealing. I decided to up the ante in this little farce.
"It is always such an honor to see you and your lovely family among us mere mortals." Here I gave a hearty guffaw to show the mayor that my words were meant to imply a joke, and I enjoyed the swift change of expression that crossed his face. Greg, who thankfully wasn't within ankle-kicking distance, glared at me across the table.
"Yes." Only it came out in a sibilant yaaaasss, the snake-like quality quickly dampening any witty rejoinder I might have had. I quickly took my seat and busied myself with emptying another packet of sugar into my already sweetened iced tea. With a nod to my husband, the mayor led his family to where a nervous waitress was waiting to seat them.
Greg retook his seat, his irritation evident in the stiffness of his shoulders. Well, he could kiss his after-dessert dessert goodbye, I thought huffily. His next words, though, turned my own reaction on its head.
"I think, Caro, that they've just shown their hand." He set about stacking plates and tidying up the table, a pleasant smile on his face as if we were conversing casually about the weather or where we might go on our next holiday. "Something about that man strikes me all wrong."
I leaned forward eagerly, wanting to dissect this turn of events but a slight shake of Greg's head stopped me. Instead, I said in what I hoped was a nonchalant tone, "Let's go home, dearest. I'm rather tired after such a busy day." This earned me the kick I'd avoided earlier, delivered with a sweet smile on his face. 
"I agree, Caro." Greg stood and smiled lovingly down at me, holding out a hand to help me stand. 
I beamed back, my expression one of complete agreement. We were in Oscar-winning mode. 
And yet I was suddenly frightened. The Stantons were a four-headed monster to be avoided at all cost, and I was thoroughly regretting my hare-brained decision to search their house. How could Greg have let me talk him into that?
It was in this frame of mind that I climbed into bed, quite obviously delineating my side with a pillow and Trixie's furry frame. A quiet chuckle from my husband let me know that he knew exactly what I was up to, which, of course, made me even more irritated. 
When he reached over the barrier to pull me close, I was a willing participant. 
 
* * *
 
The following morning found me staring at my computer screen, willing new ideas for book plots to gel. My mind was all over the place, from my newly-discovered fear of enclosed spaces (blame the recent sojourn in the Stantons' know closet) to the near disaster at dinner the night before. Just how much did the Stantons know? I wondered, mentally retracing our steps through their house. Aside from the dropped legal paperwork, I could think of nothing that pointed to either me or my intrepid spouse.
And then the light bulb came on, and I literally slapped my forehead. What idiots we had been! Nanny cameras, of course—that was the most logical, incontrovertible answer. I shivered, realizing that the game was certainly afoot. I reached for my cell to call Greg's office at the university then stopped. There was nothing he could do about it now, and it probably wasn't a good idea to leave a message with his teaching assistant regarding our mutual crime spree, given his specialty of law. I was willing to bet that he was glad to be back at work and away from my daily drama.
A knocking at the front door interrupted the growing hysteria. I frowned, peering out the window of my study. A white van sat in our drive, the familiar signage on its side declaring that they specialized in the prompt removal of rodents, spiders, and other household pests. I didn't recall a pest control visit today, but perhaps they'd called Greg, and he'd forgotten to share that with me. Forgivable, considering the upheaval recently in our lives. To tell the truth, any respite from working on my book was welcome. Without another thought, I flung open the front door, ready to greet our friendly neighborhood killer of all things pesky.
I just didn't realize that I was on that list as well. The last thing I could clearly recall was a masked man grabbing my arms, spinning me around, and pressing a cloth to my mouth and nose. I was out like a light.



CHAPTER TWENTY
 
Watery light filtered through my eyelids, and a burning sensation around my nose and mouth told me that I'd been chloroformed. I'd done that to several characters in past manuscripts and vowed to halt that practice except for the worst of the worst. It felt like my skin was on fire, and I was angry with myself for falling for an old trick that might have been Mrs. Grayson's downfall.
Mrs. Grayson! I groaned, recalling just how detrimental a visit from a supposed pest technician—or whatever it was they called themselves—had been. She'd earned a toes-up, feet-first ride on the county's dollar from her residence to the morgue. 
The van was still moving, and the driver was singing along with a local country station, a song that set my teeth on edge. Why did they all have to yodel as if they were about to embark on a trip to the Alps? At least it provided some cover for me. I needed to wriggle my arms and legs a bit to get the blood circulating again. Curiously, I had not been tied, my abductor apparently counting on my unconscious state to last longer than it had. 
I eased my eyes open to mere slits, taking in my surroundings. The cargo area of the van, where I had been stashed like so much jetsam, appeared to indeed be outfitted with the accoutrement for eradicating household pests. An idea began to formulate, one I'd also used in past plots with a successful outcome, disable the kidnapper with a blast of something in the eyes. Fire extinguishers, hairspray, perfume—I'd utilized them all and then some. Why not a good shot of chemicals? 
The current song drew mercifully to an end, but that also meant a few more moments of playing dead. Or at least comatose. I allowed my head to loll in case he was peeking at me in the rearview mirror, a tiny line of drool issuing from my lips. Disgusting, to be sure, but one does what one must in situations such as this. The next song began, and I was relieved to hear my driver-kidnapper-friendly neighborhood pest control guy begin singing once more.
I inched my hand to the right and closed my fingers around the slender wand attached to a container of what I hoped was a lethal combination of pesticides. Not that I wished to dispatch the man like a bug, but I was getting fed up with the shenanigans in Seneca Meadows.
The screech that accompanied the wild spraying of chemicals startled even me, and I was the one doing it. The van began to swerve wildly across the road—I had taken a quick glance out the window before launching my attack—and headed straight for a light post in front of a mom and pop store. The driver was completely incapacitated, so I grabbed the wheel (I did not have a death wish) and guided the vehicle to a gentle stop, directly into a picket fence that surrounded the parking lot in which we had landed.
A series of shouts from without the van met my ringing ears and the sliding door was wrenched open. Several hands helped me out and held me upright. I was quite dizzy from being in such close contact with concentrated chemicals, not to mention the go around with chloroform.
"Oh, my god! It's Mrs. B.!" That voice could only belong to Candy, and I blinked in wonder as she stepped forward and grabbed my arm. "How in the world did you get in there?" She looked from me to the van and back, then at my face. "Mrs. B.! Your face is covered in zits!"
I managed to jerk my arm from her grasp, irritated at having her proclaim so loudly and inaccurately the cause of the lesions on my face. 
"I've been chloroformed and kidnapped, and I'd appreciate it if you'd call my husband. And the police," I added, glancing around to see the faux bug man bent over at the waist, retching up his breakfast all over his shoes. "Don't let him get away," I added almost as an afterthought. Two customers from the store stepped to the man's side, gingerly taking his arms. I didn't blame them. There is nothing particularly heroic about wearing another person's vomit as proof of a good deed.
The expression on Officer Scott's face when he arrived on the scene was priceless, and I almost enjoyed telling him about my adventure. This alone should have let him—and that entire department—know that I was no ordinary amateur crime fighter. I was resourceful and canny, and I could land on my own two, albeit shaky, feet.
Someone called my husband, and he arrived with a look of extreme concern and outstretched arms. My heart melted to see my husband advancing on me, and I held out my own arms to receive his embrace.
"Good grief, Caro! You smell like a chemical warehouse!" He held me at arms' length, but his hands gripped my shoulders tightly. I stood on tiptoe and kissed his nose.
"No worse than he does," I said, pointing with my chin at my kidnapper who was being led toward an ambulance by Officer Scott and a paramedic. "My aim might not be perfect, but it certainly is lethal."
When I started crying, it didn't matter to Greg that I reeked of bug spray. He held me close and whispered against my hair. And he only gagged once.
Later that evening, after what now felt like a routine visit to the emergency room, I lay back against a mound of soft pillows, the requisite mug of hot sweetened tea cooling on my nightstand. Greg sat on the edge of the bed, a worried look on his face. He started to speak and then stopped, clearing his throat in the way that I knew indicated great emotion. It was nothing less than I expected, of course, having escaped from certain death by the strength of my own wits. 
As exhausted as I was, I was determined to revel in his attention. I closed my eyes, imagining that my lashes were lying—no, sweeping—my delicate cheeks. Okay, perhaps they were still spotty from the reaction to chloroform, but really! I deserved a little slack with my fantasy.
"I think we really need to reconsider the Stanton angle in this mess, Caro." His voice was somber, and I reluctantly agreed with him. As off-putting as that family was, I truly could not see them involved in something this brash. They were more of the creeping about at night type. Unless…
"Is it possible, Greg, that they have someone else working alongside them?" I puckered my brow as I thought this through, a connection forming on the edges of my mind. There was something I knew but couldn't bring to the forefront on demand.
Greg shifted on the bed, reaching over to take a sip from my mug. He wrinkled his nose with distaste. "This is cold, Caro. I'll pop out to the kitchen and get another." He walked out without answering my question, leaving me to work it out.
Trixie moved closer to my side as I stroked her soft fur, allowing my mind to roam freely. Someone else was connected to this, or perhaps even the brains. I was loath to give credit to Avery, and Louise was a regular bully. Their offspring, those two thugs in the making, didn't appear bright enough to think on their own. That left Suspect X. I was still puzzling it over when I fell asleep, long before Greg brought me a fresh cup of tea.
The morning brought no further clarification. Greg, the dear man, had called the university and arranged for his teaching assistant to take his lectures for the day, and I smiled, fully expecting a day of pampering. Unless it was to take place in his inner sanctum, though, it most likely wouldn't happen, at least not the way I would plan it. 
When I finally dragged myself from bed, the anticipated breakfast having not materialized, Greg was already ensconced in his recliner, the traitor dog on his lap. To his credit, though, he was simply sitting there, one hand idly ruffling Trixie's fur. I could almost hear the logistical wheels turning, so I left him to it, going into the kitchen to make a well-deserved mug of coffee and toast with butter and honey. Aside from the bumps on my chin and around my nose, I felt almost human.
I carried a second mug of coffee to my study and stood staring out of the window. The day was shaping up nicely, an azure sky sans clouds giving promise of a sunny day. Too bad my mood wasn't as cooperative, I thought gloomily. I still had no answer for the near-miss kidnapping yesterday, and silence from the SMPD seemed, to me at least, more ominous than it actually was. I knew, logically, that answers would not come overnight, given society's expectation of innocence until guilt could be proven. And unless Officers Scott and Kingsley had resorted to tactics deemed tortuous in this enlightened time, the driver most likely hadn't done much talking. 
Sighing, I sat down in my chair and reached out to turn on my computer—and froze. The idea that had been lurking at the back of my mind suddenly came bursting forth with all the might of a bulldozer: I knew the who, the what, and the why.
I think I startled my sweet husband more than I ever had before. When I came bursting into the family room—where he and his canine companion were now dozing peacefully—my screech brought him awake quicker than you could say "morning hanky-panky." Not that I hadn't done just that before, but that's another book entirely. Suffice it to say that his heart rate was up there with a climber on Mount Everest.
"Caro, I would appreciate it if you could maintain yourself at the age…" He broke off, verbally backpedaling for all he was worth. I didn't give him a chance.
"Look, Greg, I've got it figured out! I almost had it last night, when I was waiting for that mug of tea." It was my turn to pause, glaring down at my guilty spouse—"and I fell asleep." I waved aside the beginnings of his excuses, plopping myself down on the arm of the recliner and causing a major shift in balance. "It is the Stantons, and I can prove it!" 
Beaming, I waited for the congratulations to begin. When nothing more than a sour look was forthcoming (my weight was creating a creaking noise in his beloved chair), I sighed loudly. There is nothing more dampening to one's enthusiasm than an audience whose response is lukewarm at best.
"Look," I began, pseudo patience underpinning my voice. "The deaths, my kidnapping—"
"I completely concur, Caro," interrupted my husband, who was now trying to pry my bottom off his chair with the leverage of an elbow. "Good grief, woman! Would you please stand up before we both tip backward?"
So I did. And only one person tipped over, unless you're counting the dog as well. I left him there like a turtle on its shell, calling over my shoulder, "Let me know when you're ready to compare notes, my dear." 
I smiled all the way back to my study.
 
* * *
 
"The way I see it, Gregory, is that Louise Stanton, alias Louise Greenberg, would do anything to keep present spouse in office, and remove any and all deterrents to said office." I waved my spoon at him, flicking the merest speck of crunchy pecan topping from the large bowl of ice cream we were sharing. He didn't bat an eye, either through not seeing my food faux pas or because he was planning a retaliatory shot of his own. "In my case, I suppose it was because of the minor issue of finding out the legal trouble in which they are embroiled, although I cannot imagine how they believe they can possibly—" 
I was cut off in mid-flow by my husband who held his own silverware aloft in a manner much as a traffic officer might do, compelling all vehicles to halt. I complied and watched, fascinated, as a glistening globule of dark fudge sauce trembled on the bowl of the spoon before succumbing to gravity, dropping onto the front of his white shirt. I quickly popped my own spoonful of chocolaty goodness into my mouth before I could give in to the temptation of a smirk.
"Yes, my dear?" I lifted one eyebrow in query. I kept my eyes firmly fixed on his face. It would never do to acknowledge the spot that now rested gently on his breast pocket.
He carefully placed the offending silverware on the table before speaking, a very wise move in my estimation. "Here's what I propose to do, Caro." He waited for me to respond, so I nodded enthusiastically, or with as much enthusiasm as I could with my still-stiff neck. "Let's follow them, the Stantons, I mean, and see just what it is they're up to. In my experience, most criminals either give themselves away through loose lips or uncontrolled actions." He smiled across at me, a self-satisfied expression on his face.
I was stunned into silence. This from my husband, the acme of legal responsibility, the epitome of all things right and proper, the guru of criminal law. 
I loved it.
"Absolutely, my dear!" I was nearly crowing in my agreement, my own spoon punctuating each word. This time, the pecans landed on me.
My intrepid spouse and I are never one for letting grass grow under our collective feet. We began to plan our steps, from borrowing his teaching assistant's car (a flower-bedecked green Volkswagen, complete with plastic flowers winding around the antenna) to a variety of disguises. I suggested a hair-dying session for the both of us. Greg vetoed that idea quickly, although I assured him that he would make a striking redhead indeed. 
 We finally settled on donning workout clothes and baseball caps, mine with my hair tucked inside. I in my baggy sweatpants and he in his Lycra cycling outfit ("This is how I work out, Caro!") made a twosome guaranteed to blend in absolutely nowhere.
We finally left the house in our own vehicle dressed in our own regular clothes. The way I figured, if the Stantons were innocent, they wouldn't think twice about seeing us around town, Seneca Meadows being on the smallish side. If perchance they had something to hide, i.e., six deaths, one kidnapping, and one doctored pastry, they'd do their best to shake us.
I didn't count on a combination of the two.
It took us the better part of the morning to finally get an eye on their sporty SUV, Louise Stanton at the steering wheel, of course. I sat in the passenger seat of our modest sedan, mentally urging Greg not to lose them, pressing my foot on the floorboard on a phantom accelerator. Finally Greg noticed my odd movements.
"Caro, this car will go no faster with you attempting to push a hole through to the street," he said, the telltale vein in his right temple beginning to throb gently.
"One can but try," I said rather loftily, tucking the offending foot under my seat. "You know what you always tell your students, my dear: 'Nothing ventured, nothing gained.'
"
Greg snorted, the knuckles of his fingers whitening ever so slightly on the steering wheel. "That is in reference to actions that are based upon fact, Caro, not fancy." His foot pressed the accelerator a bit harder, and I mentally patted myself on the back. If it only took witty repartee to achieve my goal of going faster, I was amply prepared. 
I suddenly grasped his arm, causing the car to swerve and Greg to curse. 
"Don't look now, but they've turned onto that dirt road just past the old school," I said with more zeal than I'd intended. Greg's response is not printable, as so many of his commentaries are not. Suffice it to say that he was not pleased with my gift of observation.
Still, he piloted the car more slowly past the road where I had seen the SUV turn off, and I gave a quick glance to see if they were still visible. They were. Set back from the main road and partially hidden by a copse of trees, I could see a house and their vehicle parked in plain view. My heart picked up its pace, and I sat straighter, hands clasped tightly in my lap. I was gearing up for battle, and I could see by Greg's compressed lips that he was as well. Operation Catch a Killer was on.



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
Greg drew the car to a stop on the road's shoulder and turned on the flashers. I reached over and turned them off, saying that it was simply a way for the killer to find us quicker. My husband, resolute law expert that he is, overrode my protests, calmly stating that it was the law, and he was not—repeat not going to add a traffic ticket to what had become a growing list of criminal offences. We disembarked, me with an injured look on my face and he completely ignoring it, the car's red lights blinking in holiday abandon behind us as we walked in silence toward the house.
I was nervous, no doubt about it, and I was glad to have my husband with me. Tucking my arm through his, I gave him a squeeze. Actions did indeed speak louder, particularly in our crazy, loving relationship. I was jolted out of my romantic reveries when Greg stopped abruptly, his arm tense under my hand.
"Look, Caro. We can't both walk up there," he whispered, his lips tickling my ear. I managed to stay still, if only to cut down on any unnecessary noise. "I'll sneak up and look through the windows, see what the lovely Stantons are doing." I began to protest, but he silenced me with a friendly hand across my mouth. He was lucky I wasn't hungry at the moment. "If you see me wave, go for the police. If nothing untoward is happening, I'll come back, and we'll go home." 
He smiled down at me, waiting for me to agree with his hare-brained scheme. Obviously, I was the best candidate for the job, being smaller in stature and therefore able to conceal myself easier if matters dictated such an action. I told him so.
I left my irate husband standing at the end of the gravel drive, arms crossed and feet planted wide apart in the stance he adopts when just this side of angry. I grinned back at him and managed to twist my ankle in an unseen pothole, earning a shake of the head from my spouse. 
"I'm fine," I hissed, and continued to hobble toward the house. I approached the largest window in a roundabout manner, careful to step on the softer grass of the yard rather than the gravel-pocked dirt. When I was certain that no one had spotted me, I darted toward my goal in what I imagined to be a stealthy, cat-like style. Standing on tiptoe—the windows were higher off the ground than I'd estimated—I peeked in. And began waving frantically at my husband. I trusted he'd seen me and had gone for help.
I'd always wondered about the phrase "frozen in fear," curious to know exactly what one might look like in that condition. One glance at a quivering Avery Stanton, and I had my answer: eyebrows hovering near his hairline, eyes all but bugging out of the sockets, and copious sweat dripping down his face. Whether from pain or fear I couldn't tell, but either way, this poor man was in a world of hurt.
"Pssst!" I tried to get Avery's attention without alerting Louise to my presence. The window was only opened a crack, so I tried again, this time putting pursed lips to the opening and hissing. His eyes flicked my direction and then back, but I could tell he'd heard me. "Greg's gone for help, Avery—just hang in there." There. That should reassure the man.
Or not. A large—a very large—backside passed in front of my face, and I dropped clumsily to the ground, soundly barking my shin on the wobbly stool. Great. Perhaps it would be better just to go up, knock on the front door, and let Louise know I was here.
It turned out that I didn't need to do that. A pair of strong hands grabbed me under my arms, yanking me to a standing position. A sudden rustling sound came from somewhere near and a rather scratchy bag was popped over my head. It smelled strongly of dirt and had a rough texture—most likely a potato bag, I surmised then shivered. I knew that these types of bags were found on the heads of folks who got to "sleep with the fish," or at least that was something I'd read in the course of research. I was suddenly very sorry that I knew as much as I did about murder and mayhem.
"You're coming with us," a gruff voice said at my right side. That would be Bag Boy, I was sure of it. I wanted to ask just where that might be, but I had a feeling that they might not have the capacity to handle my snarkiness in the manner of my dear husband.
Husband! In the middle of my own predicament, I'd almost forgotten that he'd taken off to round up the cavalry. If I could stall Thing One and Thing Two with my witty banter, hopefully Greg would return soon—with help—and rescue me. I took in a deep breath and began speaking.
"Look, gentlemen," this got a snort from the owner of the hands that still gripped me, "I'm sure that you've got better things to do than to pick on a woman." I paused, gauging their reaction, which was a tad difficult since I couldn't see their expressions. "Perhaps, if you just tell me what you want, I could help."
"Look, lady," this came from my right, "we ain't got time to conversate." Conversate? Really? And was I detecting a slight Brooklyn accent there? 
"If you'll just give me a moment," I began, and was rewarded with a sharp slap to the side of my head. Instant anger burbled up in my brain, and I understood another phrase: "seeing red." I kicked out at the same time I threw my head back, and if the hue and cry was any indication, I'd managed a very satisfying connection with a nose and shin. And I'd managed to ascertain his height as well. He wasn't much taller than I, and I had a suspicion I was in the hands of Louise and Avery's youngest son, a pimply-faced, square-built weight lifter, one whose strength had more to do with performance enhancements than anything else. Brilliant. I'd just broken the nose of someone who could go crazy at a moment's notice.
A loud noise sounded to my left, and I heard the window being flung open, the old wood protesting at the sudden movement.
"Jensen! Joss! Get your useless behinds in here now!" I'd always known that Louise Stanton could bellow with the best of them, and this verbal explosion confirmed it. "And whoever you've got there, Jensen," so that was his name, I thought, filing it away for later use, maybe as a villain in one of my future books, "just toss her in the shed and get in here. I'm going to need your help cleaning things up." Another violent slam and the window closed.
"You heard Ma," said the Brooklyn-tinged voice. "Get the dame in the shed and be quick about it." Joss, I decided, most certainly a wanna-be gangster, had probably seen too many mob movies in his life.
"Quit calling her that, Joss" The voice was nasally, probably from my direct hit. "She hates that, and you'll just make her madder'n she already is." We were walking now, and a quick shove from Jensen sent me sprawling on the floor of what was undoubtedly the shed. As soon as I heard the door slam shut, I yanked the bag from my sweaty face and drew in a gulp of fresh air. Bags can get rather stuffy, another detail I could use in my next best seller. If I survived this.
I sat for a moment longer, looking about at the various gardening implements hung neatly along the walls. Since I'd had the feeling that this was an abandoned property, it was odd to see that these tools looked well cared for, almost new. Perhaps it wasn't as I'd surmised. Maybe someone did live here. Although, now that I thought about it, I was sure that if someone did call this home, they probably wouldn't be able to for long. I shivered, hoping that the homeowner was away and not away, so to speak. Louise Stanton was one scary lady, and those thuggish sons of hers—it was difficult to picture slightly built Avery as their sire—appeared to have sprouted from the same twisted branch of the family tree.
I'm not one for inaction, as my readers might have noted, and escaping from this shed was first and foremost on my current to-do list. Maybe a screwdriver to take off the door's hinges, or a—and then it hit me. As tough as those Stanton boys were, they were definitely not the sharpest tools in the shed, pun clearly intended. I got to my feet, walked to the door and voila! Just as I'd suspected. It was unlocked. No wonder Louise Stanton had to be the head of that crazy household. All brawn and no brain, another adage that popped into my mind, definitely applied to her offspring.
"Get your lazy behind off that couch and grab that rope. And you!" I could clearly hear Louise's stentorian voice—the front door had been left ajar by her two darlings. "Get that can and start in the back rooms. I want it thoroughly covered! Move it!" 
I jumped as these last words were bellowed in full voice. I almost felt sorry for those boys. Whatever it was she'd asked them to do, they were scurrying now. Muted sounds of something metal clanging against walls wafted through the open door, along with the sudden acrid smell of gasoline. Gasoline! They were going to burn the house down! Where, oh where, was Gregory when I needed him? Apparently I would have to step in and save the day.
I dashed across the yard as quietly as I could—never an easy feat for one as clumsy as I—and managed to once again bark my shin. That was as good as an announcement that I had arrived, and I stood stock still, frozen, waiting for the inevitable. To my amazement, the only thing that happened was…nothing. Not to me, anyway. Above my head, through the thin pane of glass, I thought I could hear moans. Fabulous. I'd forgotten all about Avery Stanton.
My dear spouse has always encouraged me—nay, he's badgered me—to use common sense when it comes to making difficult, potentially life-changing decisions. Luckily, I tend to do the opposite; I say this because I could not imagine being as ramrod straight as he is, always erring on the side of the law. Literally. And being the impetuous lady that I am, I stood to my feet, peered in the window, and made what turned out to be a life-altering decision.
I broke the window.
The gasoline fumes hit me full in the face, and I gagged for a moment, willing myself to keep my breakfast where it had been for the past few hours: in my stomach. I reached inside and unlatched the window, raising the sash in order to access the room. Avery was silent now, and I could see that he had slumped forward, the ties that bound him to the chair causing his arms to stretch back in what had to be a painful position. The voices of the other Stantons were fainter now. I assumed there was a back door and they were taking advantage of it.
"Avery!" I hissed. "Open your eyes!" 
There was no response, so I looked around for something to throw at him. I've utilized this technique before with Gregory, so I was confident of my ability to hit my target. I spotted a small chunk of concrete and grabbed it, apologizing silently to Avery as the missile made direct contact. I was rewarded with a slight movement of his head, although if he kept his head tilted forward the blood from the rather large cut on his forehead would begin to drip into his eyes.
I could hear Team Stanton moving toward the front of the house, their voices sounding as if they'd just had a relaxing visit with a well-loved family member, and I swung my leg up over the sill careful to avoid the broken glass, preparatory to rescuing Avery before the house exploded from the overpowering fumes. Not being either tall or graceful, I landed with a thump on the floor, my rather short legs folded underneath me awkwardly. At least Avery seemed semi-coherent now, his eyes fixed on me with a look that I normally associate with stunned toads.
"Mrs. Browning?" His voice was as slurred as a drunk's on free drinks day at the local bar, and I groaned inwardly. This was not going to be an easy task.
I got to my feet, voice modulated in a serious yet friendly fashion. I needed Avery to understand that this was not a joke, and that I needed him to listen up.
"Avery, I'm going to untie you, then we are going to walk out of this house before," I hesitated slightly, unsure of how to label his family, "anyone sees us leaving." I gave him a replica of Greg's encouraging smile, the one that irks me, and reached over to free his arms.
And stood stock still.
He was not bound at all as I had thought. Rather, he had wound his hands through the rope, simulating restraint. I honestly did not know what to make of this new situation. I was still pondering the issue when all the lights went out.
I've often heard about the bright light one sees at the end of the tunnel when one is, shall we say, at the end of the line. As I began to regain consciousness, I started to see something like a soft twinkle, a barely visible ray of light that seemed to move in and out of my line of sight. That, I realize, is a misnomer, since my eyes were not open in the physical sense. Instead, I saw it as it flashed across the inside of my eyelids, causing me to wince. Even the subtlest of illumination was painful so I kept my eyes firmly closed.
"I believe our resident Miss Marple has rejoined us, my dear." That was Avery Stanton, no trace of stunned toad apparent now in his voice.
Louise Stanton gave a snort, a most unladylike noise in my estimation. "Let's get this over with, Avery. We need to get this show on the road."
I heard the boys guffaw as if this was the funniest thing they'd heard in their lives. "'On the road!' That a good one, Ma." That was Joss Just Call Me Al Pacino Stanton, braying his merriment as loudly as any donkey.
This pronouncement was followed up with the sound of flesh connecting to flesh in a most painful manner, leaving Joss to blubber and Jensen laughing outright, his voice as high-pitched as a hyena's. (I've just realized that I might have offended those out there who love both donkeys and hyenas. My deepest apologies.)
"Your mother's right, boys." Avery again, this time sounding a tad impatient with his progeny. "Jensen, Joss, get Miss Nosy up and out of here. Louise, dear," he added, "I'll handle the rest." This was followed by the sound of a rather noisy buss, something that caused my stomach to roil in earnest. The mere thought of Avery and Louise and kissing was enough to put me off my groceries for a very long time. Or at least for as long as I was alive.
I managed to keep my eyes shut just enough to appear out of it. Only the merest slit of my eyelids served to show me exactly where the boys, as their sire referred to them, were going to take me. They each grabbed an arm, roughly hauling me upright. The aim, I assumed, was to walk me out the front door and to my fate.
Gregory has often boasted that he is "never early, never late, but always right on time." I whole-heartedly agree with him. As the dynamic duo opened the door and prepared to exit with yours truly roughly in tow, a patrol car pulled into the yard, my wonderful, amazing husband waving at me from the front seat. I was able to return the gesture since I found myself suddenly free of restraints, said restrainers having turned tail and run back into the house, slamming the door behind them. A house, I might add, that was still filled with noxious gasoline fumes.
The ensuing explosion knocked me off my feet and nearly across the yard.
After the dust settled, both literally and figuratively, it was generally agreed upon by one and all that to the very end, Avery Stanton was still concerned about the town. He saved the community coffers from both a trial and a funeral, since all four of the Stantons were all but incinerated.
As for me, I recovered nicely from the various bumps and bruises incurred during my less than graceful flight across the yard. Greg became my nurse, my cook, my masseuse (yes, I definitely milked this for all it was worth), and housekeeper. He made sure that I was kept supplied with my favorite goodies—think croissants and coffee, dark chocolate and white pizza—and dealt with the dog issues on his own. In short, he was a paragon of a partner.
For the first two days, that is. After that, I was on my own. Of course, I was sore, but then again I've felt worse after a round of miniature golf. It's all in one's perspective, isn't it?
Still, I thought I would have earned at least a few kudos from an adoring public, ridding them of a four-headed scourge and setting things to right as I had done. Alas, it was not to be. Between the growing impatience that my dearest spouse exhibited and the town's search for a new mayor, I was left by the proverbial wayside. No matter. I was able to finish my list of plot ideas with all of the material I had gathered, and I was enjoying a brief respite between contracts. Unfortunately, things took another turn soon after the inauguration of Seneca Meadows' newest leader. 
I, along with the other inhabitants of Seneca Meadows, assumed that the murderer was no longer amongst us, and it didn't seem to matter if that honor went to Avery or to Louise. We were simply happy to have put that all behind us—or so we thought. 
It was one day soon after the holiday season when I began to feel uneasy. I couldn't define it, and I certainly was not going to open myself up to criticism. Gregory, bless his heart, had exhausted his recorded racing programs and was restless. Without classes to teach—the university was on its winter break—he had nothing to entertain him, and he had taken to shadowing me. I did my best to find things for him to do, and I put my jumpiness down to the unusual proximity of said spouse. 
Until I received a most unsettling letter, that is. Even Greg could not discount this, I thought, and I felt confident enough to share my own perception. I shouldn't have been surprised at the welcome my pronouncement earned.
We had repaired to the kitchen, mugs of coffee and the ubiquitous plate of sweets in front of us. I slid the letter across to Greg's side of the table, confidently munching away on my piece of sugary goodness. When the letter came sliding back to me post haste, I almost choked.
"You've spent too much time reading and writing about this, Caro," my husband said, not bothering to disguise his cynicism. "How do I know that this isn't something you've done yourself?"
He should have ducked. When I last saw him, prior to stalking out of the kitchen, Greg was wearing my pastry on his right cheek.



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
"You think you're so smart. Too bad you didn't get the real killer."
I sat in my office, feet propped on the desk and the offending letter taped to the wall above it. The more I read it, the higher my blood pressure became. Someone—apparently the killer—was not only baiting me, but also calling into question my deductive abilities. He—or she—really should have known better. As my husband can attest, nothing goads me into action more than a challenge.
Since the fiasco of the strudel, as I tended to think of my rather impetuous response to Greg's criticism, the climate in our house had been decidedly on the chilly side. This was not surprising, as one might guess, but it had lasted much longer than any of our more recent spousal skirmishes. I had hoped that going back to his precious lecture hall would have restored his emotional equilibrium. Alas, I would need to provide another type of diversion when I could get his attention. Until then, he was spending longer hours at the university than were absolutely necessary, stomping in the house in time for dinner and an evening of recorded cycling. 
I tapped a forefinger on my teeth—note to self: call dentist to set up cleaning appointment—and thought over the entire escapade, beginning with that fateful stroll with Trixie in our HOA pocket-sized park. The first question, the most glaring one, would be aimed at the planter of the deceased detective among the flora of said park. Who had a motive?
The first name that flashed into my mind was Avery Stanton, but since he was, shall we say, permanently out of commission, I took him off of my list. Ditto Louise Stanton. Ditto, ditto Helena Wentworth and Mayor Greenberg—both still incapacitated-and Richard Beaton. Which left just one name: Natalie Greenberg.
I sat mulling over the obvious choice, looking for connections between the late mayor's daughter and the rest of the players. I needed to get this down on paper, create a mind map of sorts. I worked busily for a few minutes, writing names, drawing lines, and identifying possible links between Miss Tally and the others. 
And when I was finished, it was so obvious that I should have suspected the little darling from the beginning. The considerable mental kicking I was giving myself had me both irritated and chagrined…and completely preoccupied. I didn't notice the door to my office opening until it was too late.
Natalie Greenberg stood just behind me, arms crossed over her chest and a bemused expression on her face. She didn't frighten me. Rather, she had that "little girl lost" appearance that she did so well, the one that had until now kept her off the list of suspects. 
"Your hubby told me that I'd find you in here." Tally emitted a peculiar giggle, one that set the spiders tripping up and down my spine, and leaned against my desk. "I see you got my letter."
Her close proximity to me turned my skin to ice and raised the gooseflesh along my arms. To my dismay, Tally noticed it.
"You can't possibly be cold, Mrs.—what do I call you, anyway? Mrs. Layton? Mrs. Browning?" She looked at me with a perplexed expression, her eyebrows bunching together as though she was working out a complex mathematics problem.
"Caro." I said it automatically, horrified to hear my voice shaking. "You can call me Caro." 
It hit me then, as hard as the proverbial ton of bricks. Tally had said that my
hubby had directed her to my office. According to the clock on my wall, it was too early for an appearance by the offended spouse. And although I should have felt relieved that he was home, I wasn't. There was something calculated in the casual manner in which she'd announced herself that told me otherwise. 
I set my feet on the floor and slowly pushed back from my desk, preparatory to rising from my chair. I was going to find Greg and get the heck out of Dodge before this nut case did something that she'd regret. Or that I would. 
"Not so fast, Caro." A firm hand on my arm tugged me back into place, and I sat down awkwardly, one leg splayed to the side. It was all I could do not to grimace in pain. I was still feeling some of the effects of the farmhouse standoff. "I think we have a thing or two to discuss."
My mind raced wildly, circling round and round the idea that not only was I correct—I'd nailed the killer's identity—my husband had let her into my inner sanctum. Since he knows better, I could only surmise that it was under extreme duress. Or worse. A chill that would make a penguin shiver for joy crept over me. I was truly face to face with evil. And it was smiling at me.
I'd always written a flaw or two into my antagonist's makeup and his or her wicked plan, thus allowing my protagonist to escape at the last possible moment. I, however, could see no way out of this predicament, and I was terrified. 
As I sat unmoving before Natalie Greenberg and that dreadful smile, I noticed the door to my office moving slightly. Our house can be a bit drafty at times, the builder having taken as many short cuts as possible with the plans, so I thought nothing of it. But as it began to open wider, my heart began to race even faster than it already was. Trixie's soft, furry snout inched its way inside. 
I felt a bubble of hysterical laughter rise, and I had to concentrate on not sniggering out loud. Super dachshund! Little Trixie to the rescue! 
I leaned forward to call the dog over to me, patting my lap as I normally would do. Natalie, her attention momentarily divided, spun around quickly to see what I was looking at. And got a very sharp set of teeth anchored to her exposed leg. Trixie hung on for dear life, growling through the mouthful of flesh as Natalie shrieked with pain and danced about, trying to shake free her attacker.
The scene in front of me defied belief—in fact, I couldn't have composed a better ending myself. The writer in me tucked the idea aside for use in a later manuscript even as the scared woman in me let out a blood-curdling screech. To my immense relief, someone heard me. 
The door opened with a solid crash against the wall as my dear, sweet, perfect husband arrived, phone already pressed to his ear. The other hand held a bloodstained dishcloth to the side of his head, and I could see streaks of red on the collar of his shirt. Without thinking, I grabbed up a small bronze statuette and slammed it down on Natalie's head as hard as I could. How dare she attack my husband! That was my jurisdiction.
 
* * *
 
Thankfully, when I was finally ensconced in my kitchen with a cup of steaming tea, liberally sweetened, in my hand, Officer Scott agreed with my action. Of course, he added kindly, it would be up to the district attorney, but he couldn't imagine anyone pressing charges against me for bashing a killer over the head. After all, my actions served to keep her out of commission until the authorities arrived, not to mention that it was done in self-defense.
I preened as best I could. With my neck still sore, it was difficult to maintain certain poses, but I think Gregory got the idea. Giving a magnificent eye roll, he leaned over and planted a kiss on my forehead. Between that and Trixie snuggled down on my lap, I felt that life couldn't get any better. 
I winked away tears of joy and took a sip of my tea, instantly incinerating my tongue. I started to say something to Greg but stopped myself in time. He was still under hero contract, and besides, I fully intended that he and I would have many more years together. There would be time enough for payback.
Instead, I smiled. I had garnered an idea for a new book, I still had my spouse and dog and—most importantly—my life, and there was a box of chocolate-filled croissants sitting on the counter just calling my name. Pure bliss.
Later on, when the legal dust settled and charges were brought against Natalie Greenberg for the deaths of the first detective, Mrs. Grayson, and the man next door, as well as the shootings of Helena Wentworth and Richard Beaton, we got the scoop from Officer Scott. He was our new best friend and inside informer. (I made a note to treat him with kid gloves. I needed someone who could give me the details of local crime, especially since I'd decided to set my newest series in a small town not unlike Seneca Meadows.)
Natalie Greenberg was not a mentally balanced person, something that concerned her father. When she discovered quite by accident that she was being followed by a detective hired to find her and bring her to her father, it sent her over the proverbial edge into the beginnings of true insanity; her father, truly loving his daughter in spite of her personal demons, had only wanted to insure her safety. Discovering that my neighbor had spotted her dispatching the first detective lent fuel to her fire. After ridding herself of the potential witness—and my HOA of a feline fracas, I must add—she confronted her father, precipitating the heart attack that nearly proved fatal. Of course, Jeremiah Greenberg was the poster boy for heart disease with all of that excess weight he carried, and one can but wonder if Natalie's twisted logic counted on the ensuing health issues. She had heard (through Ms. Wentworth, of course) that her father's business card had been found in the dead man's pocket, and it didn't take much for her to concoct a scenario with herself as the victim. When Natalie determined that yours truly was getting too close to an answer, she had hired a small-time thug to buy and deliver a strudel to us, complete with a sleeping pill topping. It's ironic, really, that said thug felt safer behind bars than he did around Natalie, but that is very telling, in my humble opinion. Detective Richard Beaton, sent to find the culprit behind the murder of his colleague, must have tipped his hand to Natalie, a boneheaded move that resulted in his own brush with death. I can only think that this happened during the investigation into Helena Wentworth's shooting, something that came about because she had expressed her suspicions to Natalie concerning the mayor's true intention for his daughter, namely a visit to a psychiatric hospital for evaluation. Helena probably assumed that their friendship would be a safety net against retaliation. 
All of this murder and mayhem had come about because of one young woman's paranoia, plain and simple. There was no plot. There was no intrigue. She killed because she felt threatened, and the thought that I had narrowly escaped my own untimely death never failed to send a shiver through me.
As for the four Stantons, they were another case altogether. After Greg and I had discovered the impending legal action against them for laundering public funds—so that's why our HOA fees had been so high, I thought with indignation—they had decided to skip town and lie low for a while. I'm not too sure how they thought that would work. After all, this was real life, not some cheesy movie. 
Nevertheless, when they felt threatened by yours truly and spouse, Louise cooked up the plan to cook my goose. Literally. I was supposed to have been found inside the house as it merrily burned itself to the ground. 
Too bad she had such nitwits for sons. I pray that wherever they ended up, she isn't too hard on them. After all, they were just following the orders from a warden of a mother. As for Avery, I would think that anywhere would be better than here, sharing his life with said warden.
Life, in my humble estimation, is to be lived to the fullest. My dear husband thinks so as well. I can hear him calling me from the front porch where he's parked our new tandem bicycle preparatory for an afternoon's ride. 
Let it be known that I refused to get on it until a few modifications were made, namely a basket for Trixie to ride along with us, a cup holder for me, and a padded backrest so that I could lean back and enjoy the ride. Feet elevated, of course.
It's a good thing that Greg has developed such strong legs. He'll need them.



WRITING TIPS
 
Finding Your Own Voice
 
William Shakespeare said it, your mother advised it, your conscience chides you to follow it, and Ralph Waldo Emerson added his two cents when he said, "To be yourself in a world that is constantly trying to change you is quite an accomplishment." And to that I say a hearty, "amen!" Why would I ever want to be someone other than myself? And yet…
When I first began writing in earnest, I experimented with various styles of the authors I most admired. The results were lacking, to say the least. I was so intent on channeling the prose of Agatha Christie and Georgette Heyer and even Maud Hart Lovelace that I completely lost my own voice. It took a very honest high school teacher to suggest that I "quit trying to copy others and do my own work" that shook me out of that rut. Thus began the search for my style, my particular manner of using words and phrases to create on paper what I could see in my mind's eye.
And here's my suggestion for you: Take a look at the scribblings you've done without thinking. Do you find yourself using a more formal tone or are you partial to colloquialism? This is a great indicator of the type of writing with which you're most comfortable. Start with that! Your voice is unique, and that's what others want to hear from you.
 
* * *
 
Journaling 101
 
Even if you haven't been one who keeps a journal, you can still begin without much preparation. A spiral notebook (Caro's preferred vehicle for recording thoughts) or an elegantly bound leather book: Either one will suffice. Begin by talking about yourself—a topic you should be familiar with—and comment on a positive aspect. Do you like to sing? Is gardening a favorite past time, or perhaps baking? Just writing about these activities will get that serotonin stirring! Before you know it, an entire page will be filled with new ideas for that next garden, or lyrics to a song, or a recipe you'd like to try. In other words, journaling is a wonderful way to let off some steam or to plan your next adventure! 
Here are some prompts to get you started on your road to journaling…and writing:
 
Scents are a strong part of the memory process. Write about a time when the smell of baking cookies reminded you of someone special.
If a magic wand was waved over you, who would you become? (Caro would love to be the famous mystery writer, Agatha Christie.)
We tend to use our five physical senses to describe our ideas or thoughts. Here's a challenge: Use emotion-charged words to describe something. Instead of a colorful sunset (you can see color), make it fiery! In place of a loud noise, call it explosive! This gives your writing "movement" and allows you to move past clichéd word choice.
If you could change just one aspect about the world you live in, what would that be? (Who knows? This might become the catalyst you need to step out and make a lasting contribution, something that Caro is determined to do with her books.)
Finally, just write. It's as simple as that. Getting thoughts down on paper and giving them form is the first step—and you can do it!
 
* * *
 
Creating Characters Who Speak
 
Dialogue and character creation are part of the fun when writing a book. I've based a lot of my characters on real people—"based" is the operative word—and that gives me a foundation on which to mold them. If you've ever thought about writing a book, start with your characters; they often decide for themselves where they'd fit best. 
Using that handy notebook, create lists of personality quirks, actions which are unique, and physical descriptions. When you're ready to begin writing, you've got enough information to cobble together a distinctive character that readers will remember.
The same method works with dialogue. I keep a running list of phrases and words I overhear that are interesting. I never know when I'll need something to spice up a character's conversation, and it certainly gives it a more realistic flavor. (And yes, I've met a few folks who speak much as Caro and Gregory do—and I've filled pages with examples.) The trick is to keep your eyes and ears open: You never know when you'll "meet" your next character!
 
Note: If you don't have a "fancy" journal and would like to have one, you can create it yourself. The internet is full of great sites that will guide you through the process. Whatever type of journal you prefer, use it! In no time at all you will have discovered that "voice" that is yours alone. And that, dear reader, is what the world needs more of. 
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CHAPTER ONE
 
"Are you ready to rumble?" Chef Jake Sawyer asked the question in a booming sports-announcer voice. The Chicken Soup Showdown would begin in a few hours, and Amy was ready. Or at least she kept telling herself she was ready in a fake it until you make it kind of way as she walked around the civic arena and tried to enjoy the Eat Local Expo. Chef Jake pointed the faux microphone, a wooden spoon, toward her. "Who's going to take down the egomaniac, Chef Britton?"
Amy smiled at the pro wrestling-style commentary. Chef Jake had delivered the questions with a smile and a wink, but there was a sharp edge to his description of their rival. The afternoon could get very interesting. What she had thought would be a friendly charity competition might not be so friendly after all. She had no idea what an amped-up wrestler sounded like, so she just answered in a normal tone of voice. "I have no idea who will win. I think we're all pretty evenly matched teams." 
"Very diplomatic. I think you are a nicer person than I am." He swept his arm over the array of food samples on the table between them. "Would you like to try something?"
"I would love to." She studied the display for Nibbles & Noshes restaurant, Jake's foodie business baby. On the white linen tablecloth, small cups of walleye ceviche were lined up beside glistening cubes of braised beef short rib on tiny plates. She selected the fish, flecked with bits of purple onion and green jalapeños. The ceviche was perfectly tangy and spicy. She held up the empty cup in a toast. "Mmm…I could make a meal of this. I'm sure you've been busy keeping up with the demand for samples. Are you ready for the showdown, especially the talking-to-the-crowd part?"
He nodded and flashed another toothpaste commercial-worthy smile. His dark hair was twisted into a small knot on the back of his head. He had a full, closely trimmed beard and sapphire blue eyes that glittered in the harsh arena lighting. In short, he was so hot he could melt a stick of butter by looking at it, despite having dark moons under his eyes. Prepping for the Eat Local Expo must've been exhausting. He rolled his eyes and said, "I'm going to pretend it's just another dinner shift. I figure if I focus on one person, like I'm talking just to them, I won't get stage fright and freeze up. Are you ready to cook a meal in the spotlights?"
She had been trying to forget about the fact that they were going to be cooking in the theater at one end of the civic arena. It had 500 seats. Considering the event had sold out weeks earlier, whenever she thought about it, the nervous butterflies in her stomach turned into giant bats. So she and her best friend, Carla, were wandering around the expo, munching on food samples while Amy tried to distract herself from worrying. Hopefully her stomach would stop grumbling and settle down soon so she could concentrate on making soup and a salad for the competition. "I'm ready, but the audience-participation thing is freaking me out too. We're really supposed to try to get the audience wound up like they're at a game show? I'm not used to being a cheerleader while I cook. Rah, rah…I'm putting chopped celery in the pot."
He nodded as he chuckled and handed her a short rib sample. "I've cooked in worse situations. As long as Britton doesn't win, I don't care what happens. His partner from the herb farm seems really nice, but he's going down. "
"Do you think so?"
"Hell yes. Believe me, there will be nothing better than watching Britton get taken out by one of the underlings he tortured."
Tortured underlings? Chef Jake had animosity to spare. Sophie, the owner of Riverbend Coffee, was Amy's partner in the Chicken Soup Showdown. Before opening the coffee shop, Sophie had been the pastry chef at Cornerstone, the high-end restaurant owned by Chef Britton, the target who was in Jake's crosshairs. As Amy and Sophie worked on their menu for the showdown, Sophie told her about the acidic, local celebrity chef. Life behind the Cornerstone kitchen doors, ruled by the vindictive dictator, sounded about as fun as getting a root canal every day. According to the chef bio on the showdown's web page, Jake was a former sous chef at the restaurant. He must've had run-ins with the combative chef, too.
"We'll see soon enough." Amy deposited her empty glass and plate into the dirty dishes bin at the end of the table. "Good luck!"
She looked around and located Carla at a nearby table loaded with bouquets made of fruit. The shop talk about cooking, a chore that her friend tried to avoid as much as possible, probably drove her away from the Nibbles & Noshes booth. Amy nudged Carla's shoulder, then plucked a skewer of grapes and pineapple chunks from a grass-green vase. "I'm done talking shop. Ready to move on."
Carla grabbed a business card from the vendor. "These are really good. I needed a bit of fruit to counteract all of the sugar, bacon, and cheese I've eaten so far."
The Eat Local Expo certainly wasn't a health-food extravaganza. Braised pork belly, ultimate grilled cheese sandwiches, and dark chocolate tortes were more prevalent than fruit kebabs on the sample tables. Restaurants, bakeries, and food producers from three counties around Kellerton, Michigan, were offering little bites of their most decadent treats. Exercise-fanatic Carla did indulge in decadent food, but she was probably calculating how many extra laps she'd need to make at the health club's pool to burn off the calories.
Amy and Carla walked in silence for a bit, checking out samples and getting a nice dose of vitamin C courtesy of the fruit. Amy was grateful for the company. If she had been alone, she'd be wandering around wringing her hands and going a bit insane waiting for the showdown to begin. Or hanging out in the Riverbend Coffee booth bugging her partner and drinking all of the espresso samples. Not a smart thing to do unless she wanted to look like an infomercial for the side effects of consuming too much caffeine during the showdown. Even though Carla couldn't stay for the actual competition, she had rearranged her day to come to the expo and play mental health anchor.
"These sound good." Amy stopped in front of a table. What looked like balls of dirt nestled in fancy foil wrappers were lined up in front of a chalkboard that said they were Pecan Pie Energy Balls. She popped one in her mouth and chewed tentatively, hoping the vegan snack wouldn't taste like potting soil. As advertised, the treat was sweet and chewy. She grabbed another sample and handed it to Carla. "They do taste like pecan pie. They're supposed to give you energy. You should buy a case of them. They have to be healthier than the gallons of coffee you drink at work to keep your energy up."
Carla sniffed the snack then took a bite. She nodded. "These are really good, but I can't believe you're criticizing my coffee consumption. I've seen the stash of coffee beans in your pantry."
"My point is, you and Shepler are still rolling along at the hot-and-bothered relationship level. I'm sure multiple sources of energy for both of you can come in handy. You need some natural sugar, carbs, and protein to go with the caffeine." Amy handed money to the smiling cashier behind the Nature's Nuggets table. She plucked a bag of the homemade energy bites from the display and tucked them into Carla's tomato-red tote bag. "Between your work hours and hanging out with him, you must be running with your energy tanks on empty all the time."
"Thank you." Carla hopped out of the path of an old woman zooming down the aisle in an electric wheelchair. "I've been working extra hours so I can take a few days off in a couple weeks. Bruce and I are planning a little romantic getaway."
Amy flinched as another red tote bag slammed into her hip. The reusable shopping bags were being passed out at the entrance to the Eat Local Expo. It seemed that every person roaming the civic arena floor was carrying one. Judging from the impact, apparently a vendor was selling barbells instead of barware. She rubbed the tender spot and asked, "Where are you going, and why haven't I heard about this until now? If you're leaving soon, there are all kinds of things you need to do to prepare for a romantic getaway, starting with buying more energy snacks here."
Carla ran her fingers through her short, cognac-colored hair. Now that it was fall, she had opted for darker walnut streaks instead of the honey highlights she wore in the summer. "We're thinking about going to Petoskey or maybe Grand Rapids. If the weather looks bad, we may even just stay somewhere nice in downtown Detroit. I didn't tell you until now because I don't need to prepare that much for two nights away. I'll just throw a few things in the overnight bag you gave me for my birthday, and I'll be good."
"No you won't! That little bag will not hold enough supplies for a romantic getaway." Amy twisted her straw-blonde ponytail into a bun and tucked the ends underneath to secure the temporary updo. It was time to get serious with her best friend, so she needed a serious hairdo. The Vera Bradley bag was quite large, and very cute, but even if Carla and Shepler spent most of the weekend in bed, they'd need more stuff. "You have to at least pack a cooler and garment bag with a nice dress."
Carla grimaced and shook her head. She wasn't convinced that more than two minutes of planning was in order, so Amy soldiered on with the reasons why. "You can pack snacks and drinks in the cooler, then you won't have to waste money on room service. When you two actually get out of bed, I bet your hunky sweetie pie will want to take you out to dinner…that's why you need a dress."
"We'll manage." Carla held up a square of muffaletta sandwich, which was skewered by a blue tassel-topped toothpick. She swiped the stratified sandwich sample back and forth like a miniature sword. "We may not be as organized as you and Alex, but we are adults. I promise we won't starve or go schlepping around town in dirty clothes. We'll be fine."
"But if you take the time to plan, maybe make a batch of cheesecake-filled, chocolate-covered strawberries, your weekend could go from fine to outstanding." Amy's mind filled with all of the decadent treats that would be perfect for a romantic getaway—gooey caramel-filled chocolate truffles, buttery shortbread cookies to dip into thick fudge sauce, and some champagne Jell-O shots to add some whimsy to the spread of snacks they could feed each other with their fingers. No utensils or napkins needed. Carla obviously didn't have the time or inclination to make the sexy treats, but Amy didn't mind helping out her formerly commitment-phobic friend.
Carla rolled her eyes. "I don't do things like fill strawberries. How do you even do that? Fussy foods are in your arena. Maybe Bruce and I will get some strawberry cheesecake ice cream cones."
Would she actually consider making them if they were simple? It wasn't like she was suggesting Carla prepare a four-course buffet for aliens. Scoop, fill, dip. Three easy steps. "You get giant strawberries and scoop out their cores, pipe in sweetened cream cheese, then dip in melted chocolate. I'm sure I can find a melon-ball tool for you here before you leave."
"No, thank you. I'm fine with my ice cream version of your foodie fantasy. Handing a cashier money is the most work I want to do outside of the hotel room."
The aisle ahead was blocked. Amy stopped to figure out how to get past the logjam of people clustered in front of the Cornerstone restaurant booth. The display area was about four times larger than any of the other booths, but apparently the added space still couldn't accommodate the crowd scrambling for the gourmet restaurant's food. Worker-bee chefs in starched white jackets and tall, ribbed paper hats scrambled to fill sample plates. Amy couldn't see the menu board, but it didn't matter. While she didn't mind chatting and sampling Chef Jake's food, she had no interest in anything from Chet Britton's restaurant. That would be like munching on the terrine of evil concocted by the wicked warlock of the Chicken Soup Showdown. During the preliminary competition meetings, he hadn't been quite able to hide his disdain for being pitted against mere mortals in the culinary world.
"I don't see anything else interesting in this aisle. Do you want to try to squeeze through or just turn around?" she asked Carla.
"I vote for turning around. I certainly don't have any desire to see Chet preening for his groupies."
"As I recall, you used to be one of my groupies." The masculine voice stopped Amy's plunge back into gridlock. She turned around. The classically trained, highly paid, conceited Chef Britton was sneering at Carla. He wrinkled his nose at her and asked, "What's the matter? Don't you love me anymore?"
Considering his height, barely taller than Amy, and receding hairline, he looked sort of like a balding troll. Carla showed no emotion, but that was something she was used to doing while working in a busy emergency room. Her hands were clenched into fists behind her back as she said, "Do you really want me to answer that? I might hurt your fragile ego. Wouldn't want to poke any holes in it and have your bravado deflated right before the showdown."
"A few harmless words aren't going to do anything to my confidence. I'll win." He narrowed his eyes at Carla and then turned his gaze onto Amy. "There's no way amateurs can defeat me."
"The Almighty Unbeatable Chef Britton?" Carla shook her head. "There's this thing called humility. You should try it some time."
One of the Cornerstone chefs glanced at Carla as he spooned butter-poached shrimp into a miniature stainless steel bowl. Spiky bits of dusty blond hair poked out from around the edges of his stovepipe-like paper hat. He smiled at Carla but kept one eye on his cranky boss's back. Obviously getting caught approving of snarky comments toward the head chef wouldn't be wise.
Chef Britton took a deep breath, which puffed out his chest. If he was trying to make himself look taller and more impressive, it wasn't working. He was short for a man, not even remotely close to being average height. Apparently he used obnoxiousness as a way to distract people from noticing his stunted stature. 
"You don't need to be humble when you're as good as I am. My food is unbeatable." He swung his gaze back toward Amy. Although he was speaking to Carla, he was obviously trying his best to play dirty and unnerve Amy. "I hope you're prepared to lose."
Don't blink first. It's a sign of weakness. Out of her peripheral vision she could see Carla shake her head slightly. Amy had seen the gesture before. Don't answer him. I've got this. Carla was a master of snappy comebacks, and she never hesitated to come to Amy's aid when the situation called for world-class insults.
"If your cooking skills are anything like your bedroom skills, I hope your partner in the showdown has a lot of stamina. Based on my prior experience, I predict you'll be down for the count about ten minutes into the competition," Carla said.
The smiling sous chef snorted, then spun around to stir something in a chafing dish. Score! Chef Britton's cool attitude cracked, leaving behind a crimson flush that rose from his neck, crept up his face, and headed toward his sparse hairline at a rather alarming speed. He whirled back around and sneered at Carla. "A good partner makes all the difference, my dear. Trisha's energy is contagious. I'll have no problems going full tilt for as long as it takes to win."
"You really should watch out. All of the bragging is going to come back around and bite you in the ass." Carla cranked up her laser-like evil eye and aimed it at Britton. "Karma's a bitch." 
"Karma…Carla. Same thing."
Ouch. He had no problems lobbing insult grenades to defend his snobby encampment. What would he do during the showdown to defend his top chef status within the community? Amy's stomach twisted into a knot as Carla leveled one more icy stare at her former lover before turning away. She grabbed Amy's hand and pulled her into the crowd. If one of Britton's tactics to win was rattling her, he'd done a good job. Amy's heart was beating so hard she could hear blood whooshing in her ears. But unfortunately for him, it looked like Carla had turned the tables and given him a dose of rudeness. Would his break in composure still be in effect at the showdown? 



CHAPTER TWO
 
Three hours later, Amy wished Carla was with her again to break up the flood of tension that was threatening to drown her. The showdown was almost ready to begin, and things weren't going well. "Could you have left them in your car?" Amy asked as she looked into the empty drawer.
Sophie shook her head. "No. I had them in my booth but put them in that drawer after Bridget stopped by to say we could start setting up our kitchens onstage. My knife case was here an hour ago."
Amy pulled the metal drawer out completely, until she could see the back wall. She shook her head. The knives were gone. "I guess somebody must've slipped past the security guards. We'll have to take turns using mine. Sorry, they probably aren't as nice as yours."
"You can borrow one of mine," Chef Jake called from the other side of the stage. He ran the wide blade of a chef's knife over his pewter-colored sharpening rod. The sword-fight sound of metal scraping against metal clanged across the stage. "Sucks that somebody took your entire kit. I have a smaller chef's knife I won't use. You're welcome to it."
"Thank you," Sophie said as she jogged across the front of the stage. The long, silky brown hair in her ponytail swung back and forth, glistening in the spotlights. She grasped the handle of the knife Chef Jake had placed on the corner of his prep table. "It feels good. I appreciate the help. I was about ready to see if I could find a booth selling knives out on the expo floor."
"Don't worry about it. Glad I could help."
Sophie returned to Amy's side, grabbed the laminated recipe sheet, and began pulling vegetables out of the cooler that was stashed under the worktable. The rules of the contest said they could wash fruits and vegetables beforehand but couldn't start any chopping or slicing until the preparatory period that was just beginning. "I'll chop the onions if you can do the celery."
Amy grabbed the plastic bag of pale-green celery stalks. She laid a couple out on a plastic cutting board and concentrated on slicing them as thinly as possible. With only one hour to prepare the soup from start to finish, that didn't leave a lot of time to soften large chunks of vegetables. Plus the repetitive act of chopping vegetables was a bit like meditating. A nice distraction from the stress storm gathering inside her. 
After slicing the celery and grating carrots into crunchy orange shreds, she took a look around. There were colorful piles of vegetables on the work areas of the three kitchens. Jake and his partner, Holly, had purple onions, jalapeno peppers, and white beans arranged next to their hot plate. If she had to guess, white chicken chili would be their soup. Trisha, Chef Britton's partner, was using a mezzaluna to chop herbs that were grown on her own farm. She gripped the wooden handle at each end of the utensil and rocked the curved, half-moon blade back and forth on the wooden cutting board. As Amy watched, a fluffy mountain of leaves was quickly reduced to a dense mound of minced herbs. Bowls of shredded lacinato kale and spinach were already prepared and standing ready, no thanks to the famous chef. Britton had yet to make an appearance onstage. 
The Country Captain soup Amy and Sophie were making would have a tomatoey broth infused with mild curry powder. Golden raisins would add a touch of sweetness to the spicy, chunky soup. Cornmeal biscuits and citrus-marinated carrot salad completed the hopefully prize-winning meal.
"Let's go over what order we need to do everything," Sophie said as she slid part of the chopped onions that were destined for the salad into a small metal bowl. "I want to make sure everything gets done in time."
"I don't think there's such a thing as too much practice," Amy said. She picked up her copy of the recipe. "Let's do this."
"I'll start sautéing the vegetables. I need you to cut a stick of butter into half-inch cubes. Then one of us will have to run it to the freezer backstage. The butter must be as cold as possible when I make the biscuits." Sophie pointed at the gap in the curtains to the left of the stage. "Let's go see how far away it is."
"Sorry to be nosy, but I couldn't help eavesdropping. Can't you just put the butter on top of ice in your cooler?" Trisha asked as she slammed a blue mesh bag full of yellow onions on her worktable. "Then you won't need to leave the stage."
Sophie shook her head. "That's a good idea, but I don't think ice will work well enough, especially with these bright stage lights heating everything up. I would rather just use the deep freeze that's set up backstage to chill the butter as fast as possible. It'll only take a minute or two to run back and forth."
Amy followed her cooking partner into the dark area behind the heavy black curtain. All of the walls were painted black, lit by dim spotlights. The dense darkness cloaked electrical cords snaking across the floor. Not only was the area creepy and spooky, it was downright dangerous, especially for frenzied, stressed-out cooks. Luckily she would be running with a stick of butter, not a knife. The stainless steel upright commercial freezer stood against the back wall, dully shining in the murky light. Amy took a deep, fortifying breath. She began shoving folding chairs and card tables out of the way to clear a straight path to the oversized appliance. "I'll take care of getting the butter here. That way you can keep an eye out for when the vegetables have softened enough and get the chicken into the pot as soon as possible. We can tag team everything."
"Sounds good to me." Sophie draped her arm over Amy's shoulders and squeezed gently. "I am so happy that we are doing this together. There's nobody else I would rather have as a partner."
The Chicken Soup Showdown was the featured event of the Eat Local Expo. Three teams of local foodie celebrities were competing against each other to make the best meal composed of chicken soup, a salad, and homemade bread. A panel of local food writers would sample the meals and choose the victorious team. The winners would have $5,000 donated to their charity of choice, along with taking home $500 each to spend however they wanted. Amy and Sophie, owner of Riverbend Coffee, were playing for the Kellerton Library's literacy program. Chef Jake Sawyer, the hottie with the man-bun who made the best ceviche in town at Nibbles & Noshes, was paired with Holly Neale, owner of Buttercream Cupcakery. They would donate to the Pathway Women's Shelter. The last team consisted of the famous, but even more famous in his own mind, Chef Chet Britton from Cornerstone restaurant and Trisha Dunbar, chief gardener and owner of Dunbar Farms. Their charity was a community garden that was being planned for a neighborhood that had seen better days.
Sophie returned to the stage to slice the raw chicken so it would cook quickly. Once a straight line to the freezer was cleared of stage debris, Amy tried to join her partner. She turned around and stifled a growl of frustration. A disheveled man was sprawled in a folding chair that he had placed in the clear strip of stage while she had worked to shove a musty, broken recliner into a corner. 
"Excuse me, but could you please move? I need to get to the freezer when the showdown starts, and I just finished moving everything out of my way." She pointed at the debris-free zone behind her. And forced herself to smile. Sure, she probably looked like a crazed serial killer, but it was the nicest expression she could muster at the moment. "If you are going to watch the competition from here, could you slide your chair to the left or right? I don't want to trip over you."
The man slowly shook his head. His greasy hair flopped like squid-ink spaghetti. "Nope. I'm comfy here. You'll have to go around."
Amy inhaled through her nose. Okay, as long as he didn't stick his leg out to trip her, she could get around him when she needed to make the run to the freezer. Whoever the belligerent man was, he wasn't worth arguing with, especially when she could smell the alcohol on his breath from three feet away. Maybe he would pass out and roll out of the way.
"What are you doing?"
Holly, the cupcake wizard, stood in the gap between the heavy velvet curtains. Or at least it sounded like Holly. She was just a silhouette with her hands on her hips and elbows jutting out like mountain peaks. Amy blinked as the backlit figure advanced into the backstage darkness. It was definitely Holly, and she was definitely angry. "Get out of Amy's way. Are you drunk? Where did you get alcohol here? You better not have taken something that one of the chefs needs to use in their soup. I'm calling a cab, and you are going home. Don't even think of asking the cabbie to take you to a bar."
"I need to go check on my salad ingredients," Amy murmured as she used her hip to shove a huge metal toolbox on wheels farther to the side. If cranky man stayed put, she at least had a wide area to skirt around him. She slipped past the warring couple. Whatever was going on, she didn't want to be a part of it.
When Amy made it back to the stage, Sophie leaned toward her and whispered, "I heard you talking to someone, so I peeked backstage again to see what was going on. What a mess. That's the last thing Holly needs. She shouldn't have to deal with her obnoxious son right now. Poor woman."
That explained who the sloppy drunk was, but not why he was backstage. At least things were more hospitable on the stage. Three identical kitchen areas with four-burner hot plates, a convection oven, a long prep table, sink, and huge cooler were arranged side by side. In the center kitchen, Trisha was bouncing around her U-shaped area like a pinball. She had a piece of paper in one hand while she spun glass spice bottles on the table to look at labels. At the same time, she used her foot to flip open the cooler's lid. She was doing some serious multitasking while her diminutive partner, Chef Britton, was still nowhere in sight.
"Do you have any idea where he is, Trisha?" Jake asked as he leaned on his worktable. His forehead glistened with sweat. "Have you tried calling him? Maybe something came up at Cornerstone."
Trisha shook her head. Curly strands of blonde hair had loosened from her French braid and formed a fuzzy halo around her face. "I've been calling and texting him for the last hour. He isn't answering me. I saw him in his booth a couple hours ago, and he sounded fine. I know he likes to be the center of attention, but now is not the time to be fashionably late."
"Unfortunately, this is classic behavior for Chet." Jake swiped a white kitchen towel over his forehead. "I don't know where Holly went, but we're all done prepping. What can I do to help?"
"Nothing. I'm so mad right now I have the energy of three people." Trisha turned on her faucet and ran her hands under the stream of water. She slicked the wayward curls back with her wet fingers. "I'm pretty much done. Now to just wait for Chet to grace us with his presence."
So Amy and Sophie weren't the only ones having a rough evening. That didn't make Amy feel any better though. This was the very first showdown. It was a great opportunity to raise money for some very deserving charities. If the event went into self-destruct mode, would it continue next year? She knocked on the metal prep table next to Trisha. "We're all set too, so if you do find something that needs to be done, I can help."
"Thank you."
Trisha wiped her hands on her blue-jean apron as she disappeared into the darkness of the backstage area. A crowd was clearly gathering on the other side of the curtain that shielded the competitors from the audience. Multiple conversations blended together in a lively chorus of voices. Amy's former coworkers from Elegance Salon would be out there somewhere in the stadium-style theater seats. Her husband, Alex, wasn't. He was driving home from a business trip in Traverse City.
The scent of rotten eggs drifted past Amy as the curtains waved slightly from a breeze. She looked at Sophie. "Do you smell that? Is somebody using hard-boiled eggs?"
"I haven't seen any eggs." Sophie sniffed, then bent toward the burners in their kitchen. "That smells like propane to me. And it's coming from our hot plate."
She twisted the valve on the small propane tank sitting under the cook top. "That should stop it, but there must be a leak in one of the lines. We need to find someone to fix this fast or the showdown will start with a literal bang."
Trisha reappeared with the showdown's director at her side. Bridget Mahoney was the grande dame of Kellerton. Her family owned half of the town, including the civic arena where the competition was being held. Rumor had it that she was a shrewd landlord, but Amy knew that she was also a philanthropist. She was generous in sharing her money with charities, and never shied away from organizing huge fundraisers that would make mere mortals, or even seasoned PTA presidents, run away screaming for help.
"Your attention, please." Bridget waved her clipboard to silence the chatter of everybody onstage. "I realize we are missing a competitor, but I really can't delay the showdown. It's the end of the expo, and there is just enough time for you all to cook your meals and for the judges to decide on a winner."
Amy raised her hand. "Excuse me, but we have an even bigger problem. There's a propane leak in our kitchen."
That glitch brought a flurry of activity. Stagehands, all sporting fully stocked tool belts, clanked around replacing the leaky propane hose and setting up a high-powered fan to blow away the stinky fumes. An announcement was made to the restless-sounding crowd that the start of the showdown would be delayed for fifteen minutes because of an unforeseen problem.
Mrs. Mahoney's blue sequin-covered sweater twinkled in the harsh spotlights as she paced back and forth along the back of the stage while waiting for the explosive fumes to disperse. The burst of exercise under the hot lights would wilt most people, but her expertly applied makeup was still impeccable. Her silver hair dutifully stayed smoothed back in the simple yet elegant French twist. One of the stagehands flagged her down. She nodded as she listened to him. He disappeared backstage, and Mrs. Mahoney's face deflated into a furrowed grimace when she approached Trisha. "I am so sorry, Miss Dunbar. We need to begin the showdown in a few minutes. Do you want to forfeit or go it alone?"
Trisha plucked a pair of latex gloves out of the supply box sitting at her kitchen station. "I'm pissed off and pumped up. I'll cook everything myself."
All of the competitors clapped. A pair of stagehands quickly dismantled the fan that had been tasked with blowing away the propane fumes. Sophie bumped shoulders with Amy and whispered, "Her meal will probably taste better now, without Chet messing with everything, adding his gourmet flourishes."
"True. Sometimes simpler is better, and I think Trisha probably doesn't fuss about things much."
"Okay, ladies and gentleman." The sparkle-rific director said. "I have word that the propane leak is fixed and the fumes have dispersed. Let's get the showdown started. Have fun and good luck!"
The announcer's deep voice, amplified by a constellation of speakers mounted in the theater space, made the floor vibrate under Amy's feet. There was a blizzard of activity onstage as people ripped plastic wrap off bowls of vegetables and double-checked recipes. She wished Carla could've stayed, but she was home catching a nap before heading into the hospital for the night. It would've been nice to look into the audience and see a familiar face that wasn't drooling while trying to catch a glimpse of the star of the competition. Chef Britton was short, but he had swagger. His square jaw and watery blue eyes added to the package that attracted pretty women like peanuts attracted squirrels.
The spotlights brightened, and the curtain slowly began to rise. Amy bumped knuckles with Sophie as the electronic bell signaled the start of the Chicken Soup Showdown. The audience cheered as soup pots clanged onto the hot plates.
There was a pop broadcast over the sound system. Someone had turned on a microphone. The competitors were all fitted with battery packs and tiny microphone headsets. They were supposed to talk to the crowd to drum up support for their meals. Trisha announced, "I'm sorry. Chef Britton had an emergency and isn't here at the moment. I'm his cooking partner, Trisha, from Dunbar Farms."
There were a few boos, and the crowd noise ratcheted up a couple notches. "Come on, folks," Chef Jake said to the unhappy audience. "How about cheering on the underdog? Give Trisha a hand for being brave enough to do this by herself."
Applause and cheers replaced the disappointed murmurs. There was a hiss as Sophie dropped a stick of butter into the hot pot. Amy concentrated on dicing another stick of butter into the half-inch cubes Sophie had requested. She scattered the chunks across a plate. Then she slid plastic wrap over the dish and said, "I'm going to run this back to the freezer."
Another microphone popped on. Sophie's voice boomed through the theater. "Hello, everybody. I'm Sophie from Riverbend Coffee." She waved her hand while stirring the vegetables in the pot with a wooden spoon in the other hand. "My partner, Amy, who is famous for winning many culinary competitions, including the Kellerton Summer Festival baking contests, is running some butter to the freezer backstage. I'll be making cornmeal biscuits in a bit and need the fat in the dough to be as cold as possible. Cold butter makes the biscuits light and flaky."
Amy snatched up the plate and scooted through the opening in the backdrop curtain. She stopped for a moment to let her eyes adjust to the darkness. The path she had cleared through the clutter was still open and cleared of drunks, courtesy of Holly's tough-mama smackdown. Halfway to the huge freezer Amy kicked an empty pop can. It rattled across the wooden floor, then ricocheted between the legs of a wooden chair. The unexpected speed bump distracted her, and the plate tilted dangerously to the left. Luckily, the butter was a bit sticky from being under the stage lights, and the cubes had suction cupped themselves to the china's smooth surface. 
She sprinted the last few feet to the freezer and yanked open the heavy door. The plate flipped into the air as Chef Britton's arm slapped it out of her hand. Centrifugal force peeled back the plastic wrap as the heavy ceramic dish spun like a flipped coin. The waxy butter cubes detached and briefly took flight before raining dairy confetti onto the chef. His body was sprawled on the floor at Amy's feet, with one frozen arm reaching toward the ceiling. A knife protruded from his chest. An amoeba-shaped patch of blood stained his white chef jacket around the oddly sparkling knife handle. Amy screamed. The bad afternoon just got worse, multiplied by infinity. 
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