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    Blame the Car Ride 
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
   T he first time I, Corinne A. Cooper, considered making love with someone other than my late husband was in a red Corvette lost somewhere on the eastern slopes of a Montana mountain. One wrong turn and we had entered the unfamiliar twists of a two-lane blacktop curling ahead of us through the dusk of a deep forest. Conifers and underbrush covered the high slopes. It might have been unnerving except good old Randal Thornton was still an attentive driver. He’d given me a ride to pinochle club every other Thursday for over twenty years without mishap, and I had every reason to believe he’d deliver me safely home this time, too. 
 
    However, tonight he’d gotten us adrift on this ribbon leading to someplace north and west. Without thought, teasing words escaped my lips. “Randal, wherever are you taking me?” 
 
    He kidded back, “Just looking for a good spot to park and make mad, passionate love to you.” 
 
    “Sounds fun.” The words slipped out unbidden. Where had they come from? I froze. Not daring to glance at him, I tapped my fingers together in rhythm to a country song twanging from the radio. 
 
    He remained silent for several curves before peering at me and then back at the road. 
 
    Another tight curve. 
 
    “Do you need a boyfriend?” he asked as if it was a perfectly natural question. 
 
    Mortified, I quickly replied, “No, and I don’t want one, either. I just want to live quietly and not worry about anyone else.” 
 
    “Just Corinne time, huh?” Randal sounded a little sad. He sat quietly beside me, looking the same as he had since I’d met him, only now, silver streaked his blond hair and the craggy lines in his face seemed deeper. 
 
    I looked away and down at my fingers curled together in my lap. “That’s all I can handle.” 
 
    “It’s been three years since Mel died.” 
 
    The undercurrent inside the car needed to change, and the only way to do that was to ask about his wife. “Nicole doing okay?” I dared then to look at him again. 
 
    His jaw worked, not in anger but weighing his words. “We’re going to check into some alternate care for her. Just hope we’re doing the right thing.” 
 
    “I can’t believe it. Used to be Nicole and you, Mel and me riding to card club, now it’s just us. How many years?” 
 
    Randal scratched his temple. “I think we started before the turn of the century. Don’t know, but we’ve been friends a long time.” He glanced at me, eyes soft with kinship, like I was a close cousin or maybe a sister he loved. 
 
    I did not want him thinking of me like that. Or thinking of me at all. He was married to a good friend, and here we were talking about intimate things we had no business sharing. 
 
    Thankfully, the terrain ahead and on both sides now seemed familiar. “I think we’re getting closer to the main road again.” 
 
    “We are.” He sounded as relieved as I felt. 
 
    I didn’t want the last of these miles with him to be silent. Our shared laughter was the thing I enjoyed most when we were together. We found the same odd or unusual things humorous, and I never grew tired of our easy conversations. “If I remember right, you were raised in this area,” I said to lead us back to my version of acceptability. We had to stay on an even keel, the one I knew. 
 
    Again, Randal met my eyes. “You’re in a rare mood tonight.” 
 
    “I just think it’s fun to talk about our younger years. I was raised on a farm along the base of Columbia Mountain and you grew up here in these mountains. Maybe fifty miles apart?” 
 
    “No, more like worlds apart. My dad moved us from California to Trego when I was just a kid. You know the area?” 
 
    “I do. You were really in the sticks.” 
 
    Randal grinned. “That we were.” 
 
     The tension between us relaxed in quiet conversation until he said, “Since we’re talking age, I’d better confess that I saw your birth year on your driver’s license.” 
 
    I didn’t keep many secrets, but my age and the inside of my wallet belonged to me alone. My irritation flashed, and if I weren’t a lady, I’d have laced him with some choice words about snooping, a most despicable act as far as I’m concerned. His calm profile rankled me a little more. “When exactly were you in my wallet?” 
 
    The car sped down a steep hill, and Randal pumped the brake to turn right onto Farm to Market Road, a county artery into Kalispell. After dodging a deer, he spoke. “Little touchy about your age and wallet? Don’t worry, I wasn’t snooping. Just saw the license over your shoulder when you bought us coffee at Mojo’s. You do realize I’m quite a bit taller than you.” 
 
    “You’re a snoop.” 
 
    “Never said I wasn’t.” A pleased and self-assured expression rested on his face. 
 
    Okay. Randal had answered the teasing in a safe way and dealt with my silliness kindly. How many married men would do that? 
 
    I loved him a little right then. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
   “C orinne Cooper, don’t be adolescent,” I scolded myself as I held a second cup of coffee and gazed out the wavy panes of the bay windows. This sunny spot usually calmed most of my uncertainties while I relaxed on the cushioned seat. The old-fashioned alcove held the permanence I craved since losing Mel. He had been my anchor, and now this house was my harbor, replacing his warm, sturdy embrace. 
 
    I fidgeted with a string on the drape’s hem, jerking the emerald green thread free. How could I have been so stupid last night? Randal was married and his wife a good friend. Dropping out of the pinochle club entered my mind, but the loss of fun times around a card table also seemed wrong. 
 
    Self-reproach led to admitting I had no idea what to think about these reawakened emotions messing around not only in my mind but also in my flesh. I experienced desire for the first time since before Mel’s long illness and passing. What the devil was I going to do with it? A married lover was certainly not an option. In fact, an unmarried lover wasn’t an option, either. I lived a moral life. Sure, I enjoyed the look of a handsome man, but I had kept faithful to Mel. Always would, or so I thought until my independence at age sixty-eight and the unendingly quiet house told me I needed more. 
 
    The only thing to do was discuss this whole jumble of feelings with Edwina Brewster, better known as “Edgy,” my confidant and best friend. She’d know how to handle these newly uncovered needs. And the fun part would be listening to a few her of carryover British words when she got excited over my confession.  
 
    I hustled down the front porch steps and waited on the boulevard for a string of vehicles to stream passed. Kalispell’s historic, tree-lined streets were not designed for this increased traffic. Finally, I crossed the blacktop and walked past four bungalows to Edgy’s yellow Tudor. Red roses climbing a trellis on a corner turret bloomed full in the bright July sun. She ministered to her flowers with a passion. It was her tender side, the one I admired most. 
 
    A breeze shuffled through the shady red maples lining the street. Goosebumps tightened and I rubbed my arms, surprised they were there. I was even more amazed that I kept my thoughts on flowers and trees when different, unbidden feelings were teasing my mind. 
 
    If I actually found a man, what would I do with him? 
 
    I opened the picket gate and entered Edgy’s yard. At least Whirlwind must be in the house. Darn dog had almost knocked me over last time I came to visit. Crazy pooch was part Lab and part border collie, but neither part controlled the other. His body and head twisted two ways at once. He couldn’t even stand still long enough to be petted. 
 
    The instant the doorbell rang, Whirly erupted into a frenzy. Edgy held him back as she opened the door. 
 
    I struggled past her tall body and his wiggly one into the entryway, kicked off my clogs, and padded to the kitchen.  
 
    Edgy led Whirly to the back door and pitched a leather chew bone into their fenced yard. “That’ll keep him busy for a while.” She brushed her strong hands on baggy pant legs. A sheen of perspiration showed across her forehead, even though I had been chilly just a few minutes ago. Odd. 
 
    “Whew, it’s bloody hot already,” she said. “Grab a stool and I’ll get us something to drink.” 
 
    I always had to hike one hip up and worm onto her tall bar stools. “I understand tall people like tall stools, but I need a shorter one.” 
 
    “I’ll get one next time I’m in a furniture store, which will be never. Downsizing is my new motto.” She half-filled two stemmed glasses with Chardonnay and handed one to me. “You’d probably prefer coffee this time of day, but from the looks of it we both need wine instead of caffeine.”  
 
    My hand quivered as my fingers gripped the glass. I squeezed hard enough to make sure I didn’t spill all over. 
 
    “You’re shaky. What’s wrong?” 
 
    I sipped the wine instead of answering, then slurped a bigger drink. “Thanks, I did need that.” And I really did. It had never been easy for me for me to talk about my feelings. I had spent all those years with Mel without really telling him my deepest thoughts, the underneath ones, what I wanted just for myself. Now I struggled to figure out what I needed, and, at my age, time for a new life flew away too quickly. Was I already too old? Maybe, but to live peacefully, the longings for adventure required satisfaction. I flushed with heat and told myself to loosen up. I polished off what was left in the glass. 
 
    Her eyelids lowered a tad, Edgy read my expression with a question in hers. “Who or what’s driving you nuts this morning?” 
 
    “It isn’t who or what but a need.” 
 
    She flipped her kinky permed hair back and sipped the Chardonnay. “What’s this all aboot?” Her English accent colored her question, and she added, “You know what I mean.” She squinted as her smile turned up more on one side than the other 
 
    I grinned. “You’ve been fighting your British tongue since we met, and I still can’t figure out why. I love the sounds of the words you were born to speak.” 
 
    “England was not a happy place for me. But don’t change the subject. Tell me what’s got you in a snit.” 
 
    I took a deep breath. “My body has been telling me I hunger, and last night I finally realized I long to be held again by a strong, dependable man.” 
 
    Edgy’s brows rose, her eyes widened, and a little wine slopped over the rim of her glass before she quickly set it down on the counter. “That’s the last thing I expected from you, O friend with more silver in her blond hair than I have. What brought this on?” 
 
    “Letting yours escape the dye jobs might tame your spicy tongue.” 
 
    “You’re the one who said she needed some—” 
 
    I blurted, “It’s been three years since Mel died, and I must be ready to start living again. You know any good male prospects for me?” I said those words but didn’t know where they came from, just like the ones I said to Randal in the car. They simply slipped from my lips.  
 
    Edgy fingered the gold chain that draped into the swell of her cleavage. A sly grin touched her full lips. “What makes you think I know men?” 
 
    “You talk about them more than any woman I know.” 
 
    Edgy pinched the bridge of her proud nose, drawing her large bronze eyes into a squint. “I’ll give you that, but don’t tell Fred.” 
 
    “Why would I tell your husband? I can barely talk to you about this. I never thought I’d even consider marriage again.” 
 
    “Marriage? I thought we were talking hanky-panky, love in a loft, or at least a sordid affair.” 
 
    “Edgy, you know me better than that.” 
 
    Her eyes brightened with devilment. “I know you better than you know yourself. Let’s see. Where would the perfect guy be hiding?” 
 
    “I haven’t a clue. That’s why I’m here.” 
 
    “Humm, is there a guy at your church?” 
 
    “They’re all married or too old.” I blushed as I said, “I guess I checked them over without knowing it.”  
 
    Edgy rubbed her chin. “Tell you what. We’ll visit a different church Sunday. From what I hear, the church up on top of Northridge Heights is known for its great music. Guys like that, but they like a pub more. If you’re really serious, we could go to a honkey tonk looking for the right cowboy.” She laughed in a smarty way. 
 
    Darn her hide, she just said that to see if I was really going to do this. “I’d consider a ranch hand, or better yet a farmer.” My determination not to be embarrassed strengthened. “You know my ancestors were homesteaders.”  
 
    She blinked a couple of times. “You’d go to the Blue Moon?” 
 
    I answered in a low, steady tone, “Only if you’ll come with me.” 
 
    By now, a gleam of excitement sparked from Edgy. “If we can’t find anybody at that roadhouse, we’ll find an AA meeting. There’s got to be a lonely guy there looking for love.” She scratched lightly on her cheekbone. “We could include the Dahlia Society, but we already go to their meetings and I haven’t seen one guy I’d date. Have you?” 
 
    I nodded as a sign of good faith in her ramblings but was already dreading where she’d be dragging me. It looked as though I had opened a dark side of Edgy. I just didn’t know where we’d end up. Scary. 
 
    She crossed her arms, looking satisfied that the job would be completed. “As a last resort, we’ll try the Golden Agers. They always have a surplus of old codgers.” 
 
    “I’m not in the market for an old codger, more like a man who has lived a little.” 
 
    She grinned. “Let’s see, today is Thursday. I’ll check out the big church on the hill and get their Sunday service schedule. We’ll start with biggest and work down if we have to. This might take some time, but there’s bound to be a suitable guy somewhere. Of course, there is online dating.” 
 
    “I don’t know. That seems awfully desperate.” 
 
    “You still know how to flirt?” Edgy’s brows arched. 
 
    “Maybe we should start with the bar. Might not feel so intimidating.” 
 
    Edgy cackled. “It’s certainly easier to go to a place where there’s drinking and dancing than a place for confessing sins. You sure?” 
 
      
 
    Friday evening arrived too soon. I now regretted telling Edgy I wanted to date. Why I even mentioned it, I’ll never know. She’d quickly turned into a field commander and put my late-blooming desires into her war plan. Who knew what things she’d want me to do? And she’d be here any minute. 
 
    I reached for my phone to cancel but stopped. It didn’t feel right to go, and yet somehow it felt less right not to go. I still wasn’t making sense. 
 
    Is this how dementia starts? No, but maybe insanity. 
 
    What the heck, I might as well follow my impulses. Why not? Wouldn’t hurt anything. I tucked my silver-streaked hair into a bun at the nape of my neck, glossed my lips with rose, and stepped into a shirtwaist dress of lively French blue and white polka dots. I stuck my tongue out at my reflection in the mirror. My clothes were okay for any roadhouse Edgy might choose. 
 
    Three quick honks sounded from a car out front. I grabbed my clutch purse, closed the door, and hurried to Edgy’s sporty orange RAV4. 
 
    “Are we really doing this?” I asked as I locked the seat belt, maybe my last protection against an evening of the unknown. The anticipation unnerved me. What did I expect?  
 
    Edgy’s eyes revealed concern. “Only if you still want to. Or have your hormones cooled?” 
 
    “I’m not so sure I have any left, but, yes, I need a little excitement. Let’s go and see what mischief you’ll get me into.”  
 
    “Mischief at a joint? You’ve got to be kidding.” Edgy batted her lashes at me and then checked her fuzzy ponytail in the rearview mirror. “Are you sure you want to go dressed like it’s the 1950s all over again? I thought the reason for going was to attract a fella.” 
 
    I probably did appear prudish. “My white polka dots will shine and glimmer under the dance lights, sparkling like I’m dressed in jewels.” 
 
    Edgy shot me her come on look “How do you know that?” 
 
    “They did the last time Mel took me dancing.” 
 
    “How old is that dress?” Edgy raised her brows, then shook away her apparent calculations. “Whatever, it’s your party.” 
 
    “Just drive. I’m ready to take on the night at a place I haven’t been since I was young and foolish.” I sounded so brave. 
 
    I settled back for the fifteen mile ride. “Besides, my dress still fits. That counts for something.” One for me, zero for Edgy. My smile widened. I couldn’t help it. She’d pitch a fit if anyone thought she’d gained weight, but her hips filled her jeans. The extra padding looked good. She’d been too skinny until last winter, when I noticed a fuller face, not fat but a little chubbier. She looked healthier, but lately I again detected dark splotches under her eyes, and once in a while tremors claimed her hands. 
 
    “It’s okay if you’re nervous,” Edgy said without hesitation, reassuring me with her apparent experience.  
 
    I held back a denial about how my nerves were just fine. I appreciated Edgy coming with me and even driving, just like I valued Randal’s driving me to pinochle club. It was nice just to relax and let someone else take over during a ride. I took secret delight in my encouraging him to flirt last time. He’d simply reacted to my goofy remark. Flirting with a married man would have to halt, but, dang, he was fun to tease—and safe. It was way past time to let go and have some real fun with someone. 
 
    “What are you daydreaming about?” Edgy asked. 
 
    “Saying goodbye to daily chores.” 
 
    Edgy snorted. “You’ve never let clutter build in your home. I’ve been wanting to come over and spread piles of mail and newspapers around just so it’ll look lived in.” 
 
    “That’s the thing. It hasn’t been since Mel died.” 
 
    Dusk moved toward dark, and our headlights reflected in puddles still lingering in dips on the pavement. A July downpour had drenched the valley before we left home. I thought maybe it’d be a good excuse not to go, but no way. According to Edgy, a little rain never hurt anyone. 
 
    She angle-parked near the front entrance to the Blue Moon roadhouse, reputed to be the liveliest honkey tonk in the valley. When I stepped onto the still-warm blacktop, sticky heat glued my clothes against me. I shook the skirt of my dress loose, drew my shoulders together, and faked a shiver. 
 
    “Here I am, entering a den of iniquity.” 
 
    “Oh, poo.” Edgy waved her hands sideways. “It’s just humanity having a good time. We’ll be long gone before any brawls break out. Midnight is the magic hour for that.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “You know that—how?” 
 
    She pretended not to hear and reached for the door handle. The wooden door swung open easily, inviting us inside. I hid a little behind Edgy as we entered. I needn’t have bothered. A few men were hunched on padded stools, eating hamburgers and greasy fries at the long bar extending along the right side of the cavernous room. I even caught a whiff of catsup. Several couples sat at small, shabby tables encircling the dance floor. Its dark finish had been worn away from years of cowboy boots scuffing to the beat of country songs. 
 
    A woman and two men were fiddling with sound equipment on the bandstand. Beyond the platform, three gamblers with serious faces studied their cards at a table, and one lonely guy hunched over a pool table, striking balls one after the other. The place was barely alive. 
 
     “Should we go somewhere else?” I asked, uncertain. “Or maybe just go home?” 
 
    “It’s early. Let’s have a drink and see what happens. Live music should draw a crowd.” Edgy nudged me. “Will you quit acting like you are being led to slaughter? Let’s sit over near the pool table. I like the sound of the balls clicking against each other.” 
 
    “You have the weirdest likes of anyone I know.” I tossed starch into my shoulders. Confidence straightened my spine as I crossed the dance floor, and I realized I had finally set aside the wimpiness in my attitude. The wobbly table I chose had two chairs looking like they might fall apart, but I perched on one anyway. 
 
    Edgy grabbed the edge of the tabletop and pulled it closer to the pool table, leaving me stranded. I quickly stood and shoved the chairs to the table. She held onto the back of hers, paying attention to the lone pool player. Her head tilted as if she were listening to quiet music. The angle of the strike on a ball positioned the white one ready to hit another, and she raised her drink toward the middle-aged man. His Stetson sat forward, his plaid shirt laid open at the neck, and his tight jeans supported a heavy paunch. He tipped his hat at her. 
 
    The man laid the cue stick on the table and called to her, “Want to join me in a friendly game?” 
 
    Edgy glanced down at me. “Come on. I’ll show you a trick or two.” She sauntered forward, shed her English accent, and took on a slight Western twang, “Whatcha runnin’?” 
 
    “Bank the eight—call your shot—ten bucks on the table.” 
 
    Edgy stood for a long minute sizing him up. Finally, she said, “That’s hardly worth the effort. Make it fifty and you got a game.” 
 
    “Whoa.” He looked at her from top to bottom and then again before he turned his attention to me. 
 
    I shrugged but stepped closer to Edgy. 
 
    She reached into her hip pocket, drew out a bill, and laid it on the ledge of the table, pressing the face of Ulysses S. Grant smooth, never once taking her eyes off the guy. “I like to know who I’m playing. What’s your name?” 
 
    I had never met this brazen side of Edgy. She’d morphed from an English butterfly into a cunning shark. I drew a little closer to her as he answered. 
 
    “Sid Nelson.” He chalked the tip of his cue stick, rubbing it in slow, tender circles, all the while looking at Edgy as if he wouldn’t mind taking her money, maybe teaching her a lesson. A slight shrug in his shoulders signaled acceptance. “There’s room in my wallet for your fifty. You rack ’em, Little Honey, and I’ll crack ’em.” 
 
    Edgy picked up the wooden triangle and ran her index finger along all three sides, closely fingering the inside point of each joint. She glanced at me. “Maybe I should give you a lesson on how to play pool.” She tapped one of the tips on the triangle. “I’m going to use this as the breakpoint and put it right over that little spot on the table.” Her teaching tone sounded charming with a little dare in it. 
 
    A fake smile creased Sid’s face. “Look, all I want is a friendly game.” 
 
    Edgy held up her palms. “No harm. Just giving my friend something new to think about.” 
 
    I touched her arm. “I don’t need a lesson. Remember, Mel had a pool table in the basement and we played with the kids.” 
 
    She batted her eyelashes. 
 
    That little devil. She was putting on a show for a reason. She deftly added the solids and stripes with the black eight ball in the center. Her knuckles whitened as she squeezed the base, moved it over the mark on the green felt, and gently raised it from the triangle of fifteen balls. 
 
    “I see you know the game.” Sid sounded slightly on guard. 
 
    “Just a bit.” She moved just enough to be out of his way. 
 
    He solidified his stance and bent forward. With the fingers of his left hand holding tight on the green felt surface, he curled his index finger around the cue. The only thing moving was his gently swinging shooting arm. He torpedoed the white cue ball into the pool balls. They scattered, caroming into one another and against the padded rim of the table. The two-ball looked like it would drop into a pocket but glanced off the rim too hard and rolled away. None fell, and only a couple of balls rested against the felt table rim. 
 
    Red splotched high on Sid’s cheeks. Scars around his eyes told tales of fist fights. “You want to play these or have a rerack?” 
 
    Edgy walked around the table studying where the balls lay. “Rack ’em again.” 
 
    He eased the balls into a tight vee and stepped back, standing just out of the way, hands in his pockets, attention zeroed in on Edgy. The tension between them increased. I moved for a better angle and gripped my purse handle. It was heavy enough to carry a wallop if I had to swing it.  
 
    Edgy noticed my tight hold on the purse, and I glimpsed her lopsided grin as she turned and selected a cue stick from a rack on the wall. She examined it by holding it straight out and then running her fingers down it. She tested three, chose the fourth, and rubbed chalk into the tip of it. 
 
    Edgy broke the pool balls hard. The striped nine ball rolled straight to the corner pocket and fell into the net. She surveyed the table from all four sides, stalking it like an eagle looking for prey, her attitude as hard and unfriendly as Sid’s. 
 
    She called out, “Eleven off the three into the right corner.” Bending with confidence, she aimed the stick to strike the cue ball low and just to the right of center. She drained the shot. The cue ball spun back toward her. Chalking between each shot, she ran the ten, the thirteen, and the fifteen into pockets. 
 
    Two lone men and several couples gathered to witness the lady in a layered top and tight, rhinestone-trimmed jeans. There was no sound except the laughter of more people entering the tavern. 
 
    A rugged rancher with wide shoulders moved in front of me, blocking my view. The nerve. I slipped around him, and he stepped back slightly. 
 
    Edgy called, “Fourteen in the side.” As she pressed her fingers into a high bridge, a low murmur ran through the growing crowd. She angled her cue over the blue two ball and popped the green-striped fourteen into the side pocket, then stood upright and rechalked the cue stick. 
 
    She grinned at Sid. “You wanna up the pot?” 
 
    Sid sneered, “Think you’re shark enough to hustle me?” 
 
    “Yep.”  
 
    “This is getting serious.” The words whispered against my neck. The warm, moist breath tickled along the nape of my hairline. I quickly moved forward. The band struck a beat and broke into a thunderous version of “Ride Sally Ride.” 
 
    Edgy rubbed the chalk on the cue, all the while staring down Sid. She called, “Eight ball in the side.” She banked it, and the ball rolled across the table and fell into a side pocket. 
 
    And just like that, the game was over. She picked up her fifty and his, stuffed them in her jeweled hip pocket, and nodded at the man as if she wanted to make sure he knew he’d been suckered. She pushed through the admiring crowd wearing an in-your-face expression. 
 
    Sid’s angry eyes watched her every stride. I needed to cover her back and turned, almost bumping into the rancher behind me. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to invade your space,” he said. 
 
    I couldn’t believe my eyes. Windblown and tan like he had just come in from herding cattle. Shadowed cleft chin, flared nose, deep laugh lines, and brown, teasing eyes. And he was no kid, at least in his late fifties or early sixties, which only made him more breathtaking. 
 
    Before I could draw a breath, he said, “I’m Dean Hyatt.” He nodded toward the bandstand. “Care to dance?” 
 
    My answer slipped out, “I’m married and have a torn ACL.”  
 
    He grinned sadly. “Sorry you’re hurt.” 
 
    My cheeks warmed. I had turned down the hunk of a lifetime. 
 
    “Don’t be embarrassed,” he said. 
 
    I wasn’t embarrassed, but his telling me not to be added to my sudden feelings of guilt. Mel had died only three years ago, and here I was in a dance hall like some young chick. I turned away and plopped onto the rickety chair beside Edgy, leaning next to her ear to talk under the deafening music. “I just turned down a dance by saying I’m married and have a torn ligament.” 
 
    Edgy’s bronze eyes widened. “You were asked to dance?” She softly pressed her palms together, fingers tapping her chin as if praying. “There’s hope.” She glanced around. “Who asked?” 
 
    “Dean, standing over by the pool table.” 
 
    Edgy leaned forward, squinting. “That guy?” 
 
    I nodded slowly, unsure if I should identify who. 
 
    She straightened like a hawk over a field mouse. “He’s bloody gorgeous. I thought you wanted a man. He looks like one to me.” 
 
    “I just can’t. Let’s go,” I shouted over the roar of electric guitars and throbbing drums. 
 
    Edgy grabbed her purse in one hand, gulped the last of her wine, and rose. “You don’t have to tell me twice.” 
 
    Her miffed tone surprised me. Edgy in a mood was never easy. I could’ve bitten my tongue. 
 
    Sudden arguing erupted by the pool table. Sid was yelling at a man holding a cue stick like a baseball bat. 
 
    We were too close. I knew Edgy shouldn’t have moved our table so close to the pool table. 
 
    Sid grabbed the black eight ball and threw it hard. The ball sailed into a support beam, glanced off, and struck Edgy above her right ear. She crumpled deadweight to the floor, blood running from a gash. 
 
    Oh, my Lord. I dropped to my knees and bent over her. “Edgy, Edgy, wake up.” I patted her cheek and felt no response. I fingered for a pulse in her neck. Strong. I shook her. “Edgy!” 
 
    Dean Hyatt rushed forward, pulled a handkerchief from his hip pocket, and pressed it onto her wound. “Call nine-one-one,” he yelled at the crowd. 
 
    The bartender ran over. “Already called. Cops are coming, too.” 
 
    “The bastard who threw the ball just ran out the side door,” a guy in the crowd said to the bartender. “Almost seemed like he threw it at her.” 
 
    “Naw, he was aiming at me,” said the guy with the cue stick. 
 
    Dean scanned the crowd. “Anyone know who he is?”  
 
    “Sid Nelson,” I said. “Or so he told Edgy.” My voice vibrated with tears I would not allow to fall. 
 
    Dean stared at me. “Here, hold this tight against her head.” 
 
    My fingers touched his as I obeyed. I met his eyes, and then he quickly crossed to the side door and disappeared. 
 
    Everyone was talking at once, recounting what they had seen. The noise swirled around us as my poor friend lay limp in my arms. I repeated Sid Nelson a couple of times to myself. I would not forget. 
 
    Finally, Edgy stirred, opened her eyes, and tried to pull away from me. 
 
    “Stay still,” I said. “You might have a concussion. You were hit by the eight ball. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “For what? I’m all right.” She tried to put her hand up to the side of her head. 
 
    I pushed her hand away. “You’ll get it bleeding more. I’ll take you to the ER for stitches. Been wanting to drive your RAV since you got it, but this is the last time I’m taking you honkey tonking only to sit on the floor in a damned polka-dot dress.” 
 
    Edgy wrinkled her nose at me. “I knew you should’ve worn jeans.” She looked at the blood smearing her hands. “Fred will have a fit if he sees me all bloody.” 
 
    Dean, smelling like fresh air, knelt down beside us again. He looked into my eyes. “And will your husband have a fit, too?” 
 
    “That’s none of your business.” 
 
    His expression darkened. “If you don’t want to talk to people, why the hell are you in a nightclub?” 
 
    Good question. 
 
      
 
    I helped wounded, aggravated Edgy into the brightly lit remodeled kitchen of her home. Marinara sauce laced with oregano and garlic simmered on the gas range, even at this late hour. Amazing. 
 
    Fred stared at us from where he pushed a large wooden spoon back and forth in a large pot. “After you called, I put together a pot of Grandma Abelia’s pappardelle. It’ll cure any sore spot. I’ve been keeping it hot.” His full-length chef’s apron covered a well-fed belly. He waggled his head at Edgy. “I can’t believe you shot pool again.” 
 
    She walked into his arms. “Yes, you can. You’ve been putting up with my addictions since we met.” 
 
    “How many stitches?” He carefully avoided touching the bandage. 
 
    I answered for Edgy. “Six. The doctor said it was a good thing the ball missed her cheekbone.” 
 
     Fred held Edgy away from him, looking into her eyes. “I won’t make you promise again. Now let’s get you into bed and I’ll bring you a plate of food that’s great any time of day. You have to be hungry.” 
 
     I waved my hands to halt their movements. “Just a minute, I don’t think you were hit by accident. I’m pretty sure Sid Nelson threw the ball at you.” 
 
    Both Edgy and Fred gaped. “What makes you think so?” he asked. 
 
    “Sid was furious when she ran the table on him.” 
 
    Edgy shook her head. “How do you know?” 
 
    “I saw his evil glare at your back when you pocketed his fifty. I think he threw the ball at the pillar to make it carom off and hit you.” 
 
    “You can’t know that,” Edgy said. 
 
    “Maybe not, but I think I’m right. I used to work for the Gallatin County jail while I was in college. I saw lots of very angry people, and he was one of them.” 
 
     Edgy drew back. “You didn’t tell me you were a jailer!” 
 
    “And I didn’t know you hustled pool.” 
 
    “Not anymore.” 
 
    “Aw, Edgy,” Fred said. “Don’t say things that aren’t true. Some things can’t be helped. Come on, let’s put you to bed.” 
 
    Fred helped Edgy to the staircase. I had wanted to yell up the stairs after them that I didn’t feed prisoners anymore. But I still worried about people in trouble, and she was one of them. I closed the door quietly behind me. 
 
    Above the faraway mountains to the east, the night sky lightened to pearl gray, foretelling the rising of the sun. I was thankful; Edgy and I both needed a new day. 
 
    I opened the side gate and wandered into my backyard. Still upset, I craved a few calm minutes to witness the sun climb over the mountains. The beauty of the softly breaking dawn helped ease the leftover trauma of Edgy getting hurt at the Blue Moon. It had been dumb to go there. This whole outrageous plan to visit groups searching for a companion would have to stop. No amount of dissatisfaction should push me and Edgy into places we didn’t belong—places that landed either of us in the hospital. Instead of going right inside, I perched on my wooden picnic table next to the patio. Its angle gave me a clear opening through the trees to the eastern skyline. 
 
    The new morning broke though in a blinding arc. 
 
    I sighed with tiredness as I gently rubbed the soft spot in the nape of my neck where the flutter of Dean’s warm whisper lingered. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
   S unday morning, Edgy and I trailed an usher down the slanted aisle of the auditorium-style sanctuary, leading us closer to the dais of the hilltop church. The lack of stained glass or frosted windows surprised me, as did the skylights running along the pitch of the vaulted ceiling. The white walls, trimmed with natural maple, provided a clean and simple atmosphere for worship.  
 
    The usher pointed out two seats in the fifth row. According to what I had read on the church’s website, the sanctuary held over nine hundred people, and the pews were darn near full. Edgy nudged me forward into the row. 
 
    Parishioners moved their knees aside so we could squeeze past. Finally, we settled onto the padded bench, crowded like goslings nestled near their mother’s breast—one wiggle and the nearest parishioner would certainly give us a look of this is my space.  
 
    “I wanted to sit in the back,” I whispered. 
 
    “Me, too.” She fluffed her hair to make sure the bandage above her ear stayed covered. “I told you we’d be late if you didn’t quit your bloody hemming and hawing about going.” Edgy also kept her tone low under the swell of violins, flutes, and trombones in the orchestra as the choir sang an upbeat rendition of “Blessed Assurance.” Drums kept them all in sync as the voices rose and fell, only to surge again. 
 
    I leaned closer to her and raised my voice. “And I told you we shouldn’t go. It’s only two days since you were in the ER getting stitches.” It was silly to egg Edgy on. A sense of doom closed as I worried a comeback from her might be overheard by the patient faithful waiting for their pastor. 
 
    The choir director invited the congregation to stand. We sang along with the uplifting voices until the music stopped. The pastor stepped to the lectern for prayer. After his amen, he said, “Shake hands with your neighbors.” 
 
    The woman in the pew in front of me turned around and extended her hand. Delicate and with disquieting gray eyes, she seemed burdened. Despite her cares, she smiled with a genuine greeting. “I’m Rosella,” she said. “I haven’t seen you here before.” 
 
    We joined hands. “I’m Corinne. My friend and I are visiting. Heard about the remodeling your church has done and wanted to see it.” The excuse slid easily from my lips. I should have simply said I was visiting. 
 
    The gentleman on the other side of Rosella extended his hand toward me, but when he noticed Edgy, his cheeks flushed and his jaw hardened. He quickly turned his back on us. 
 
    Rosella sat down beside him. “What’s wrong?” she whispered to the man, loud enough for us to hear. 
 
    I was wondering the same, and I turned to Edgy to ask if she knew. 
 
    Edgy’s cheeks had reddened, and her eyes were flinty, body tense, and chin stiff. 
 
    I elbowed her. “What’s the matter?” 
 
    She hissed through clenched teeth, “Later.” 
 
    During the next energetic and joyful-to-the-Lord hymn, I spoke softly near her ear. “You’re upset, and I want to know why.” 
 
    Edgy leaned in closer. “That’s Lester. You know, he lives across the alley from me. He’s married to the sweetest gal. What the hell is he doing in church with a different woman?” 
 
    “Maybe she’s his sister?” I whispered back. 
 
    Edgy’s voice raised a notch. “Are you kidding? Sisters don’t snuggle against their brothers like that.” 
 
    “Shh. Are you sure?” 
 
    “Why do you always doubt me?” She breathed slowly and steadily, struggling for composure.  
 
    I drew my brows together, studying Edgy’s irked profile. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I’m a crab and still you put up with me.” 
 
    By now others nearby had leaned closer in an obvious attempt to hear what we were saying. 
 
    Edgy glanced one way and then another. Her hands relaxed in her lap. She looked pretty with her brunette hair brushed over to cover the shaved and stitched spot. She lowered her voice to barely a whisper. “You’re a crab because you’re going through some kind of a crisis, but I don’t understand why you’re upset over it. There’s no need to be the perfect lady anymore. No one cares if you live a little while you can.” 
 
    Next to me, a heavyset matron leaned into my shoulder with her squishy one. “I don’t,” she said. Her floral scent overpowered, and I covered my mouth to stifle a sneeze. What I really wanted to do was laugh, but I didn’t dare in this holy place, a place where God is worshipped and sins washed away. I held my breath as a thought popped into my mind—where people also eavesdrop and gossip. The three of us exchanged knowing looks and settled down to absorb an inspiring sermon about living through grace. 
 
    As we filed out, Edgy repeatedly checked over her shoulder to track the movements of Lester. 
 
    So did I. 
 
    Lester shot us an evil scowl, then paused while his lady friend greeted an elderly woman still sitting in a pew. 
 
    “Leave it be,” I said. “He looks weird. Maybe dangerous.” 
 
    “I won’t tell his wife,” Edgy said. “But, bloody hell, how can he be so blatantly unfaithful that he flaunts it in a church?” Her words fairly sizzled. 
 
    “You just can’t know for sure,” I said, touching her arm in what I hoped was a reassuring way. 
 
    She jerked away from my hand but stood beside me as we waited in the foyer for the multitude to pass through the doors. They moved forward at a snail’s pace while men shook hands and women hugged. Kids wove in and out of the crowd. The noise and confusion were pleasant, comforting to a degree, and I relaxed. It was okay to be here. I grinned and greeted people I’d probably never see again. 
 
    A man stepped in front of Edgy. “Are you doing okay?” he asked her. 
 
    A kid bumped me from the left. I hadn’t seen him coming because I was momentarily stunned that Dean, the rancher from the bar, was standing there grinning like he had just found two old friends.  
 
    Words flew out of my mouth, “What are you doing here?” 
 
    He sized me up and shook his head. “You don’t want to talk to people in a church either?” 
 
    He was teasing, but the coincidence of seeing him again seemed a bit odd. How could that happen? I found my tongue. “I talk to people just fine, but it’s odd to see you at a roadhouse and two days later at church.”  
 
    The creases around his distracting eyes deepened, then his attention turned back to Edgy. “I saw you come in and just wanted to know if you’re okay. You got hit pretty hard.” 
 
    Before Edgy could answer, Rosella from the pew in front of us crowded past, followed by Lester. He pushed hard against Edgy, causing her to sidestep. 
 
    Dean caught her arm. “Who’s that guy?” 
 
    “Neighbor,” Edgy said. “Apparently a no-good . . .” 
 
    Thank heavens, she stopped before saying something improper in a church. 
 
    Dean blocked the moving crowd and guided Edgy toward the door. He looked back over his shoulder at me. “You coming?” 
 
    I tagged along until we flowed out onto the wide sidewalk in front of the church. Dean topped his head with his hat and walked us to the RAV4 all the way at the west end of the parking lot. “Good to see you ladies again.” 
 
    He winked at me when he turned away, surprising the heck out of me. My cheeks grew warm. I thought I heard him chuckle as he strolled away with his easy, rhythmic gait across the hot blacktop to a white king cab Ford truck. 
 
    I expected him to light up a Marlboro. 
 
    As he drove past, I noticed Colorado license plates on the truck. 
 
    Who is that guy? 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
   I  arrived home from church disappointed in the unbelievable mess that visiting the Blue Moon and the church had managed to turn into. Because of me, Edgy had been struck by a thrown pool ball and then was caught up in a battle of dirty looks with her neighbor at a church. Who gets into a fight in the Lord’s house? A better question was, how could a married man go to worship with his lover? Or was she his lover? Despite what Edgy suspected, we didn’t know. Thankfully, my need for adventure had vanished in the chaos and was replaced with a desire to stay home in my cozy, familiar surroundings.  
 
    To combat my turmoil, I trooped outside to spray a soapy mixture on my rose bushes. Driving aphids away took time and concentration. The potting shed lived at the far back of the yard, blending right in with a McIntosh apple tree and an Asian crab apple. Annabelle hydrangeas covered the shady side, and yellow-blossomed potentilla absorbed the heat on the south side. A snarl of Virginia creeper crawled along the eaves and hid a good part of the old clapboard siding. 
 
    The lawn needed watering, and the flower beds looked droopy. I turned on a sprinkler that wouldn’t reach the rose bed and entered the dank, agreeable interior of the old shed. It had been built as a carriage house for a horse and a buggy, then became a garage for a Model T. After shoring up the rotting floor planks with fresh studs below and plywood on top, I now used it to store garden equipment. Old and new joined together to make a shed where the past, the present, and the future intertwined. The past was in the ancient wood, the time ahead in the bags of lawn seed and plastic trays for seedlings. A three-gallon red gas can sat in a corner next to leftover timbers from the carriage house’s haymow. 
 
    My thoughts pulled out of the comfort of this hiding place to the unrest of my guilty conscience while I poured insecticidal soap into the sprayer, and I gave way to remorse over the scene at the church for a few seconds. “Stop it,” I told myself. I donned a wide-brimmed garden hat, then fingered into elbow-length leather gloves. 
 
    Insect larvae were curling the leaves at the back of the full Bonica rose bush. I pointed the sprayer’s nozzle underneath the bush and lost myself in worried promises to be a better person. 
 
    “Hi, Mom.” 
 
    I jerked upright. 
 
    My daughter plopped two suitcases by the back steps and ambled across the lawn, skirting the sprinkler. “You need some help?” Fatigue showed in Marley’s hazel eyes. 
 
    “Do you?” I couldn’t suppress a slight note of regret over not seeing her for so long.  
 
    “Mom, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Two years is a long time.” 
 
    “I meant to come. Just couldn’t.” 
 
    “Why now?” 
 
    “I finally left him.” 
 
    I placed the sprayer on the ground and held open my arms. She walked into them and we rocked each other, neither wanting to stop. I had missed the feel of this girl of mine. Phone calls were not the same. I took my time before holding her at arm’s length. “I see gray streaks at your temples.” 
 
    “Duh, I am forty-three.” 
 
    “When did that happen? How’s my granddaughter?” 
 
    “Her ship’s stationed at Pearl Harbor. She made midshipman.” Marley’s parental pride glowed in a wide smile and satisfied eyes. I returned the look. We were proud of our feisty girl for serving her country and seeing the world at the same time. 
 
     “Have you been okay, Mom?” 
 
    “I’m perking along.” I lied to keep my dissatisfaction from my daughter. Sharing it with Edgy had caused enough trouble. “Let’s get your stuff inside.” 
 
    “Finish your spraying. I’ll put my things away. Where do you want me?” 
 
    “Your room, of course.” 
 
    Marley blinked back tears. 
 
    As she crossed the lawn, I couldn’t detect any apparent damage. She looked good. She still carried the same slenderness she’d always had and still handled herself with ease. I wouldn’t ask what had happened. She’d tell me in her own time, but I wasn’t surprised she’d left her husband—like I should have when I was her age but hadn’t.  
 
    What was I thinking? If I had left Mel, I wouldn’t have enjoyed the quiet, peaceful years before he departed in the most final way. Death do us part, and it did. 
 
    I continued to spray, giving Marley time to herself. I moved from bush to bush, saving the roses from the incessant nibbling of tiny bugs. Did I feel guilty for applying the soap in hopes they would move to the neighbors’ bushes instead of ending their existence. I have to confess I didn’t. I’d seen enough death in my extended family and then in my own. Burying a baby and a husband was a pain that never ended. It never really disappeared. Maybe that was also one of the reasons I had become restless recently and wanted something more. 
 
    Sweat trickled from my hairline by the time I finally sprayed the last bush. A moving shadow crossed the blooms. I quickly straightened. 
 
    “Didn’t mean to startle you.” Edgy picked up the container holding the spray. “Why are you working so hard? Wasn’t the church thing enough? You look ready to wilt. Come on, buy me a drink.” 
 
    I didn’t let go of the applicator. We were attached by a long narrow hose. “Marley just came home.” 
 
    Edgy caught her breath. “I can’t believe my little Buttercup is here. She’s okay?” 
 
    “Yes, finally. Told me she’d left her husband.” 
 
    “About time. That weasley shit doesn’t deserve a nice gal like Marley. I’ve known she’s better people than most since she crawled on my lap and stuck her grimy finger in my mouth to see if I had lost a tooth like she had. She was a spunky little brat.” 
 
    “She loves you.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Don’t know. Haven’t dug into that yet. She told me to finish the roses. I think she needed to be alone while she unpacked what little she brought. Hard to return to your old room in your forties.” 
 
    “She’s better off.” 
 
    “I agree, but she’ll be restless.” 
 
    Edgy chuckled. “She can help us find you a nice guy. It’ll be fun to let the codgers at the Golden Agers eyeball her.” 
 
    I dropped the nozzle and it fell by Edgy’s feet. “Are you crazy?” I said hushed and urgent. “She’s not to hear one word about my foolishness. The whole idea is kaput. Done. Finished. I’m going to just enjoy my daughter for as long as she’ll stay.” 
 
    Edgy pursed her full lips. Her emerald eyes teased. “Whatever you say, but I’m pretty sure this isn’t the end. How long will Marley be here?” 
 
    I wiped the back of my hand across my damp forehead. “I don’t know. Forever, I hope.” 
 
    “You really need to go inside and have a drink to cool down.” 
 
    I reached out and gently turned Edgy’s head enough to see her wound. Her combover was still hiding the stitches. A bruise showed near her ear. I feathered a little of her hair over it. “You can join me if you keep those stitches and bruises undercover.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I won’t tell her about your involvement in a bar fight, but before we go in, I need to see your dahlias. Mine aren’t looking so good. Maybe the heat is getting to them.” She made it around to the southeast corner of the house to my dahlia bed before I could stash the sprayer in the garden shed. 
 
    When I caught up, she was bent over the tallest Café au Lait plant, touching each bud as she counted. “This is loaded,” she said. “You might get a blue-ribbon blossom. Yours look much better than mine.” 
 
    “Are you watering them enough?” 
 
    “Been drowning them. But enough of the flower talk, I’m heading in to see Marley.” She took off lickety-split but stopped at the door until I caught up. “I know you need time with your girl, but I’m still keeping my eyes open for just the right sexy dude for your bed.” 
 
    “I don’t want a dude.” I almost tripped on the first step, caught my balance and stepped back, trying to rein in my temper. “Why is it so hard to understand? I just wanted a nice easygoing guy to spend time with.” 
 
    She flashed me her Edgy look, wrinkled nose, pinched lips, and a tease in her wide eyes, then she darted inside. 
 
    Where did she get such energy? And her moods shifted so fast. 
 
    I barged in behind her, ready to quash anything she might utter to Marley about me. No mother wants her daughter to know how loneliness can screw up a widowed mom. 
 
    Edgy simply went to the refrigerator, retrieved a bottle of beer, popped the lid, and sat down at the table. Of course, I’d do the same at her house, and I shouldn’t have worried about what she’d say to Marley. I dug a bar of coarse soap from under the sink and scrubbed my hands clean. How could they get dirty spraying soap? I spoke to Edgy over my shoulder, “Are you going to tell Marley you’re here?” 
 
    “She can hear us and will be down when she’s ready.” Edgy shifted in her chair and turned her ear toward the stairs. 
 
    “What? Are you afraid you’ll say the wrong thing?” I laughed at her pained expression and crossed below the archway to the dining room. I leaned on the carved newel post of the oak staircase. “Marley,” I called. “Edgy’s here to say hi.” 
 
    A bedroom door closed upstairs. Almost a slam. Edgy and I turned our lips down at each other. I saw a question in her eyes. I blinked a couple of times and shrugged. 
 
    Marley ran down the steps. Freshly dressed in a pair of denim shorts and a ribbed tank top, she marched into the room with wide, accusatory eyes. “Now that you’re both here, what in the world is the matter with you two? Getting into a bar fight at your ages!” Her gray-streaked ponytail moved as she looked from me to Edgy and back again. “I understand you had to make a trip to the hospital for stitches. Either one of you care to explain?” 
 
    I exchanged looks with Edgy, who shook her head and pinched her lips together with her thumb and middle finger, sealing off any comment. 
 
    I had to grin at Edgy’s pained expression. “It isn’t her fault,” I said to Marley. “I wanted to have some fun and talked her into going.” 
 
    “Fun?” Marley squinted at us like we were bonkers. “But I thought your fun was pinochle club.” 
 
    Edgy spoke up. “She also does lunches and matinees. Sound like a bloody lot of fun to you?” She gave Marley the look. 
 
    My daughter scanned from Edgy to me. “In case you’re wondering, Fred told me when I arrived. No more than out of my car and I’m hearing about you two. He also said,” she nodded toward Edgy, “that you got into a war of dirty looks with your philandering neighbor over his screwing around. At a church, no less. Why were you there?” 
 
    Now Edgy frowned at Marley. “I think Fred is going to hear about his big mouth, and you better trim your elephant ears by a few notches.” 
 
    “This is silly,” I said. “We don’t need to argue over something so unimportant.” I crossed to the door and held it open. “Edgy, I’ll call you later.” 
 
    Edgy strutted toward me in her grand style and then turned to Marley, “Don’t forget to come with us to the Golden Agers and AA meetings. We’re looking for old farts for your mom.” 
 
    Marley burst out laughing. “Okay, I give. You win our best squabble yet.” She exchanged a high five with Edgy, the physical sign that had ended their spirited debates since Marley was three.  
 
    Edgy hugged her. “You’re a hard one to top.” 
 
    I broke into their camaraderie. “I want you both to understand we aren’t going to an AA meeting. Those folks struggle enough without anyone invading their privacy.” 
 
    “Corinne, loosen up,” Edgy said. “I never meant we’d really do that. I’m just teasing you. However, I think we ought to go to Dahlia Society next week and learn how to grow grand champs. Marley can escort us so we won’t get into trouble.” 
 
    By now I was ready to scream, but Marley said, “Sounds fun.” 
 
    At the doorway, Edgy added, “Buttercup, I’m glad you’re home. Your mom has been extra lonesome. How long are you staying?” 
 
    “A week. Maybe a few days longer.” 
 
    Edgy paused and eyed Marley. “Your mother hasn’t talked with your brother in a long time. Have you?” 
 
    “Patrick? He’s fine, just busy with the high-tech job he loves.” 
 
    “He should call once in a while.” 
 
    It was a relief to close the door after Edgy. I turned to explain, but Marley was already up the stairs. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
   M arley stayed through a second weekend, then on Monday morning she descended the stairs hauling her suitcases. She shouldn’t carry so much. One slip and down she’d tumble. I hurried to help her. “You’re leaving?” I asked the obvious question. 
 
    “Have to.” 
 
    I waited for her to explain. 
 
    “Just got off the phone with my supervisor, and he said if I didn’t come back soon he’d write me a pink slip.” 
 
    “After all these years?” 
 
    “What can I say? I’m indispensable.” She grinned. “Not really, but the threat made me realize I want to go back to work. I need to be productive, and you taught me that.” 
 
    “I’ll miss you,” I said instead of asking the real reason for her leaving. I feared her estranged husband had wormed his way back into her life. She’d suffered enough of his selfishness. But I wouldn’t say that to her. 
 
    Marley’s smile wavered. “It’s been fun chumming around with you and Edgy. We can settle for that, can’t we? Better than locking horns.” 
 
    “I can’t remember us ever arguing over important things.” 
 
    “I know. Just trying to make my leaving easier.” She handed me a suitcase and met my eyes. “If you’d listen to Edgy, she could help with your depression.” 
 
    I frowned. “I’m not depressed. I just feel lonely a lot.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll put it this way. Why are you restless and needing more?” 
 
    “Because I’m facing old age and am not ready for it. And by the way, Edgy’s help so far has been a bar fight and a mad neighbor. I never should’ve started the whole thing.” 
 
    “Oh, from what you’ve told me about getting lost in the mountains, you can just blame the car ride.” 
 
    I laughed. “It wasn’t getting lost with Randal. It was pure and simple loneliness.” 
 
    She tipped her chin in a satisfied way. “You’re better now that we’ve had some fun.”  
 
    “Of course.” I waggled my shoulders, pretending satisfaction anything to help her leave without worry. 
 
    “Then I won’t need to stress about you here alone.” Marley’s shiny locks bounced as she hauled the suitcases to her Jeep. 
 
    Concerned about the reason for her leaving, I followed with one of the pieces of luggage pulling at my arm. This much stuff told me she had planned to stay longer. Now, she hurried away. The mother in me demanded to know why, but my better sense quieted all questions. 
 
      
 
    The evening Marley left, I perched on the window seat, settling into a fluffy pillow to watch out the bay window for Randal’s car. I should have been excited to go to pinochle club, but thoughts of my daughter flitted by in a disjointed way, same as the twisted pattern in the lace curtain I held aside to see down the street. I fingered a few tangled threads in the fabric. The fibers twisted and coiled the same way my worry wormed around. I tried to hold onto Marley’s promises to keep in touch, but I knew she wouldn’t. She never did. 
 
    Finally, while waiting for Randal, my worries calmed and were replaced by eagerness to tell him about the events of the last two weeks. We would share a good laugh over all the stupidity.  
 
    A gray van came down the maple-lined street and stopped in front of the house. I peered out trying to see the driver—impossible through the tinted windshield. 
 
    A man got out. My breath paused, then I recognized Randal. I grabbed my purse and rushed outside into the heat of early evening. “Didn’t know you were getting a different car.” 
 
    Randal smiled. “I didn’t either, but we need to make some adjustments. I’m just road testing.” 
 
    I stopped before reaching for the door handle. “We’re taking a used van up to Star Meadow without knowing if it works?” 
 
    “Always get you home safe, don’t I?” His tone teased and a devilish smile played around his lips. 
 
    Ah, there was the lighthearted man I enjoyed spending time with. “Just making sure you keep up the perfect record.” 
 
    Unaccustomed to vans, I boarded awkwardly. The interior reeked of aftershave, perfume, and who knew what else. My sinuses closed, and I sneezed. 
 
    Randal got in, slammed the door harder the second time he tried to close it, and started the engine. His jaw clenched, and a frown creased his forehead. Something had riled him, but I couldn’t begin to guess what. Maybe he’d just had a hectic day. 
 
    After taking a right on Meridian Avenue, Randal finally broke the silence. “I tried out several other vans, but this Dodge Caravan might work out. Did you notice the back seat has been removed?” 
 
    I checked over my shoulder. “What’s happening?” I ached from knowing what he would say. 
 
    “I must have some way to transport Nicole. She still uses a walker at home but needs a motorized wheelchair for other places. Miss Independence doesn’t want anyone to see me pushing her around.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    He cleared his throat. “No need to be. This van has a good ramp and seems better than the others I tried out.” 
 
    Randal grew quiet, and I slumped in the seat. I had been eager to tell him what had happened to Edgy and me at the tavern and the church. But I couldn’t share my adventures against what he faced day after day, the same as I had endured with Mel—day after long day. 
 
    We veered onto Farm to Market Road and entered farmland and forested foothills. Randal didn’t break the silence, so I left him to his thoughts and leaned toward the side window for a better view of dignified ponderosa pine mingling with mysterious Douglas fir and pleasant quaking aspen. Saplings crowded for room beneath their parents. The evergreens looked dusty. 
 
    We needed a good soaking rain before wildfires had a chance to ignite. I worried about the dry forest as we turned and entered the forest on a steep uphill climb. The motor handled it without a problem as we traveled higher and turned onto an unpaved road. 
 
    Evening shadows darkened in the mountains before we finally arrived at the familiar group of mailboxes and turned onto a side road jutting off into the trees. I smiled at my girlish feelings of anticipation. A good card game and laughter was what I needed. And Bev, our host, provided it with a tolerant spirit showing in her nut-brown eyes. She teased everyone in her rural, gossipy way. I always halfway expected a hug from her but never got one. Nobody did. Living in the woods made folks shy. 
 
    First thing after opening the door, Bev pointed at Randal. “I heard by way of the pony express you had forgotten your way up here” Nothing shy in her teasing. 
 
    “Not hardly.” His tone was also edged, a warning to be careful. 
 
    She slapped at his shoulder. “Didn’t mean anything.” 
 
    He grinned and handed her a pink envelope. “I brought you a card with a little something to help with the coffee and treats.” 
 
    She plucked the card from his hand. “Thank you. You’re the only one who does. Better go on in. They’re chomping at the bit to get started.” She opened a cupboard door and placed the fat envelope behind the dinner plates.  
 
    We entered a large living room with three card tables set up and noisy friends already waiting to begin. 
 
    “Are we late?” Randal asked. 
 
    I checked my watch. “Seven o’clock.” I thumbed at the tables. “You did a better job figuring the time of arrival than they did.” 
 
    Instantly, the other guys groaned at the kidding, like I knew they would. 
 
     Big Butch grimaced from his usual place on the other side of the living area. “Corinne, just come and sit so I can deal.” The flimsy card table looked like it was about to collapse under his heavy arms. 
 
    Randal stopped short, right in front of me, and stared at a table near the kitchen island. A young man and a smallish, intense older man I had never met both nodded at me. 
 
    “Why the subs?” Randal asked just loud enough for Bev to hear. 
 
    “Mary’s sick and Marvin wanted to stay home with her, so I begged Vern and his grandson to play. Figured it was better than canceling.” Then, under her breath she added, “It’ll be okay.” 
 
    “I doubt it,” Randal muttered. 
 
    Bev pressed her lips together. “Make it work.”  
 
     Randal shrugged and touched my shoulder to guide me to our spots at the table that looked like it might buckle at any minute. 
 
    Butch’s wife patted my arm. “Good to see you. You seem a little harried.” 
 
    To cover my tension, I said, “I am, but it’s the good kind. Marley came home for a visit. That girl knows how to keep me hopping. I’m still recovering.” Cards slid in front of us as Butch dealt. I fanned my hand and sorted the cards by suit. 
 
    The evening slipped away with very little of the usual banter. Instead, I sensed a tense undercurrent of anxiety that kept the usual laughter to a bare minimum, as if everyone was waiting—for what, I couldn’t guess. But I was more concerned about Randal. He sat stony-faced, right leg jiggling and fingers tight on his cards. I was relieved when the last game ended. 
 
    Vern and his grandson left quickly without a word to Randal or anyone at our table. The snub felt like punishment. It seemed we had put a damper on the group when we arrived, and I just wanted to leave. 
 
    Randal, however, took his sweet time helping put tables away and picking up, as always. 
 
    We said our goodbyes, loaded into the van, and I finally had a chance to ask Randal what had plagued me all evening, “Who the heck is Vern? I’ve never seen you so upset. Thought you might go right over, stand him up on his feet, and escort him out the door.” 
 
    “That’s what I should’ve done.” He grinned at me. “I’ll remember that if he ever shows up again.” Randal concentrated on driving as the van bounced down the gravel road to the county road. He turned right at the paved intersection. 
 
    He should have taken a left. I almost said so, but he was in no mood to be questioned. He surely knew better than I which direction to turn. And why did he avoid telling me who Vern was? 
 
    Our headlights cut through the darkening forest as the van easily climbed around winding curves.  
 
    I had waited long enough. I finally said, “I think we’re going higher into the mountains.” 
 
    “Just for a bit. I have a birthday present for my sister. She lives father up. We’ll come out on Highway 93 and take it home.” He steered through a sharp curve. “I thought you liked to go for rides,” he added, not glancing at me and clearly still upset over seeing Vern, whoever he was. 
 
    Before I could ask about his sister, we hit a curve snaking sharply to the left and straightened onto a steep downhill grade. I gripped the armrest as the van picked up speed. Randal pumped the brakes, and the van slowed enough to barely make a curve at the bottom. 
 
    Relieved, I loosened my tight grip on the armrest. Motion to the right. Headlights reflected in an animal’s eyes. “Moose!” I yelled.  
 
    Randal braked hard. “Get down!” His right arm flew across my chest as we collided with the animal. His airbag exploded. Mine didn’t, I jerked forward, almost smashing into the windshield, but the seatbelt snapped me back. An antler slammed into the windshield, buckling the glass inward and gouging a hole through the cracking glass and then slamming into the metal roof. The van fishtailed. The window crashed inward. The moose’s muzzle grazed my head.  
 
    The moose shrieked, a sound I’ll never forget. I ducked low to the right. The van skidded to a stop, and I jabbed the seatbelt release. I found the door latch and squeezed. The door opened. I shoved out from under the moose’s quivering jaw and fell hard to the ground. I lay in a heap on the ground. The terrified moose kicked and screamed, fighting to free itself. It was a horrible sound. 
 
    Six rounds of gunfire rapidly discharged. The thrashing stopped. Air whooshed from the moose’s lungs, and he went limp, his huge body blanketing the hood of the van, blood pooling on the pavement. Dead silence. Nothing. 
 
    Randal pounded around the front end and bent over me. “Corinne, are you okay?” His words were clear but weak. He didn’t have enough oxygen. 
 
    Stunned, I tried to sit up. Gravel pressed painfully into my palm. I gave up struggling and lay back down. I managed to say, “I think so. You sound out of breath.” 
 
    He gulped some air and shivered. “Just adrenaline.” 
 
    I sat up. “Let’s take a moment.” I patted the ground beside me. 
 
    Randal stuck the handgun in his belt. Holding his left arm tight across his chest, he carefully lowered himself to sit beside me, our shoulders touching. 
 
    “Is your arm all right?” I asked. 
 
     “Not broken. Glad I brought my pistol. Poor guy. Hated to shoot him. How I hit vital organs, I don’t know.” 
 
    We sat in the quiet, dark forest. He put his arm around my shoulders, and I entered his one-armed hug grateful to be alive. His chest and arm jittered while he squeezed me tight. I leaned against him, and we waited to calm down. 
 
    We stayed close together, absorbing the shock we had just gone through. Breezes rattled the treetops dark against the skyline. Time slid by until Randal finally straightened and pulled slightly away. In the light through the open passenger door, he looked deep into my eyes and leaned in for a kiss. I turned, allowing the lips of a married man to land on my cheek, and then I broke from his embrace. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said, sounding bewildered. 
 
    I spoke quickly to cover up my need for that kiss. “It’s just a reaction to surviving. We’re both dazed.” 
 
    He stood and helped me to my feet. 
 
    I swatted mosquitoes and flies away from my face as we checked out the carnage across the nose of the van. Part of one antler and part of the head were inside the windshield. The rest of the huge animal was draped across the hood and down to the ground. My stomach heaved, and I fought to control nausea. 
 
    “I’m guessing,” Randal said, “but I think he’s young. Probably weighs somewhere near eight hundred pounds. He sure damaged the hell out of the van.” 
 
    “We have to call for help,” I mumbled as I brushed flying insects from the back of his shirt. 
 
    He wiped his forearm across his face and then said, “No cell coverage.” 
 
    I rubbed my temples, trying to think. “There’s no way we can remove the carcass. We’ll have to start walking.” 
 
    Randal held his ground. “I think we’re better off staying right here. It might take a while, but someone is bound to come along. I think it’s okay to wait inside the van. It’s high-centered on the berm and can’t move.” He opened the sliding door. “We’ll have to sit on the ramp, but that’s better than letting the bugs eat us alive.” 
 
    The wild, musky odor of moose and the tang of fresh blood filled my nose as I climbed in through the sliding door and crawled across to the side panel and huddled against it. I trembled with aftershock, trying to make sense of our near miss with death. 
 
    I drew my knees up and hugged my legs with trembling arms. Within a few minutes, I had to scoot around to try to find a comfortable spot. Couldn’t find one. I tried sitting on my hands. That hurt worse. The need to scream built within me, but I held it back. Long ago, I had learned to keep my feelings deep and not make things worse by making a scene. 
 
    Randal was handling the wreck the best way he knew how, and I appreciated it, but my trust in him had lessened. He’d made a dumb mistake driving a van he wasn’t used to into the mountains at night, and then he made the error greater by going deeper into the high country. What possessed him? We could’ve left for card club earlier and delivered his gift to his sister in the daylight. He still hadn’t gotten inside the van; he just stood out there staring into space. 
 
    Twilight deepened. The forest grew dark and mysterious under the trees. The breeze quickened, and the evergreens swayed. I closed my eyes and asked the good Lord not to let a storm hit. That was the only thing I could think of to do. 
 
    Randle finally climbed inside and pulled the door shut. His legs stretched out straight, just to the right of mine. I shied away to make sure I didn’t accidentally bump him. 
 
    “This is awkward, isn’t it?” he said. 
 
    “I should thank you for taking care of us, but I’m angry.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because we’re stuck in a van with a dead moose stinking to high heaven, and I can’t think of one thing to say to your wife about how we got here. And she will ask.” Then I yelled, “My airbag didn’t work! A birthday present could’ve waited for a daylight trip.” 
 
    His frown deepened. “Well, how about you just wait in here alone.” He twisted around, opened the door, and got out. The door slid and closed with a thump, echoing his displeasure. 
 
    I glared at him through the side windows, watching each step he took to the back of the van. It dipped when he leaned heavily against the rear. Good, he could just stay there and the bugs or bears could get him. I didn’t mean it, just wanted to be alone with my anger. Hugging myself, I rocked slightly, breathing slowly, trying to recover from the trauma. The feel of hitting the moose and falling hard out of the van would stick with me for a long time. 
 
    My stiff legs needed to move. I took stock of the damage. A deep muscle pull throbbed in my left hip, and blood seeped from a large scrape on an elbow. How did I end up in a van, in the mountains, with a man who could never be more than a friend? Tears leaked, but I made no sound as I cried. Shame over my stupidity kept me silent, held in check by sheer willpower, keeping my true feelings from Randal just as he had apparently kept hidden a feud with that Vern guy. 
 
    What was that all about? 
 
    I wiped my cheeks and closed my eyes. Edgy and Marley would absolutely not believe I had gotten into trouble again. The longer I sat in the rank, closed air inside the van, the more I wanted out. I couldn’t stand it a moment longer. I crawled over to the door, opened it, and sat on the floor with my feet braced on the ground, breathing the fresh air. 
 
    I should have apologized but didn’t. That might come later. 
 
    The sounds of a truck vibrated through the forest. I stood and looked up the mountain road. Lights flashed against the trees and disappeared. It sounded closer, and then the headlights came around a curve. A dust-coated work truck with a mismatched front fender stopped close to us. By then, I stood just behind Randal’s right shoulder. 
 
    A man approached in the beams of the headlights. He wore a cowboy hat and carried himself with the easy motion of a prime male. Dean? 
 
    Then I could make out the face. 
 
    I didn’t know this person. 
 
    But Randal reached out and shook hands with the guy. “Good to see you,” he said. 
 
    “It’s been awhile.” 
 
    Randal nodded. “That it has.” They talked quietly for a moment, discussing the moose and how to handle getting me home and getting help with the truck. And just that quickly, they had me loaded into the strange pickup and heading down out of the mountains with the stranger. 
 
     “Thank you for helping us.” I started the conversation. “We might’ve been in the van with a dead moose all night.” 
 
    He shrugged. “It’s no problem. I won’t be late for work. Plenty of time to take you home and be at the logging site by daybreak.” 
 
    I should’ve known he worked as a sawyer. He even smelled of fresh pine sawdust. 
 
    He added, “Don’t worry about Randal. Dad probably has already gotten there with his flatbed, loaded it, and they’re headed to town.” 
 
    “What will they do with the moose?” 
 
    “Dad has a winch on the truck. They can handle it.” 
 
    “Your family knows Randal?” 
 
    “He’s been a friend for some years now.” 
 
    His words struck me as odd. Randal had never mentioned knowing other people in the Star Meadow area besides Bev and her husband. And now, today I learned about a sister. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
   T he dash clock told me it was 3:06 a.m. when the kind young man parked his dust-coated work truck with the mismatched fender in front of my house. Still shaky from hitting the moose, I wondered how he’d crushed the original fender. I didn’t ask about it, just opened the door and slid out. “Thank you for helping us.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Like I told you, Mrs. Cooper, it’s no problem.” 
 
    I waved as he pulled away. Such a helpful young man. I wasn’t surprised that he never told me his name. Too mountain shy, and I’d just remember him that way. 
 
    I dug in my jacket pocket for my house key. Finally, I clutched it. Thank heavens, it had stayed tucked in the bottom when I fell out of the van. I should have put it in my pants pocket, as I’d told myself many times. 
 
    The porch light glowed in welcome as I unlocked the door. The dark-before-dawn blackness covered everything that the streetlights didn’t reach, and I couldn’t make out anything. I stood firm and studied the depths of the night shadows. My apprehension must have been a residue of the shock from the accident. Night sounds in my safe neighborhood didn’t usually bother me. 
 
    A rustling noise came from the left corner of the house. A figure appeared out of the gloom. 
 
    Edgy? 
 
    She rushed forward. “Corinne, it’s after three. Why are you just getting home? 
 
    “We hit a moose up in the mountains. It was awful.” 
 
    She opened her arms wide, and I stepped into them for a hug. She broke first and said, “Ask me in for a drink and tell me what happened.” She rocked a little on her heels. 
 
    “Looks like you’ve already tasted your share. What in the world are you doing out here in the dark?” 
 
    “Oh, bloody hell. I had a little vodka and stepped out on the porch for a last cigarette before going to bed. Seen you come home in a strange pickup and wanted to know if you’re all right.” 
 
    “Come on, I have some cognac. I’ll give you a nightcap.” 
 
    “Make it two.” 
 
    As we entered the house, I asked, “Won’t Fred wonder where you are?” 
 
    “He’s snoring to high heaven, and I can’t sleep with his buzz saw working. That’s the real reason I go for walks. Sometimes I need to get away from it.” 
 
    “You should take Whirly with you.” 
 
    “I’m seeking peace and quiet. The last thing I need is that dog yanking me all over.” She frowned at me. “I’m not crazy.” 
 
    “No, but wandering around alone at night seems risky.” 
 
    “Corinne, you’re turning into a chicken. Aren’t you the one who sits on the porch swing in the wee hours?” 
 
    “Touché.” I filled two short-stemmed glasses halfway and handed one to Edgy. 
 
    She wrapped long fingers with highly polished nails around her glass. The nail on her right forefinger was chipped, which was unusual. The glass wobbled a little as she raised it to her lips. “It smells good.” She downed the amber liquid like it might run away, then held the glass out for more. 
 
    I splashed a small serving into her glass, fighting my growing concern. She’d never been much of a drinker. But tonight she seemed overwhelmed with need. Her eyes were wide, her pupils large, and her fingers stiff as she tried to balance the goblet. 
 
    “Edgy, what’s wrong?” I slipped in the question as she fell into Mel’s overstuffed chair, the one I keep because she likes it. 
 
    “Corinne, there’s a multitude of things wrong. Just turn on the news.” 
 
    “You know what I mean.” 
 
    “My personal shit? You don’t want to know.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t. Why are you making me pry? We’ve traded worries for a long time.” 
 
    “You don’t understand. I’m breaking.” Edgy’s voice cracked, and she locked her lips shut as if another word escaping would choke her. 
 
    “Nothing can be this bad. Did you lose money . . . gambling?” 
 
    Edgy’s drunken laughter sounded harsh and unnatural. “They took away my baby girl.” 
 
    Totally confused, I asked, “What baby girl? I thought you couldn’t have children.” 
 
    She hung her head and mumbled, “They fixed that, too.” 
 
    Her distraught words frightened me, sounding as though she no longer cared about life. “I think we better get you home to Fred.” She needed him right now. I couldn’t guess what might happen if he didn’t calm her down. 
 
    “Yes, Fred keeps them away.” She plunked the glass down too hard, and the stem snapped. She didn’t even notice and fled toward the door. 
 
    “Edgy, slow down, I’ll walk with you.” 
 
    She stopped and reached for my hand. 
 
    I clasped it, and we ran to her house. 
 
    Their bedroom light was on, and the front door opened when we hit the steps. Fred held his arms open and Edgy flew into them, collapsing against his strong chest. He lifted her up and carried her into their home cradled like a baby. 
 
    Whirly barked at me like I was a demon straight from hell. I quickly shooed him back inside and shut the door behind us before he could get out again. 
 
    Fred was already at the foot of the stairway ready to carry Edgy up to their room. 
 
    “I don’t know what happened,” I said, gasping for breath and trying to grasp what was wrong. 
 
    “Corinne, come with me. We’ll put Edgy to bed, and then we’ll talk.” 
 
    I squashed a hesitant feeling and followed them upstairs into their oasis. Rattan furnishings, teak wood carvings, and drapes printed boldly with island flowers adorned the bedroom. A ceiling fan sifted air downward, and then it rose again in a circular caress. 
 
    Fred laid Edgy on the spacious bed and covered her with a throw printed with palm trees. She rolled on her side, turning her back to us. “Tell her the truth, Fred. I need one other person in this screwed-up world to know. I can’t hide the pain anymore.” Her desperate words carried to us.  
 
    He bent over her. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Tell her. I want to hear every word.” 
 
    Fred glanced at me. “I think we better sit down.” He indicated a whitewashed wicker chair beside a matching round table below the corner windows overlooking their backyard.  
 
    I sat quickly to get off my shaky legs and crossed my arms, quite sure whatever I was about to hear would be terribly upsetting.  
 
    Fred lowered his big body into the other chair and slumped forward, arms supported on his legs, folded hands dangling between his knees. Deep fatigue etched his face. “Our Edgy suffered the worst life has to offer when she was fourteen. She was at a family reunion and got into an argument with her mother, who went after Edgy in front of all the relatives.” 
 
    Edgy cut in, “I should’ve fist-cuffed them all.” She hadn’t rolled to face us, but each defiant word pierced the room. “Instead, I stole my mum’s car keys.”  
 
    Fred took over again. “Edgy’s temper got the best of her, and she ran out to the car and fired it up. She backed over her three-year-old nephew, killing him.” 
 
    I held a hand across my mouth, afraid to let my horror become vocal. 
 
    “In the aftermath, Edgy lost so much weight she was admitted to a psychiatric hospital and then was sent to a residential one. She spent three years there for pathological grief and self-mutilation syndrome. Poor girl would cut herself.” 
 
     “Tell her all of it.” Edgy rolled over under the safety of her wildly colored blanket to face me. She zeroed in like she wanted to tell me herself but couldn’t. She pulled the cover up over her chin and cheeks, keeping her eyes on me to see any reactions. She reminded me of a dog waiting for scraps, making sure nothing was missed.  
 
    Fred sighed deeply and looked at me dead on. 
 
    I met his seriousness with my own. Edgy was truly hurting, and I wanted to comprehend his every word.  
 
    He cleared his throat. “She was wrongly diagnosed as having Munchausen syndrome in her early twenties.” He paused, then added, “It was a misdiagnosis that harmed my girl.” Tears pooled, but he didn’t allow them to run. 
 
    Edgy pulled the blanket from her face. “Fred, you sound like some damned brochure. Just tell her.” 
 
    Fred glowered. “You think this is easy for me to talk about? I could beat all your relatives senseless and it wouldn’t make up for what they did to you.” 
 
    Edgy sat up in the lotus position, ankles crossed, knees spread, keeping herself balanced. She pressed her palms down on the mattress and leaned slightly forward, focusing on me like I might disappear before she told me what she wanted me to know. 
 
    “Is this why you wander around late at night, putting yourself at risk?” I blurted, my words coming without thought. 
 
    Edgy lifted her chin. “You know, Corinne, you can be a self-righteous bitch, and this isn’t the time to be one.” 
 
    I shrunk in the chair. She was right. “Will you just say what you want me to know?” 
 
    Edgy licked her lips, studying me, waiting for control. Did I want to hear her secrets? No, but I remained in the chair, leaning forward. 
 
    “I’ll give you the short version,” Edgy finally said. “I don’t remember all of it, or the exact order of what happened, but I want you to understand. In my early twenties, I was finally living on my own and doing okay. I even found a boyfriend. He’d come by, and we’d smoke a little pot, maybe get high on a little speed. I got pregnant.  
 
    “One evening, he became too angry, and I called the cops. They arrested him but wanted to know when my baby was due. By then, I was seven months along. Before I knew what was happening, they did a drug test on me and called social services. Two case workers wanted to know about drug use. 
 
    “Then they learned about my time spent at a mental clinic. I never even thought to hide my past and told them about my teenage problems with depression and guilt over my nephew’s death. After the interview, a letter arrived for me to appear at in court. Suddenly, I was being investigated. Scared the hell out of me.” 
 
    I interrupted. “I would’ve been scared, too.” 
 
    Edgy frowned. “Please, just let me tell you.” 
 
    I nodded. For Edgy, I’d listen. 
 
    “A former psychiatrist gave me a letter saying I was better and now fit to be a mother. But the judge didn’t even look at the report, just took the word of a court doctor who said I took mental anguish out on myself for sympathy. He thought I’d been isolated by my mother after the accident and again by the institution. He claimed I used self-cutting and threats of suicide for attention and was a prime candidate to fabricate or induce illness in a child for the same reasons.” 
 
    Fred growled, “Finish it.” He sounded fed up with the whole story, like he’d heard it too many times. 
 
    She faced me squarely, her hair stringing around her face, her arms pushing down on the mattress. “It wasn’t true. None of it! I loved my baby, loved the feel of her moving around in me. They took her away as soon as she came out, wouldn’t even let me see her.” Edgy’s head dropped for a moment, and then she looked up at me. 
 
    “At least they told me the baby was a girl, but I already knew. I had even named her. I chose Ruth, after my grandmother and because I knew my daughter would go where I went and stay where I stayed. It was stupid, I know.” Her words rang with the ache of anguish withheld for years. “I called out her name as they carried her away.” 
 
    Edgy toppled forward, reaching toward Fred. He caught her. She fell against his broad chest like an infant. 
 
    His arms tight around her and his eyes meeting mine, he said, “We get along fine for months, sometimes years, then something sets her off and she gets into scrapes. She either roams for a while or goes back into an institution. I don’t know which is worse.” 
 
    I’d never faced a problem like Edgy had, and I didn’t know how to respond except to ask a silly question. “Did my telling you about my loneliness cause you to suffer?” 
 
    Her watery eyes widened. “Hell, no. Seeing Marley did. My daughter is close to her age, and I’ve never seen her, or found her, or known anything about her. That drives me wild, so I pop uppers and drink too much. Of course, the docs are good for some opioids. My favorite is oxycodone.” Her eyes challenged mine. 
 
    This was the first I’d heard of pills, and she was silently daring me to judge her. “I—” 
 
    Fred cut me off. “We need to be alone,” he said in a tone that meant now.  
 
    I slipped silently from the room and ran down the stairs, keeping my sound to a bare minimum by landing each step on the ball of my feet. I may have been also protecting myself by stepping lightly. I didn’t want to disturb them more. Guilt knows some boundaries. 
 
    I walked home to an empty house. I didn’t look at the shadows in the trees or sit in the swing, just hurried through the door, slammed it, and threw the dead bolt. 
 
    I was angry at Edgy. How could we have been friends for so long and yet she’d never shared her deep pain over her daughter with me? She owed me the reason, and she would explain when she felt better or tell me why not. 
 
    But how could I demand an answer for secret heartaches like she had endured—a dead little boy and a lost baby? 
 
    I could never question Edgy or tell her secret. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
   F or a couple of days, I self-exiled, parting company with doing anything useful. I didn’t go to the grocery store, post office, or jogging park; I just plain didn’t want to see or talk to anyone. I used to preach at my kids to stay busy and committed, and here I was, the poster child for the useless and withdrawn. 
 
    It’s hard to pull out of long days filled with resentment caused by learning just how cruel life can be. I was mad on Edgy’s behalf but had no way to ease her anguish. I didn’t hear a word from her during that time, but I understood she needed time to come back from the hurts of her past. Having a baby stolen away caused a trauma I couldn’t imagine. How did one recover from a shock like she had suffered? 
 
    It had been a hard, sad day when my premature newborn had only lived for an hour and a half. Megan Rae just couldn’t breathe on her own. That was something I could understand, but Edgy had nothing to end the need for her child, no closure, only emptiness and not knowing if she was with a good family. I wished she’d told me years ago. Sharing personal pain with a good friend somehow lessens its impact. Yet I understood that sometimes we are so wounded we can’t talk about it. I had things I had never revealed to her, too, like Marley’s abortion. That could never be told. 
 
    This morning, a full three days later, I finally had enough oomph to go outdoors and tend the roses. Seemed as if they were the only living things I might connect with. They needed attention, and I would give it. 
 
    Using my favorite long-handled claw, I stirred the soil under a climbing rose and pulled out some pigweed growing near the root ball. Then I poured my mixture of kelp, molasses, powdered fish, and vinegar under the bush. The smelly liquid soaked into the loosened soil with its promise of more fragrant blossoms. 
 
    If only friends and daughters were so easily tended. 
 
    A faint sound rustled behind me, and I quickly turned. 
 
    Edgy emerged from around the corner of my glassed-in back porch. She looked much better than the last time I had seen her as she wobbled across the lawn on wedge heels. Her ankle-length denim skirt threatened to trip her with each uneven step crossing the lawn. A red ribbon captured her hair in a frizzy ponytail.  
 
    Her head tipped a little to one side, and she smiled. “Maybe you should drink some of that nutrition you’re feeding the roses. The bushes are lush.” 
 
    “You’re saying I’m not lush?” 
 
    “You’re becoming a scrawny old woman.” 
 
    “Good to see you, Edgy.” 
 
    “Okay, I get it. You’ve called off your manhunt, but that doesn’t mean we can’t go do fun things. There’s bingo at Millie’s out near Spencer Lake tonight. Wanna go?” 
 
    I couldn’t think of one thing fun about sitting in a roomful of old people hoping to match random letters and numbers on a score card. At least a crossword puzzle had some challenge to it. 
 
    “Will it make you happy?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s payback.” 
 
    “I owe you?” 
 
    “Pick me up at six.” 
 
    “Fred thinks this is a good idea?” 
 
    “That’s why you’re driving. He figures you’ll get me home at a decent hour. His words, not mine.” She wandered partway to the corner of the house, then turned back and called, “If you have to know, Fred is upset with me for arguing with Lester again. Over the fence this time.”  
 
    Then I lost sight of her. Thankfully, she appeared to be going home. 
 
    Bingo? Edgy had vowed not to gamble on pool. Now this? If she got a thrill in trying to win back the money it cost to play, something was still wrong. 
 
    What on earth was prompting her to go? “Stop it, Corinne,” I muttered. “Maybe she just needs to get out and about.” Now here I was talking to myself. I shook my head and dug around the next rose bush. As the claw sank deep into the rich black soil, concern for her lingered in my mind. A breeze ruffled the bushes. Leaves and red petals drifted to the ground. I mixed them into the soil to let nature feed itself.  
 
    I had no more than finished the next bush when angry voices carried from the street. Edgy? I dropped the claw and scurried around the house.  
 
    Across the road and near Edgy’s yard, she stood toe to toe with Lester. Her fists were jabbed onto her hips, and her loud sass matched his swear words calling her a meddling bitch among other more damning words. I was afraid he might hit her. 
 
    “Stop it!” I rushed across the street.  
 
    Lester jerked toward me. “Better tell your friend to shut the hell up and mind her own damned business.” 
 
    Edgy drew herself up haughty and tall. “You bloody well deserve to get caught. I feel damn sorry for your wife, and I hope she finds out and takes everything you have.” 
 
    “Edgy.” I grabbed her arm. “This isn’t helping.” 
 
    She looked down her nose at me. “I hate—” 
 
    “Stop it! Come on. Let’s get you home.” 
 
    I grabbed her hand and pulled her along as she threw curse words over her shoulder at Lester’s retreating back. She trembled and angry red blotches colored her neck. Spittle hung in the corner of her mouth. I feared she might break free of my grip, but she hustled along beside me. 
 
    Edgy unlocked her front door, stepped inside, and barred me from entering. “Like I said, I’ll see you at six. I’m sorry you saw that.” She left me staring at her closed door. 
 
    If she expected me to simply go home as if nothing had happened, she was sorely mistaken. I stomped around her house and through the backyard gate. Whirly Dog almost knocked me over in his excitement. I patted him and scratched behind his ears, calming myself at the same time. 
 
    I let myself in through the kitchen doorway. 
 
    Edgy sat on the living room sofa, rocking back and forth, tears streaming down her face, arms wrapped around herself. 
 
    “Edgy,” I said softly. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” She wiped her eyes and nose with the palms of her trembling hands. “I didn’t mean to lose control. I fight for it all the time.” 
 
    “You sure gave him a tongue lashing,” I chuckled. Her temper was in check. No sense stirring it up again. “Why don’t you go lie down for a while? I’ll see you tonight.” 
 
    She rose, crossed into the kitchen, took a pill bottle from the cupboard above the sink, and swallowed a couple of capsules. I guessed it was acetaminophen, but who knew with the mood she was in. She passed silently by me and headed up the stairway. 
 
    Nothing for it but to go home. I hesitated, not sure Edgy should be alone. On the way past the cupboard, I opened the door and read the label on the pill bottle. Oxycontin. I closed the cupboard door without a sound and left the way I had come, now knowing why Edie’s moods shifted so dramatically. She was addicted to opioids. I didn’t know what to do or how to help. The only thing I knew for sure was that her secret was safe with me. 
 
    I settled on her back steps to pay attention to Whirly Dog. Edgy would like that. I tossed a tennis ball and hugged the dog for a good ten minutes before I said, “Goodbye, Whirly. Be a good doggie.” I just didn’t know what more I could do, and I honestly was tired of worrying and being depressed over Edgy and her problems. I headed back to my rose bush and picked up the gardening claw to put it away. 
 
    “Hello,” a voice called. 
 
    I turned to see who was now invading my yard. 
 
    Dean Hyatt approached with the easy gait of someone not aware of how intimidating he appeared. 
 
    “You’re the last person I expected to see. How did you—” 
 
    “Mrs. Cooper, I need to talk with you.” His tone came across solemn and a little mysterious. 
 
    I didn’t expect that, either. My guard rose a notch. “About?” 
 
    He looked around the yard. “Is there somewhere we can sit?” 
 
    No way was I inviting him into my home. “There are chairs on the front porch.” 
 
    He thumbed toward the potting shed. “What about the bench over there? Looks cool under the willow.” 
 
    I wanted to tell him to leave but was curious and led the way. I removed my gloves, turned on a water spigot near the potting shed, and offered him the hose. 
 
    The laugh lines around his eyes crinkled with amusement, then he drank deep and long.  
 
    I drank too, needing to rehydrate from working in the sunny rose garden and to be ready for what might be a draining conversation with a good-looking man I barely knew. I sat on one end of the cedar bench and nodded at the other. He removed his Stetson and sat down, crossed one leg over the other, and rested the hat on his knee. We were three feet apart . . . or thereabouts. 
 
    I tamed my unease at sharing the bench by glancing toward the back porch of my next-door neighbors. Ida Praveck and her husband were resting in their lounges, like they usually did on a warm afternoon. She waved. I waved back. Good, they’d be keeping an eye on me. Nothing to do now but plunge in, “How did you find me?” 
 
    “Looked you up in the phone book and found out you lived on the same block as Fred and Edwina Brewster. Edgy told me your name and hers at the church.” 
 
    “I think you better explain what you want.” 
 
    “What I’m about to tell you will come as a shock, so I’ll just say it. My niece wants to locate her birth mother, who is Edwina Udall, married name Brewster.” 
 
    I gasped. My hands, legs, and stomach quivered as I tried to regain control over the stunning bombshell that Edgy’s daughter might be found. I stared into Dean’s steady brown eyes until he blinked. 
 
    “I understand this is a shock,” he said.  
 
    The words I never meant to share flowed out, “It’s much more. Edgy was so terribly hurt over what happened to her.” 
 
    “What can you tell me?” 
 
    “Why are you talking to me instead of Edgy?” 
 
    “I tried to, but her husband stopped me at the door and wouldn’t let me see her. Acted like I was some con artist or something. He didn’t give me a chance to explain.” 
 
    Dean leaned back comfortably on the bench as if we were talking about something ordinary. This was anything but, and he’d better have a good explanation soon or I would drag him across the street and let Fred handle this. Dean sighed. “I know the baby was taken at birth because of mental health problems of the mother.” 
 
    I lifted a brow. “And you know that how?” 
 
    “From the adoption records my sister had in her safety deposit box.” 
 
    “Papers in a bank box might tell some of a story, but not all.” 
 
    “Look,” he said. “I figured I better know about Mrs. Brewster before I tell my niece. You’re her friend. Is she stable enough to handle learning about her daughter?” 
 
    Did I know? “How can I answer that?” 
 
    His shoulders moved like he was relieving a strain. “I don’t want to upset her husband and make life any harder for her than it is. Does he know about the baby?” 
 
    “Of course, he does.” 
 
    “Will you go with me? She might be more at ease if you’re there.” 
 
    I studied him and couldn’t believe his gall. “She has to be forewarned that the meeting would be about her daughter. You can’t just drop it on her.” 
 
    Dean’s jaw tightened in the same helpless way youthful inmates had when I pushed food they didn’t like into their cells. They had to eat what was on their plates. Like it or not, Dean had to be satisfied with my decisions about Edgy. Why was I thinking about those inmates? It had been over forty-five years since I had worked at the county jail. Crazy. Maybe because I’d been on guard ever since going to the tavern—one misstep had led to another, and I had vowed to be more careful. I had caused enough trouble. 
 
    Dean’s next words pulled me back sharply. “Edgy didn’t seem so private when she took fifty dollars off a guy and showed off around a pool table.” The same disgust he’d had at the dance hall darkened his expression for only a moment. His next words sounded sincere instead of judgmental. “I’m sorry. Guess I’m defensive for my sister. I can’t understand why my niece wants to find her birth mother. She has a good family who loves her.” 
 
    The daughter brought a whole new dimension to the decision. Should I or should I not help? 
 
    He added, “I need to know if my niece will be rebuffed or accepted.” 
 
     Normally, I’d tell him to go fly a kite, but I couldn’t stand in the way of Edgy knowing her long-lost daughter. It was a gift so rare nothing should spoil it. But how to go about it? I scrutinized Dean, sitting in the warm sun on a bench in my yard, looking sincere and honest. But I also remembered his impatience with me at the tavern and at the church. I had aggravated him, and yet he had sought me out to help his niece. 
 
    “I need to know more about you and your niece before I can agree to help.” 
 
    Dean remained quiet for a bit, looking out across the yard as if sorting out what I needed to know. His voice came strong with a touch of pride. “I own a ranch on the South Platte River near Weldona, Colorado. My grandpa’s homestead. It passed to Dad and then to me. I’m telling you so you will know I’m a rancher from a long line of ranchers. We’re of the land. My sister went to Juilliard for music studies after she graduated from our local college. There, she met an Englishman. They married and settled in his home town in Northumberland along the border with Scotland.” 
 
    “That’s a long way from Colorado.” 
 
    “Made it hard, especially after they adopted a child. Eventually, their marriage ended and my sister returned home to raise her girl. Claimed she needed to keep her safe. No place better than our spread to do so.” He scratched behind his ear. 
 
    “What is her name?” 
 
    “Ruth. A nurse where she was born listed it in the paperwork. My sister liked it and didn’t change it. I called her Ruthie.” His expression softened. “She is now forty-two.” 
 
    I detected the love in his voice. “She is the same age as my daughter. So, what happened to your sister?” 
 
    “Cancer. After she died, Ruth became obsessed with finding her birth mother. We’ve been looking for a long time. She can’t seem to let it go.”  
 
    There was no way out of it. Edgy had to know. If I didn’t help him, I’d have to live with the fact that I knew about her daughter and she didn’t. I couldn’t do that. 
 
    “I’m thinking it might be better for Edgy to talk with you alone. Fred is so protective, and she’d probably be more open if I wasn’t listening.” 
 
    He fiddled with the brim of his hat, running a finger and thumb around it. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Edgy and I are going to Millie’s this evening to play bingo. It’d be a neutral place for another accidental meeting. What do you think?” 
 
    “After seeing me at the church, she won’t be surprised if I speak to her.” He stood and put on his hat. “How do I find it?” 
 
    “Go north on Highway 93 through Whitefish and keep going. You’ll pass Spencer Lake and take a left onto KM Ranch Road. It’s about three miles and up on a hill deep in the trees. You won’t have any trouble finding it.” 
 
     His confident stride to the street was the same as when he arrived, seemingly unaffected by what he’d told me. 
 
    I remained on the bench, hand over my mouth and staring at nothing, trying to absorb the news about Edgy’s daughter, trying to understand her deep desire to find her birth mother. It had to be a natural wish. Most of us would want to. And I couldn’t help but wonder what the daughter would be like. Maybe finding her daughter would grant Edgy some peace. 
 
    Some of the inertia of the last few days reclaimed my body, and I couldn’t move from the bench if I wanted to. Bees droned in the hydrangeas. A breeze cooled my hot neck when I lifted the back of my hair and closed my eyes. A house finch trilled from the neighbor’s blue spruce. His mate answered from my telephone wire. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Ida called from her back porch. 
 
    I gave her a thumbs-up sign, and she disappeared inside her home. 
 
    I lingered on the bench, knowing I could deal with Edgy and Dean at Millie’s but worried about whether Edgy would act crazy or calm when she learned of her daughter. She’d been so distraught when she’d told me how the authorities had whisked away her newborn without letting her see the baby. The horror of it gripped me, and I understood the physical and emotional pain that had left her empty and barren. They actually believed a mother would suffer less not seeing her baby. Sometimes the stupidity in good intentions was mind-boggling. 
 
    I finally set aside my stewing on the injustice in our world and returned to worrying about how Edgy would handle the fact that Dean had been watching us at the Blue Moon and the church because he was the adoptive uncle to the baby she had never seen. She could just as easily go to pieces as feel relief at learning her daughter was okay and wanted to see her. 
 
    I thumped the side of my fist on my thigh. That damned Dean must’ve been following us for some time. He had just lied to my face about finding my address in the phone book. 
 
    Or did he lie?  
 
    I wasn’t sure. Knotting my hands together, I tried to control my mounting frustration. I had to make a decision about Dean. He was the one connection to Edgy’s lost daughter. 
 
     The growl and metal scrape of the city garbage truck picking up the trash can carried from the alley. The noise distracted me, and I forced my fingers to relax. Overreacting would not help, and I knew it. I closed my eyes to Dean’s possible lie. It didn’t matter in comparison to a mother’s need to know her daughter. Edgy’s pain due to not knowing had led to her risky behavior, alcohol abuse, drugs, gambling and who knew what else. 
 
    I was afraid of making a mistake that would harm her. 
 
    Fred would surely know what to do. I moved to stand up. 
 
    “You look like you’re lost in thought.” 
 
    Randal? 
 
    I swiveled toward the alley. My yard was becoming like Grand Central Station, and I didn’t have the patience for interruptions right now. 
 
    He’d parked behind the garage and come right in, closing the gate behind him.  
 
    “I didn’t hear you drive up,” I said, fighting the urge to fly into his arms for reassurance like I used to do with my husband. 
 
    Randal cleared his throat. “I had errands in town. Thought I’d drop by to see if you’d gotten over the shock of the accident. You were pretty shaken.” 
 
    “Running into the moose was terrifying, but I am sorry for giving you a hard time.” 
 
    “Not a problem.” Randal sat on the bench beside me. He wasn’t touching me but was closer than Dean had been. 
 
    “How’s your arm?” I asked. 
 
    “Still sore. Had a devil of a time with the owner of the van. He wanted me to pay up front for the repairs. We’re letting the insurance companies fight it out.” 
 
    “Randal, you’ve caught me at a bad time.” 
 
    He frowned slightly, then teased, “You were sitting here daydreaming when I opened the gate.” 
 
    My defenses rose, but as I looked at his warm, honest smile, I couldn’t be mad. “Edgy and her husband are expecting me.” 
 
    Randal remained sitting longer than I wanted him to. Finally, he rose and looked rather sadly down at me. “Never heard the name Edgy before,” he said. 
 
    “It’s short for Edwina.” 
 
    “Brewster?” Randal tensed, cords in his neck tightening. 
 
    “You know her?” 
 
    Red spots colored his pale skin near his cheekbones. “I’ve known her for a long time. Loved her English accent when we first met. I didn’t know she was a friend of yours.” 
 
    “She lives across the street and down a few houses. We’ve been neighbors forever.” 
 
    “Neighbors aren’t always friends,” he said before retreating through the back gate. 
 
    I called after him. “Is getting away from people next door the reason you moved out to the fields of the lower valley?” I loved teasing him about his sprawling ranch-style house. 
 
    “You know me too well,” he said without turning and then waved the back of his hand at me just before disappearing into his car. 
 
    My brow knotted over the strange visit, but I had no time to puzzle about it and added it to the list of things I’d ask the empty side of my bed tonight. Even after three years, Mel always seemed just a thought away. 
 
    I hurried to Edgy’s not knowing how I was going to talk with Fred without her knowing about it. 
 
    Of all things, before I dared cross the tree-lined street to Edgy’s, I had to wait for a UPS van and a city maintenance truck to whiz by. They were followed by an old codger dawdling in a Ford Fairlane. My panicky need to talk with Fred pushed me to run across the street in front of an approaching SUV. I hopped up on the curb. 
 
    The driver slowed down and shook a no-no finger at me. 
 
    I waved and mouthed, Sorry. 
 
    Edgy’s door opened as I scurried up her steps. She held her left hand to her chest, patting it like an old lady instead of her vibrant sixty-six years. “Why on earth are you dodging cars?” she asked. “You should know better.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say, then blurted, “I need Fred to come help me with a broken faucet I can’t shut off.” 
 
    “He can’t.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “He’s gone.” 
 
    “Gone where?” 
 
    “The Beartooth Mountains with his old mates to fly-fish in lakes so high I’m sure they’ll need oxygen tanks to survive. Go home and call a plumber.” 
 
    “You’re pretty sassy. I’m not Marley.” 
 
    Edgy laughed. “She’s more fun. I’ve been missing that girl.” 
 
    I hurried off her porch and back across the empty street. I turned and called, “I’ll pick you up at six.” 
 
    Edgy waved and disappeared inside. 
 
    I absolutely could not let her miss this chance to find her daughter. 
 
    What the devil was I going to do? Had Dean lied? How long had he been following me and Edgy? And why did Randal know Edgy so well? My thoughts were a whirling mess of questions. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
   A ccording to Edgy, we had to be at Millie’s and ready to play by six thirty. We arrived at the old building on the top of a wooded hill west of Whitefish with time to spare. After entering through the double doors, we joined a short line at the pay station. 
 
    Edgy chose to sit at a table close to the entrance, immediately spreading out her bingo sheets and daubers. I placed mine beside hers and wandered the large community room that Millie’s husband had built forty years ago on this hilly part of his farmland. It was still used as a club house by country folk living in the surrounding area. I pretended to look at portraits of past and current members lining the white stucco walls. I snooped around a half-open door to a storage room. No sign of Dean. 
 
    I moseyed back to the kitchen area where two stocky, middle-aged women were assembling sandwiches and brewing coffee. They looked busy and friendly, like part of the atmosphere. 
 
    “You want a sandwich?” asked one with frosted and stiffly sprayed hair. 
 
    “Think I’ll just have coffee.” 
 
    She thumbed toward a table. “Pots are over there. We have beer if you want a bottle.” 
 
    “Coffee’s good.” I pumped a cupful, put money in the basket, and went to sit by Edgy. Dean just wasn’t here, not anywhere. I didn’t know how to feel about that. But my cheeks warmed a little when I realized the ladies and a few gentlemen scattered around the rows of resin-topped tables were watching me check out the place. I couldn’t blame them. It probably looked like I planned to stick up the joint. I gladly suffered the embarrassment. Before the night was over, Edgy would know about her daughter. 
 
    I caught Edgy’s glare as I settled beside her. 
 
    She straightened her tank top. “What the devil are you doing?” 
 
    “I thought you went out for a cigarette.” 
 
    The next words out of her mouth erased any guilt I might have been feeling. “I’m thinking you lied to me about needing Fred to fix a faucet. A plumber’s truck never parked in front of your house—or anyone else, for that matter.” 
 
    “I told the plumber to park in the alley.” I hoped my reignited guilt didn’t show despite my great answer to her unexpected question. As always, one cover-up leads to another.  
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Sounds like you don’t believe me.” 
 
    “I might not.” She held her chin high, peering down her nose at me. 
 
    I controlled my laughter and asked, “Why?” 
 
    “Because you’ve been acting weird as hell lately. And for your information, I did go out and tend to business.” 
 
    “Odd way to admit to having a cigarette.” 
 
    Her eyes seemed lively, pupils bright like she was having fun at my expense. She couldn’t have already talked with Dean. If she had, she was a master at covering up. One thing for sure, I didn’t want her to know I told him to meet her here—at least not until he talked to her about her daughter.  
 
    The sudden rumble and tumble of bingo balls hitting the sides of their Plexiglas box caused every person in the room to straighten. Their attention shot to the bingo caller perched on a stool beside the bouncing balls. The man’s pleasant voice carried over the sounds of the balls and the voices of the crowd. “Are you ready to start?” He spied Edgy and me. “I see we have a couple of new gals. Has it been a while since you’ve played?’ 
 
    Edgy nodded at me like I didn’t know what I was doing. “Long time for her,” she said, loud enough to carry over the crowd. 
 
    He patiently explained, “The first game is called the Letter M. Look at the monitor beside the letter board. It’ll show you how to bingo on each game.” He pointed to the front wall. “We start with the three-game purple sheet.” 
 
    Autotronic Bingo King was printed down a wide plastic arrow pointing to a monitor displaying a bingo card. Each square held a bulb. The shape of a letter M flashed red. 
 
    I leaned near Edgy’s ear. “I had no idea there were so many different ways to make a bingo. All I remember is straight or diagonal lines.” 
 
    She looked at me as if wondering just how dumb I was, then gently said, “Just daub the numbers he calls. You’ll get the hang of it.” She looked down at the sheet of bingo paper, dauber ready to strike. 
 
    “I didn’t know you played.” 
 
    “Sometimes I need places to go when I can’t stand being home one more minute.” She nodded over her shoulder toward the people behind us. “This crowd is pretty tame.” 
 
    “O-63.” 
 
    I daubed red on O-63. 
 
    “B-4.” 
 
    The number wasn’t on my card. Motion at the door quickly drew attention. A guy entered, but not Dean. He was short, elderly, and hurried to sit by a woman I assumed was his wife. She frowned at him and hunkered closer to the card in front of her. 
 
    Game after different game proceeded under the steady calling of numbers and the yelps of winners. The stoic middle-aged gal at the end of our table won twice without a word of excitement. Her frown didn’t go away when she grabbed the payoff and stuffed it deep into a bag on her lap. 
 
    I waited for Dean with the worst case of apprehension, glancing at the clock again and again. At seven thirty, there still was no sign of him. Maybe that was a good thing. He should have just told Fred why he wanted to talk with Edgy. They could have all sat down and discussed it together. She absolutely had to know about her daughter. If he never showed up, we’d have to locate him. It was dumb on my part for not getting his phone number or where he was staying. 
 
    Edgy stared at me. “What the hell is bugging you?” 
 
    The other woman at our table looked at her, frowning. 
 
    “A-6.” 
 
    “Shh,” I whispered to Edgy. ‘You’re attracting attention. 
 
    “Don’t shush me. Something is bugging you, and it’s driving me bonkers.” Her face had tightened, and anger glittered in her eyes. “Damn, you made me miss a number. Who cares if people look.” 
 
    A couple at the table across from us looked our way. 
 
    “Calm down,” I said. “People are staring at us.” 
 
    Edgy looked at her bingo sheet like nothing had happened, but I could tell she was more than miffed. In fact, she seemed too angry over such a small thing. I studied her profile, and I could swear her eyes too wide open. “Look at me,” I hissed. 
 
    Edgy blinked at me. “What?” 
 
    “You’re high.” 
 
    “I am not.” She kept her attention glued on the bingo sheet. 
 
      
 
    At eight o’clock, the caller announced a short break to use the facilities and invited the players to help ourselves to coffee or water. I couldn’t get out of the chair quick enough. I needed to pace, throw a fit, or cry. Dean should’ve been here by now. And then of all things, I had to wait in line to drain coffee from a pressure carafe into a stoneware cup. I wanted to scream. 
 
    A familiar looking woman turned after filling her cup. Ida Praveck. My neighbor’s eyes lit up, and she broke into a wide grin. I couldn’t very well duck out of sight. The small crowd parted like the Red Sea as she passed through in her royal blue pants suit with her soft, freshly permed white hair, holding her cup steady. 
 
     She said loudly enough for those around to overhear, “Corinne, that was one handsome man you were spooning with on the garden bench this afternoon.” 
 
    “I saw you watching from your deck. I was just having a little chat.” 
 
    She grinned. “No woman just chitchats with a man that looks like that.” 
 
    “I would’ve introduced you, but he was in a hurry.” No way in hell did I want her to meet him until after he talked to Edgy. 
 
    “Well, next time,” Ida said. “But I have to say, he looked like he had all the time in the world.” 
 
    Thankfully, the line moved. “We’ll talk tomorrow, and I’ll tell you all about him.” 
 
    She giggled with excitement and crossed to the table where Mr. Praveck sat waiting. 
 
    I finally drew my refill and turned to carry the drink back to our table. Edgy was not in her chair. I browsed the room to see if she had wandered off to visit with some of the patrons. 
 
    No sign of her. 
 
    She’d probably gone to the ladies’ room. 
 
    The balls rumbled against their case. The caller asked if we were ready to begin. He was answered by the scrape of chairs squaring up and the shuffle of bingo papers.  
 
    His voice called, “I-21.” 
 
    I daubed Edgy’s and my cards. 
 
    “N-36.” 
 
    I daubed quickly and scanned the room again. The only thing I could figure was that Dean must have shown up while I was busy with Ida and Edgy went outside with him. No way would I interrupt their discussion about her daughter. Hard as it was, I remained seated.  
 
    Ten more minutes slid away under the voice of the bingo caller. 
 
    “Bingo,” yelled Ida from the back of the room. She patted her chest, waiting for the bingo to be verified, and then clutched her winnings like a pot of gold. She waved the bills in my direction. 
 
    I couldn’t stand much more. 
 
    The wall clock read 8:26. Edgy had been gone for almost thirty minutes. I pushed away from the table and shoved through the door. If I interrupted her talk with Dean, so be it. I had waited long enough to see how she was handling the news about her daughter, her little Ruthie. Naming her unseen child must have hurt to depths I couldn’t understand. 
 
    Lord, Lord. Keep Edgy safe. 
 
    Cars filled the parking area, but I saw no one. I scanned every nook and cranny, even checked the cloudless sky, for Pete’s sake. The sun had lowered and was just above the western mountains. Disgusted with myself for feeling panicky, I raised my face to the mild, dry air. A westerly wind disturbed the tall, scraggly evergreens. A stronger gust surged. Dusty, dry needles and pine cones released and fell. We really did need rain. The warmth in the swirling currents brought me a little clarity. The moment of trying to calm down had worked. 
 
    Edgy knew how to handle herself and wasn’t accountable to me, but she would never leave me sitting at a bingo table this long. I hurried to the south side of the building. No one. A vehicle started, and a white truck like Dean’s pulled out of the parking lot, but I was too far away to tell if the disappearing license plate was Montana or Colorado. 
 
    I left the side of the building, moving toward the north to check another parking lot. I crossed the blacktop and came to a sharp decline, almost a drop-off. 
 
    Below me, something lay between two spruce trees. A woman? I squinted downward in the shadowy light. 
 
    Edgy? 
 
    No response. “Edgy!” I shrieked. She must have fallen. 
 
    I stepped off the edge, slipping and skidding downward. I tripped on a clump of quack grass and hit the ground hard with my right knee. I caught my balance with my palm and kept charging downward. My stupid sling purse snagged on a dead tree limb. I shook free and kept scrabbling. I finally dropped down beside her. Sharp pine cones dug into my knees. I shoved them away.  
 
    Edgy’s hair swept around her face. I brushed it back. She appeared to be asleep, mouth slack, eyes closed, lipstick perfect. I touched her pale cheek and quickly withdrew my hand. 
 
    There is no other sensation like the touch of lifelessness. I had experienced it when I’d held Mel, Mom and Dad, the child I’d lost. Edgy was no longer here. 
 
    “No, no, no.” I pulled her into my arms. Her head lolled and smeared blood on the front of my shirt. I carefully resettled her on the ground. So much blood. I wiped my palms on my pant legs. 
 
    Motor noise from the roadway below rumbled with the sound of an expensive hopped-up car, much like the sound of Randal’s Corvette. I couldn’t see the vehicle, but I jumped up, waving my arms overhead. 
 
    The sound of the motor disappeared. 
 
    Quickly, I fumbled in my purse for my cell phone. I clutched it and tapped 9-1-1. 
 
    Two rings. 
 
    A woman’s no-nonsense voice answered. 
 
    I fought to control my emotions. “My friend fell down a hill, and she’s not moving. Her head is at an awful angle. I need help now.” 
 
    “Location.” 
 
    “Millie’s off the KM Road.” 
 
    “I’m dispatching deputies from the Flathead County Sheriff’s Office now. They’ll be there in a few minutes. Stay on the line and talk to me. What is your friend’s name?” 
 
    “Edwina Brewster. I think she’s dead.” A sob broke free. I bent forward resting my head on my knees, sitting as close to Edgy as I could get. 
 
    “An ambulance has been dispatched,” said the steady voice I’ll never forget. “Give me your exact location so I can direct them to where you are.” 
 
    “There’s a steep hill on the north side of Millie’s, and we’re in a hollow between two trees near the bottom of it.” The words sounded strange, even to me. Edgy died in a pine needle-lined dip in the ground. Unbelievable. 
 
    “Try to remain calm. I’ll be back in a moment.” 
 
    The line sounded open, but I couldn’t hear anything, and then she said, “Okay I told the deputies where to find you. Talk to me.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say. 
 
    “Just talk,” she said. “It takes a little while to reach your location.” 
 
    She did most of the talking. I couldn’t put words together until I said, “I hear the faint sounds of sirens.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
     “They’re getting louder. I see lights flashing at the top of the hill. The deputies are here.” 
 
    “You can hang up now.” 
 
    I never should have. As long as she talked, I had stayed somewhat stable. Now, cold tremors hit my legs, arms, and chest. I gasped, trying to breathe normally, but all I wanted was to curl up against Edgy and hold on until she came back. 
 
    Suddenly, five deputies surrounded us. They were alert, ready to react if need be. One dropped on his knees on the other side of Edgy and checked her neck for a pulse. He shook his head. 
 
    Another one bent over me where I was cuddled against her. “I’m Deputy Tabor. Can you tell me what happened?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t know. We were playing bingo, and she went outside for a cigarette. When she didn’t come back, I came out to see what she was doing. I found her here and called nine-one-one. She hasn’t moved or anything.” 
 
    “You’ll need to get up and give us room. Paramedics will be here soon.” He reached down and gripped my hand and pulled me up. I wobbled. “We’d better sit you down. Let’s go over to the fallen log for now.” 
 
    As he led me to the log, two EMTs skidded down the hill and knelt beside Edgy. One snapped on gloves and checked for a pulse in her neck. 
 
    I bit my bottom lip. 
 
    The EMT also shook his head. “Better call Sheriff Metcalf.”  
 
    That’s when I knew for certain that my fun, sassy friend was truly gone. 
 
    Edgy would never know her daughter. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
   I  wasn’t about to leave the safety of the log where Deputy Tabor had told me to wait for the sheriff’s arrival. The rough bark under me seemed the only true thing as the scene played out before my dry, watchful eyes. I hardly blinked, making sure the deputies properly secured the barrier of yellow crime scene tape. It flapped in the late evening breeze as they ran it from tree trunk to tree trunk to tree trunk, safeguarding the area where Edgy lay. I stiffened, heat prickling my neck. Why didn’t they cover her? She was a private person, and her remains were, too. I stood up to protest, but Deputy Tabor was instantly beside me. 
 
    “Please sit back down.” 
 
    As I did, I noticed a group of people standing at the top of the hill, talking to an officer. Ida was among them. She nodded to me and left. I wanted to run up and drag her down to sit with me, but she would never be allowed to. Instinctively, I understood I would be kept separate from the other card players while the officers investigated the scene. 
 
    My agitation grew in my need to protect my friend. Even in death, she would be treated right. We’d had each other’s backs for so long; I couldn’t imagine losing the security of her friendship. I looked up the hill again. The sheriff should be here by now. How much longer? And who knew why the paramedics had gathered over there by a chain-link fence? Did I hear one of them laughing? Not knowing what was going on left me in a vacuum of uncertainty with no control over what would happen next. The hoot of a night owl came from the branches above. Something rustled in the bushes behind. I ignored the sounds of animals scavenging for food. Nothing could hurt more than what was unfolding before me.  
 
    I leaned forward, putting my hands on my knees. The right knee hurt and felt sticky. My pant leg was stuck to my skin, and I pulled the torn fabric away. Blood ran and smeared from a gouge below the kneecap. It was already caking on my shin. I checked my palms. Skinned and raw. Other than that, I seemed okay. Nothing seemed broken. The fall could have caused worse injuries. I hesitated to count it lucky. Nothing about this night was good.  
 
    Deputy Tabor stayed close by and explained that Sheriff Metcalf would be inspecting the scene as the coroner and didn’t want anyone to touch the deceased until after he had completed his investigation. After that, his team of technicians would gather evidence in what might be a crime scene. 
 
    I just nodded as he told me snippets of information I couldn’t process. Nothing made sense, but the concern in his eyes showed that he cared about my anxiety. The sureness of his actions told me he’d been a deputy for some years, and I guessed he was in his early forties. Not a kid, but a little younger than Marley. My heart softened at the thought of my daughter. I needed her now more than ever before. She’d help me wrap my head around the fact that Edgy was lying dead on the ground and was the subject of an investigation into an unnatural death. 
 
    I rubbed my temples to relieve an ache growing stronger by the minute. My eyes flew open. Fred! I looked at Tabor. “We have to call Fred Brewster. He’s Edgy’s husband and has to know what’s happened.” 
 
    “The sheriff will take care of it. Looks like he’s on-site now.” Tabor pointed with his thumb. 
 
    I saw motion at the top of the hill. Then the middle-aged, uniformed sheriff appeared, carrying a black satchel and taking his time as he carefully limped down the steep hillside. This man wasn’t about to fall due to a bad leg. 
 
    Sheriff Metcalf ducked under the crime-scene tape, set his bag down, and snapped on disposable gloves. He knelt by Edgy on his bum knee and carefully lifted her blood-soaked hair, then her head. He inspected the back of it, her neck and the crown, then rested her head in the exact same position on the ground. After a complete examination of her bare arms, he secured plastic bags over her hands. 
 
    Bile rushed up my throat and burned. I leaned forward and covered my face in my hands. I couldn’t watch anymore. How long I sat there like that was anybody’s guess.  
 
    Deputy Tabor touched my shoulder. “Sheriff Metcalf wants to visit with you now.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because you’re the nine-one-one caller.” 
 
    The sheriff bent under the yellow tape and hobbled toward me. I had never seen so much stern concentration on anyone’s face. He was in charge, and all would do his bidding—including me. But he also seemed like a man who would listen.  
 
    “Mrs. Cooper, I’m Oren Metcalf. May I share the log?” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say, so I simply patted a spot beside me. 
 
    He smiled slightly and eased down, rubbing his knee after he was settled. “I need to tape our conversation so I get my report right. Is it okay?” 
 
    I nodded. What else could I do? 
 
    He fiddled with his cell phone and set it between us. It lay there like a snoop, and I wanted to swat it away. I put my trembling hands under my elbows but didn’t bother to cover my nervousness. No point in trying to; he surely understood my state of shock. 
 
    “Mrs. Cooper, there are signs of a struggle on Mrs. Brewster’s arms and a big gash on the back of her head. Can you tell me about them?” 
 
    “I can’t. I was inside Millie’s. When she didn’t come back, I went to find out why and found her here.” 
 
    “I assume you and Mrs. Brewster were playing bingo.” 
 
    “Edgy wanted to.” 
 
    “Why was she outside?” 
 
    “At break time, I went to get a cup of coffee. When I brought it back to the table, she was gone. I assumed she went outside for a cigarette.” 
 
    “How long before you started looking for her?” 
 
    “Maybe thirty minutes.” My stomach heaved, and I fought to control nausea. 
 
    The Sheriff watched me intently for a moment and then asked, “Are you okay?” 
 
    “No, but I can answer your questions.” 
 
    His focus remained fixed on me as if he wanted to see my thoughts. “Why did you become worried?” he finally asked. 
 
     Cold and clammy, I couldn’t think fast enough and blurted, “Why wouldn’t I be? She’d never leave me sitting alone for so long.” I didn’t mention Dean and his wanting to meet her and talk about her lost daughter. Edgy’s secrets were safe with me. 
 
    “Do you come out to Millie’s and play often?” 
 
    “Not really. She just wanted to go and I tagged along.” The blunt, direct questions were draining me, and I leaned away from him. 
 
    Sheriff Metcalf straightened his knee. “You sure you’re telling me everything?” 
 
    I had no quick answer and met the sheriff’s eyes straight on. 
 
    He looked away first. “You’re confused and exhausted, but we’re almost done. I found a wound above her ear that had been stitched. You know about it?” 
 
    “I’m not confused. My best friend just died, and you need to find out why.” 
 
    “Just tell me about the wound.” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “We went to the Blue Moon tavern, and while we were there, Edgy got hit by a thrown pool ball.” That sounded awful under the present circumstances. 
 
    “You two hang out regularly at bars?”  
 
    “First time we went.” 
 
    “Mrs. Cooper, how old is Mrs. Brewster?” 
 
    “Sixty-six. We don’t hang out in bars or bingo parlors.” I held his stare with my cold one. 
 
    Sheriff Metcalf sighed. “I’m ordering an autopsy and investigating this as a possible homicide.” 
 
    The word homicide struck me as impossible. A moment later, I grasped his meaning and understood he was right. Edgy wouldn’t just fall down a hill. Someone must have pushed her. A sudden sweat sent chills through me, and I wobbled on the log. 
 
    Metcalf steadied me with a light touch. “Let’s get you home. One of the deputies will take you.” 
 
    “My car?” 
 
    “We have to impound it. We’ll let you know when you can pick it up. Tomorrow, you need to come to the Justice Center to talk with a detective and make a written statement. You’ll be contacted with a time to be there.” 
 
    “I’ll need my car to do that.” 
 
    “I’ll send a deputy to bring you in.” 
 
    “You’ll need my address.” 
 
    “Already have it.”  
 
    After midnight, Deputy Tabor finally drove me home in his marked car. Another unreal happening. I had always been a little curious about what was inside one. A metal laptop computer was anchored to both the dashboard and the console between the seats. It was at least three to four inches in depth, seemed thick with information. 
 
    A wave of self-awareness swept through me. I had fixated on the interior of the squad car to avoid the horror of finding Edgy with her head twisted, bloody and lifeless. I folded my hands across my abdomen and silently counted the trees along the streets as the deputy drove me home.  
 
    Lights were on at Edgy’s when we entered my block. An unfamiliar SUV was parked in the driveway. A man stood on the porch talking with Fred. 
 
    What? Fred was back? No way could he be home this quickly from the Beartooth Mountains. Had Edgy lied about where he’d gone? 
 
    Deputy Tabor broke into my turmoil. “I’m glad it’s Detective Langnecker informing Mr. Brewster about his wife.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “He’s good with people.” 
 
    “I don’t know how Fred will handle it. He loves her so much.” 
 
    The deputy parked in my driveway. “Check on him in the morning. Right now, he needs some time for it to sink in.” Tabor glanced at me. “You do, too.” 
 
    “I know.” I opened the car door. 
 
    He waited until I was on the porch. I waved goodbye and unlocked my front door but didn’t go inside. Instead, I sat dry-eyed on my porch swing watching Edgy’s home until Fred went inside and the detective drove away. 
 
    I pulled my cell phone from my purse, scrolled to Marley’s name, and hit call. It was late and she’d be in bed, but I couldn’t wait. 
 
    “Mom?” 
 
    “Edgy was killed tonight.” 
 
    “Edgy was killed? What the hell are you talking about?” Marley sounded shocked to the core. 
 
    “I found her at the bottom of the hill, and she was dead.” 
 
    “What hill?” 
 
    “The one where Millie’s is located.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We were playing bingo.” 
 
    “How could she be dead?” 
 
    Tears finally leaked down my cheeks. I swallowed. “I need you to come home and help me figure out what happened.” 
 
    “The cops will figure it out.” 
 
    “Marley. I’m telling you someone murdered Edgy. Since I found her, I’m pretty sure they think I did it. The sheriff is acting like I know more than I told him. I have to be at the police station tomorrow and answer more questions and make a written statement.” 
 
    I could hear the thud of her feet hitting the floor. 
 
    “Go lie down. I’ll be there in a couple of hours.” 
 
    “Drive safe.” 
 
    I curled up on the porch seat as my tears flowed. I couldn’t bring myself to go inside to the empty, lonely house. Headlights came down our block. A van drove slowly by. 
 
    Who the heck was that? In the middle of the night? I rubbed the deep frown creases between my eyebrows. I had seen a white truck, heard a sports car, and now was watching a slow-moving van. What did it all mean? Or was I overreacting and fearful? 
 
      
 
    I sat bolt upright in my bed. 
 
    “Mom, it’s just me.” 
 
    Marley’s voice. 
 
    She pulled the covers back, slipped into my bed, and snuggled close. “I’m here now. Go back to sleep. The sun will rise soon.” 
 
    “You drove too fast.” I lay quiet for a moment. “You used to feel like flannel when you crawled into my bed.” 
 
    “And you felt like nylon tricot.” 
 
    I clasped her hand. Sometime in the middle of the night, I must have come inside and gone to bed. I didn’t remember, but I welcomed the security of her warmth and dozed off again. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
   I  slipped in and out of nightmares as early daylight gradually lit up the bedroom. My first coherent thought was that Marley had made it home. She lay almost crosswise in my king-sized bed. My feet prickled with pins and needles because I’d given up trying to claim half of the mattress and hugged the edge of the bed to allow her to toss and turn. Today, Marley would have plenty of boundaries to drive her crazy. Having no control over what happened at the Justice Center was one of them. A more difficult one would be setting aside grieving for Edgy. That had to wait until we got back home. Was I strong enough to do that? Yes, I answered myself. I always did what needed to be done.  
 
    I planned on seeing Fred first. He deserved to know what had actually happened, not the cold, bland version from the deputy or the flat, bloodless article the newspaper would report. That’s when I fully realized I didn’t have a clue what had happened during the thirty minutes I had sat next to Edgy’s empty chair daubing numbers on a bingo card. 
 
    I sat on the edge of the bed, dangling my feet, waiting. My legs felt weak, and I didn’t trust them enough to stand until the tingling stopped. I pushed my hands against my belly. When was the last time I had eaten? 
 
    “Are you awake?” Marley asked from the depths of her pillows. 
 
    “I am. Just waiting for the strength to face this day. Glad you’re home.” 
 
    “You need to tell me what happened.” 
 
    “Let’s make coffee, and I’ll tell you over a bowl of shredded wheat.” 
 
    Marley groaned but got up and headed for the hallway bathroom, leaving me to mine. She always had been a considerate kid, just ornery like Edgy. I bent my head. No, I would not break down. Edgy wouldn’t stand for any long-drawn-out wailing. She had faith in a better life ahead, and I agreed with her. 
 
    By the time Marley descended the stairs, the morning newspaper, still rolled up with a rubber band around it, lay waiting on the table along with two bright yellow bowls and spoons and a box of shredded wheat. Already brewed, coffee waited in the pot on the counter. 
 
    Marley looked sharp in a charcoal gray blazer and slacks. I’d rather have seen her dressed in the royal blue scrubs nurses wore at the wound care clinic where she worked. But I was relieved she’d made the three-hour drive from Great Falls in the middle of the night to be with me when I went to the Justice Center to talk with a detective. My nervous stomach tightened at the thought. 
 
    I couldn’t face talking about Edgy just yet, so I asked, “Had any interesting clients lately?” 
 
    “Mom, I just want you to know all my five-mile races and boot camps paid off.” 
 
    I placed a carton of milk on the table. “Your workouts are insane.” 
 
    “Not so. I managed to corral an old goat. Don’t look at me like I’m crazy.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll bite. What happened?” 
 
    “Yesterday, a patient came into our lobby. He had white tufts of hair above his ears, a blackened nose that wasn’t healing, and a scraggly pointed beard on his chin. Never seen anyone more goat-like. He belonged on the second floor for nose surgery and wouldn’t believe any of us that he was in the wrong place. I took his hoofy hand, which was all closed and gnarled by age, and put him in the elevator and rode upstairs with him kicking his heel against the metal wall. Just one tinny clunk after the other.” 
 
    “You expect me to believe your story?” 
 
    “Edgy would pretend to.”  
 
    I expected a flood of tears but saw a light smile in Marley’s eyes. “Is this how you deal with your grieving patients?” I asked. 
 
    “Either tell them a whopping good lie or knock them out with an oversized pill when they come in kicking and complaining. Didn’t think you’d want a pill. It’d be kind of hard to convince a detective you’re innocent if you’re in a state of unnatural sleep.” 
 
    I laughed, which had been her goal. She appeared tired to the bone. “You work too hard.” 
 
    “Maybe so, but I also play hard. Equals out.”  
 
    She slurped her hot coffee. “Now that we’re done avoiding the subject, you really need to tell me what happened to my best buddy. How did she die?” 
 
    I flicked a piece of lint from the yellow place mat, stalling while I decided where to begin. I would tell my daughter the secret I had vowed never to tell. I hated that, but Marley needed to know. I promised Edgy in the inwardly place where I still talked to her—the secret part of my thoughts, that I would keep her secrets 
 
    “Edgy has a daughter.” 
 
    Marley partially rose and then sat back down, her hand patting her heart. “There isn’t one single thing you might have said that would surprise me more. She always said I was like the daughter she almost had.” 
 
    “She did give birth, but the baby was taken away.” I shuddered at the sudden image. “Edgy never saw her except a scrawny newborn foot hanging free of the blanket as the nurse rushed by.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Seems our Edgy spent the better part of her teen years in a care facility for the mentally ill.” 
 
    Marley gasped. “Did someone rape her there?” 
 
    “No. She’d been released and spent awhile living on her own, even had a boyfriend. She got pregnant and thought life was finally making sense.” 
 
    “It’s hard to believe you’re talking about our Edgy. I never had a clue she had suffered so much. Was she on meds to help her with mental stability?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but lately she was acting differently. More edgy, if that makes sense.” 
 
    “I kind of know what you mean. She was certainly in high spirits, dragging us on a hike up the mountain and the same day picking cherries at Flathead Lake. Her project of finding you a man was just an excuse for her energy.” 
 
    “You weren’t dragged anywhere. You were like the goat you were telling me about going up the side of the mountain.” I choked and fought hard to control my welling grief. 
 
    “Stop it, Mom, or my waterworks will never shut off.” The tough nurse didn’t sound so tough. 
 
    The home phone rang and I waited three rings to answer, only because I needed to control my flooding grief before I said hello to anyone. 
 
    Marley unrolled the newspaper and opened it. 
 
    “Mrs. Cooper?” a man asked. 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Detective Bruce Langnecker here. Can you be at the Justice Center to make a statement at eleven o’clock?” 
 
    “Of course. Where do I find you?” 
 
    Marley gasped. “I can’t flipping believe it.” She glared at me over the top of the paper as I listened to the detective. 
 
    He said, “Just go to the sign-in window across from the entrance. They’ll let me know, and I’ll come get you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said lamely and hung up. I plopped back down across from Marley and laid my face onto my folded arms on the table, trying desperately not to scream. 
 
    How could this be? 
 
    Marley reached across the table and stroked my arm. “Mom, I know you’re upset, but you have to sit up and look at this headline.” She pushed the front section of the paper over to me. 
 
      
 
    Woman’s Body Found 
 
      
 
    Friday night the body of a local woman was found west of Whitefish at the bottom of a hill near Millie’s off the KM Road. Flathead County Sheriff Metcalf said the remains were transported to the crime lab in Missoula. The victim’s name is being withheld until notification of kin is complete. The death is being investigated as a possible homicide. 
 
      
 
    Those few words confirmed what I had seen last night. Edgy really was gone. The newspaper said so. I couldn’t take my eyes from them. 
 
    Marley reached over and took the paper from my hands. “I know it’s hard.” 
 
    “I still can’t believe it.” I shook my head.  
 
    Marley pressed her lips together. “Because they think someone killed her. We have to call Patrick and tell him what’s going on.” 
 
    “Can’t. Not yet, anyway. We need the answers to the questions he will ask, and I won’t know anything until after I talk with the detective. But first we have to see how Fred is doing.” 
 
    Marley took her cup to the sink, rinsed it with the sprayer, and then started spraying down the inside of the sink. 
 
    I could’ve whacked her. “Will you quit dilly-dallying. We have to go now.” That got her moving. Why was the world standing still? 
 
    We hustled across the street that seemed to have more and more cars and trucks breaking the speed limit in our once-quiet neighborhood. 
 
    I knocked on Fred’s door twice, then tried the knob. It turned, and I cracked an opening. “Fred,” I called. “Fred?” The rich smells of an Italian sauce told me where he was. 
 
    He stood at the stove, slowly moving a wooden spoon in his concoction. 
 
    “Fred,” I said. 
 
    He looked up and smiled. “Didn’t hear you. Is that Marley behind you?” 
 
    She stepped around me and walked to him and caught him in a bear hug. “I’m so sorry about Edgy,” she murmured. 
 
    He stepped back. “How so?” 
 
    Surely he understood Edgy was gone. Before I could say a word, he turned his back on us and stirred his pot of garlic and tomatoes laced with oregano and wine. He mumbled over his shoulder. “She’s where she needs to be. The haunting is finally over.” He sighed. “I’ll miss my girl, though.” 
 
    My heart hurt for him. “I will, too.” 
 
    He didn’t look at me, just kept stirring the sauce. 
 
    To keep him from asking us to leave, I said, “I got a phone call to be at the Justice Center to make a statement. I’ll stop by later.” 
 
    “I’m leaving as soon as I get this damned sauce done.” 
 
    “Where are you headed?” 
 
    He looked back at me. “Don’t know yet, just going. Take care of yourself, Corinne.” 
 
    “I understand you need to get away. I wanted to disappear when Mel died.” 
 
    “I’ll be back to bury her. Don’t know how long it will be before they release her body.” 
 
    I said no more and ushered Marley out with me. 
 
      
 
    The brick and mortar county courthouse, considered an architectural gem by valley residents, drew my eyes each time I drove the traffic circle around it. Even today, as we entered the first arc of the curved road, I studied its clock tower and spires. A memory flashed back forty-six years to Mel and me climbing the steep stairs and approaching the counter of the clerk and recorder to apply for our marriage license. We had been so nervous and elated. 
 
    My reminiscing was swept away as Marley rounded the half-circle and passed in front of the large, concrete-block Justice Center. We turned right and entered the crowded parking area. 
 
    A clammy dread crawled up my spine as Marley searched for an open space wide enough for her Jeep. Talking to a detective ranked harder than facing a line of bishops. Deadly sins might be easier than what I feared. Coping with an investigator who certainly would consider me a person of interest in the death of my best friend frightened me more than I knew how to communicate. I could never put into words just how nervous I was. 
 
    Marley finally found a spot that suited her and parked. She looked at me. “Mom, you’re jumpy as hell, but that gives you an edge. You’ll be sharp and wary. Just tell the detective what you saw.” She removed the car keys. The jangle of her messy, overloaded keychain reminded me of the clicking locks during my college years when I worked for the Gallatin County jail. I exhaled, squared my shoulders, and followed her, pretending she was the lawyer I should have brought with me. She could have been one as she marched straight to the window and told the woman behind the glass we were here at Detective Langnecker’s invitation. Her words, not mine. 
 
    We were told he would be right with us. 
 
    I rubbed the twitchy muscles in my right shoulder, my skin sensitive through the jacket. My hair had probably fallen and was hanging around my ears. I shouldn’t care if I drooped a little, but I did. 
 
    “Mom put your hands in your pockets,” Marley whispered. “It won’t be long.” 
 
    I hissed back, “I could’ve done without the drama of waiting.” 
 
    Marley’s look scorched my comment.  
 
    A man approached down the hallway. He walked with casual assurance, the kind of guy who drew attention when he entered any room. He was fairly tall, with squared shoulders and a shaved head, and was somewhere between his mid to late forties. I was about to meet Detective Bruce Langnecker. 
 
    I returned his smile. A pair of attentive hazel eyes behind stylish glasses spoke of kindness inside a tough, manly exterior. His clean-cut, healthy look seemed the polar opposite of the gimpy, worn-out sheriff. I relaxed somewhat as he introduced himself. 
 
    Marley held her hand out for him to shake. “I am her daughter, Marley Higgins.” 
 
    He gripped her hand for a moment and then guided us down the wide hall to a room with people sitting at computers. 
 
    “Ms. Higgins,” he said and indicated a chair beside a desk. “Please wait here while I speak with your mother.”  
 
    Marley sat down without a word. 
 
    He led me into a small, windowed room. 
 
    The first thing I noticed as we sat at the table was a camera on the wall. What I said would be recorded. I accepted that as positive. What I was asked and how I answered could not be misconstrued. I calmed a little more and straightened. They would also video my demeanor, and I’d better be sharp, even if it was hard not to be intimidated sitting in an interrogation room with a homicide detective. 
 
    Detective Langnecker spoke in an easy tone—just gathering facts. “Tell me, was there a special reason why Mrs. Brewster and you went to Millie’s last night?” 
 
    “Edwina wanted to go and play bingo.” It was the simple answer and an honest one. 
 
    “Why did she want to?” 
 
     That was harder. “She was restless, needing something to fill time.” 
 
    “Why fill time? Was she unhappy?” 
 
    “Not really. She just was searching for ways to make sense of life. It happens as we age.” I noticed a prick of interest. The detective didn’t sit up like a watchdog, but something changed. 
 
    “What in Mrs. Brewster’s life didn’t make sense?” 
 
    He tried to lead me to share what I knew of her past, and I knew better than to expose her secrets. Fred had to do that. He could tell the authorities about her lost child and her anguish over the death of her nephew in a car accident far better than I could. And I wouldn’t break my promise to Edgy. 
 
    “Edwina, who I call Edgy, was my friend and neighbor for years. We were just comfortable with each other. She tried to help fill my loneliness as a widow with fun things to do. It gave her a mission in life and also gave Fred a chance to have their home to himself for a few hours now and then. Hard to be a retired man.” 
 
    “Did you and Edgy have a disagreement?” 
 
    I didn’t like the question, but I answered, “Not really, but she seemed out of sorts.” 
 
    “What about?” 
 
    “Not sure. She’s been depressed lately. I thought the evening out might help, and Dean wanted to meet us there.” Why did I say that? I could’ve bitten my tongue. 
 
    “Dean who?” 
 
    “A friend of mine.” 
 
    “How did you scrape your hand and arm?” 
 
    He thinks Edgy and I had a fight. The thought hit me like a slap in the face, waking me up to the fact that I actually was a suspect. “When I saw her at the bottom of that steep hill, I ran down it to her. I fell a couple of times.” I detected doubt in his eyes. I jerked my right hand up shoulder high, palm out. “Honest to God, I never pushed her and have no idea who did. How can I make you believe me?” 
 
    The detective studied me as if to read my mind. And, for once, I remained unruffled while silently being accused by searching eyes. I never was unruffled with Mel—his silent questions follow me still. 
 
    Langnecker leaned back in his chair, his fingers fidgeting on the leather armrests, then he cleared his throat. “Let’s call it good for now. We’ll need to finish your interview after the results from the crime lab come in.” 
 
    The door opened before he reached for the doorknob. A familiar-looking man walked inside. He was medium height, fleshy, with bags under his eyes. His bulbous nose crisscrossed with veins appeared dark. In that moment, I recognized him. Detective Theo Wood, the man who had caused Mel so much aggravation and wrath.  
 
    He ignored Langnecker and zeroed in on me. “Mrs. Cooper, I just read the Sheriff’s report on Edwina Brewster, and I have a few questions.” He still had not acknowledged the other detective and acted like he didn’t intend to. He leaned against the doorjamb, blocking us in. His expression held a touch of pleasure. Mine did not. 
 
    Cornered by him, I sat stoically, returning his stare and showing him a calm demeanor. “I’m surprised you’re not retired by now.”  
 
    “Mrs. Cooper,” he said. “What happened last night?” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “A friend and I went to play bingo. At break time, she went out for a cigarette and didn’t come back. I went to look for her and found her at the bottom of the hill.” I’d tell him only facts. Nothing more. I had learned years ago anything I said he would misconstrue into something damning. 
 
    His serious expression deepened. “Was this Dean you mentioned there?” 
 
    My skin tightened. He’d been listening as Langnecker and I talked. “Never showed up.” 
 
    “His last name?” 
 
    “Dean Hyatt.” 
 
    Wood studied me like I was the one who had killed Edgy. He finally said, “Why was he meeting you?” 
 
    “He wanted to talk to Edwina.” 
 
    “About?” 
 
    “Fred can tell you better than I can.” 
 
    “Fred is?” 
 
    “Edgy’s husband. I gave the information to the sheriff last night. I’m sure you have seen it.” 
 
    “How’s the relationship between them?” 
 
    “I’d say loving and good.” 
 
    “How did she get those stitches in her head?” 
 
    “Hit by a pool ball at the Blue Moon.” 
 
    “Why were you at the tavern?” 
 
    I wasn’t answering that. No way. “We were out having a good time.” I clenched my thumb in my opposite palm, digging the nail in a little to keep me sharp. He would not find out about my wanting a man or Edgy’s secret past. 
 
    Wood leaned toward me. “Did your hands get injured when you struggled with Mrs. Brewster?” 
 
    “I have told Detective Langnecker what happened, and it’s been recorded.” I glanced at the door, wanting to leave more than I had ever wanted anything. 
 
    Wood wasn’t done. “Is the crime lab going to find your DNA under Mrs. Brewster’s fingernails?” 
 
    Wood then shot me the question I was prepared for. “Did you kill Edwina Brewster?” 
 
    “I did not,” I said to Detective Langnecker as though Wood didn’t exist. I rose and got the nod to leave. 
 
    Just before the door closed behind me, I overheard Theo Wood spout off, “That woman is guilty as hell.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
   M arley took one look at me and clamped her mouth shut as I hurried down the hallway from the interrogation room. She walked beside me until we got to her Jeep and then drove in silence as if serious talk could only happen in the safety of her childhood home. 
 
    After the front door closed behind her, she eyeballed me and said, “Tell me everything the detective asked you.” 
 
    “Verbatim? I don’t think I can.” I sounded crankier than I intended to. 
 
    “You can be so frustrating.” 
 
    “Maybe because I’m at my wits end after Theo Wood’s harassment. He rapid-fired questions about Edgy and why we were at Millie’s. He did everything but actually accuse me of murder. I told the detectives all I know, except about her daughter. Fred needs to tell them that.” 
 
    “Should we get a lawyer?” Marley’s words came hushed and worried. 
 
    I threw my purse on the couch and plopped down. “I don’t know, yet. But Theo Wood is interested in only one thing . . . making a Cooper suffer.” 
 
    Marley widened her eyes. “Who is he?” 
 
    “He was the detective who helped the fire marshal investigate the cause of our warehouse fire.” 
 
    “You are not making sense.” 
 
     I took a deep breath. “I’m sorry. I know I’m ranting.” 
 
    Marley perched on the arm of the couch. “Please tell me.” 
 
    I had just endured a tough question-and-answer session, but Marley had suffered, too. Waiting while your mother was interrogated about the death of her best friend had to be awful. “You’re right about a lawyer, and I’ll contact one. But I need to tell you some things first. Do you remember anything about when the warehouse burned?” 
 
    “I was away at college, and you didn’t tell me much about it, but I knew Dad was really upset. Cooper Lumber was his whole life. And Grandpa’s, too.” 
 
    “We didn’t want you to worry. Nursing school was tough enough.” 
 
    “I understand the loss of the building was hard on Dad, but it was just the one at the back of the property. No one had been in danger. Cripes, Patrick and I used to play in it with our friends.” 
 
    “The loss of the building was not the problem. The business could survive that. The devastation came from what Detective Theo Wood did to Grandpa Cooper. He arrested him for setting the warehouse on fire for the insurance money. Accused him of fraud.” 
 
    “You never told me.” 
 
    “We saw no reason to worry you kids about it. You both had enough on your plates with school. The fire marshal eventually concluded the fire had been set by vagrants, and the charge was dropped. But Grandpa suffered a lot from embarrassment and loss of customers. He died of a heart attack about a year later.” Once again, I didn’t tell Marley the harsh details of what her father and grandfather had gone through. Some things the kids just didn’t need to know. 
 
    “And this same detective is working on Edgy’s case?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, Detective Langnecker is, but Theo Wood burst into the room and started asking me questions like I had fought with Edgy and pushed her down the hill.” 
 
    Marley spluttered, “What the heck? What did Langnecker do?” 
 
    “Nothing, really. I think they were playing good cop/bad cop.” 
 
    “We have to get a lawyer.” 
 
    “I will, but I have time. So far, I’m just the person who called nine-one-one and the last one she was with before . . .” My words trailed off. 
 
     Marley shook her head. “Mom, someone has to tell us what to expect and how to prepare.” She stopped talking with an abrupt look of surprise. “I sound just like Dad. He always made a plan.” 
 
    My precious girl was only trying to protect me, but I needed to be alone and do my own thinking. “I’m going to work on the roses for a bit. Would you call your brother and let him know what happened?” 
 
    Marley shook her head. “No way. He’ll just want to talk to you.” 
 
    I retrieved my cell from the depths of my purse and called Patrick. His phone went straight to voicemail. I raised my brows and shook my head. “Why is your phone always turned off? This is important. Call me.” 
 
    Marley flounced around, arms wide like she’d like to hit something. “It’s just like him. He’s never been there for you.” 
 
    “Will you stop overreacting? He has no idea what happened. I’ll tell him as soon as he calls.” I had snapped at my daughter and didn’t like it. She was too old for correction, and I was too old to cave in to anger and dish it out. 
 
    She held up her hands up like a traffic cop. “I might as well get a run in while you’re busy in the backyard.” She stomped up the stairs, several risers creaking under her effort to show displeasure. 
 
    I rubbed my temples, fighting off a headache, before putting on a straw sun hat and grabbing leather gloves. 
 
    Once again, I turned on the sprinklers to soak the hydrangeas along the potting shed’s west wall. I retrieved the small pruning shears from inside the door to remove dead rose blossoms. The Bride’s Dream was blooming in full glory under the bright July sun. The large shell-pink blossoms were fragrant with the essence of rose oil in the sunny heat. The hot rays melted me, but the rose bushes thrived in the heat. 
 
    My thoughts wandered back to the night before. How on God’s green earth did Edgy topple down a hill and break her neck? What hit her to cause a gash on her head? Who hit her? How did she get the bruises on her upper arms? I couldn’t recall seeing any contusions, although her fair skin was easily bruised. She had told me she inherited her pale hide from ancient Vikings. They sailed into the harbors along the Northumberland coast, stole what they wanted, and left babies growing inside ravished maidens. Edgy had always been proud of her fair complexion and tall, robust figure. It was just lately that she’d become a sunflower wilting under the pressures of life. 
 
    Alone among the flowers, I let my grief free to truly mourn her death. Tears didn’t form, but my soul wept as I snipped faded blossoms. Edgy’s life had also been clipped, but she had no chance to wither and lose her petals. Maybe, just maybe, that was a blessing. She had never wanted to wrinkle or get pudgy.  
 
    My lower back ached from bending over, and I settled on the bench for a quick break. I closed my drowsy eyes for a moment, and the years reeled backward to the last time Mel and I had shared the bench, enjoying a glass of sweet red cabernet while trying to calm down. It was the day after we had buried his father, and we were trying to make sense of what had happened.  
 
    The fire that burned the warehouse had also laid bare secrets I’d never wanted to acknowledge. Sitting here alone, I remembered so clearly how Mel had spoken with anger, his backbone and face stiff with the refusal to forgive. He had been my handsome man, but in anger he appeared forbidding and mean. I hated the look and the attitude that seemed to change his personality. 
 
    With that hard look about him, Mel had then told me the truth of the story. “Theo Wood’s hatred for us Coopers started when his grandmother had an affair with our grandpa.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    Mel had growled back, “Yes, Earl Cooper, grandpa to our kids, and Virgie Wood, grandma to Theo, were low-down, immoral cheaters. The grandmas and grandpas of the Coopers and the Woods went to war over who betrayed who. The Wood family split apart under what they considered a shame on their families.” 
 
    “Mel, you’re making it sound worse than it was,” I had said to him, trying to help him deal with the pain. 
 
    He had ignored me and said, “I am not. Bad stock was the opinion passed around about them. The bulk of the shame rested in Virgie. She was treated as a pariah, and you know it.” 
 
    I did know. Then the unforeseen and unforgiven had happened. The following spring, Virgie Woods drove up to flooding McDonald Creek and jumped off a bridge to purify the sin she couldn’t live with. Her body was found three miles downstream. Theo adored his grandmother and held her suicide against us. 
 
    Mel’s words had then became almost proud, “The Coopers were the opposite. Grandma Wilma whacked Grandpa Earl upside the head with a frying pan and told him to straighten the hell up. He did, and they continued their marriage, bearing the humiliation with dignity by working the lumber yard and helping their grandchildren the best way they could.” 
 
    I sighed, knowing the scandal had never been truly buried, not in the opinion of the town nor in Theo’s mind. Now, Theo would just love to imprison me for what our grandparents had done, not for any crime I’d committed. He couldn’t care less about Edgy or those who loved her. Even after all these years, his attitude was pure revenge against those he blamed for his grandmother’s death. 
 
    A car door slamming out front drew me away from my grief and my memories of Mel’s voice and his pain. I was relieved to walk around the side of the house to see who was there. 
 
    I smelled English Leather cologne before I saw Detective Langnecker standing on the porch with a folder in his hand. 
 
    One sight of the detective, and I sank right back into disgust. I removed my gloves. “Hello,” I said, none too friendly. I suspected that the freshness of his attire was for Marley, in case she was around.  
 
    “Sorry to interrupt your gardening. I only have a few more questions and need this statement signed. May we go inside?” 
 
    “That was quick. I didn’t expect you until later this afternoon.” 
 
    He tattled on himself with a grin. “Office gal helped, or I’d still be transcribing it.” 
 
    “Wait right here. I need to go through the kitchen to unlock the door.” I turned and walked away, glad to have a moment to gather my composure. I probably showed the effects of internal weeping. Silent mourning has a way of showing itself. Mine did with a tightness around my mouth I couldn’t relax, and I’m sure sadness claimed my eyes. I had no pep as I trudged around the house. 
 
    In the kitchen, I removed the straw hat and splashed water on my face and dried it with a dish towel. 
 
    Nothing for it but to do it. 
 
    I opened the front door and invited the inquisitor inside just as Marley ran down the stairway. 
 
    Detective Langnecker did a double take as her feet skidded on the floor. She grabbed the newel post to keep her balance. Her chestnut ponytail hung out of the back of a bright pink ball cap. Her tank top and running shorts matched. She smiled at the detective. “I hope you have only a couple of unnecessary questions for my mother. You have to know she wouldn’t hurt anyone.” 
 
    He smiled at her ridicule. “Just need to visit for a moment or two.” 
 
    “Marley,” I said, “go for your run. I can manage without you.” 
 
    She paused for a minute. “See you in an hour.” She ran out the front door. 
 
    I led the way into the living room. Detective Langnecker crossed immediately to the couch and spread out his folder on the coffee table. I sat in a chair—the same one where I’d kept watch over Mel. The detective handed me a copy of my statement. 
 
    “Please,” he said, “read through it before you add your signature. We need to make sure it’s right.” 
 
    “Before we start, may I ask you a question?” 
 
    “What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “Is Theo Wood your superior?” 
 
    “No. Why do you ask?” 
 
    I folded my hands, looked him straight on, and said in a firm, clear voice, “My husband’s family owned Cooper Lumber Yard and we lost a warehouse to a fire. Detective Wood was dead set on blaming Mel’s father for setting the fire for the insurance money. He gave us lots of grief before the fire marshal concluded the fire was caused by a couple of homeless men building a fire to stay warm.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “Mel believed the stress over Theo Wood’s accusation was the final straw that caused his father’s heart attack.” Again, I didn’t tell the detective what Mel had really thought. I shut away my guilt and asked, “Do I have a choice whether he can interview me or not?” 
 
    “Not really, but I’ll mention it to my commander.” 
 
    “I noticed you let him do all the questioning after he came in the room, and I sensed a tension between you two. I can understand that. He’s a blustering fool.” 
 
    Detective Langnecker didn’t respond, but I had said my piece and turned to the statement he’d handed me. As I read, I realized I hadn’t told him about Sid Nelson. “Did the sheriff tell you about the injury on the side of Edgy’s head?” 
 
    “You tell me.” 
 
    “We were at the Blue Moon last Friday, and she got into a game of eight-ball with a guy named Sid Nelson. She won fifty dollars from him. Of course, she rubbed it in a little bit, making him angry. When she stood up to leave, he threw a pool ball at a guy he was arguing with, but I think he really aimed it at her. It hit her right here.” I touched a spot above my right ear. “She just crumpled to the floor.” I shivered at the memory. 
 
    “What happened after that?” 
 
    “The bartender called nine-one-one, and, according to a man in the crowd, Sid Nelson left before the patrol car got there. I took her to the emergency room for stitches.” 
 
    “So, how does this relate to Mrs. Brewster falling down the hill?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but he was very angry.” 
 
    “Was Mr. Nelson at Millie’s?” 
 
    “I didn’t see him. I’m just trying to figure out who would want to hurt Edgy.” 
 
    Langnecker sat quietly as if he was mentally filing away what I had said. “I can tell you, the preliminary report says she had deep bruising on her upper arms like someone had been squeezing them very hard. What can you tell me about her relationship with her husband?” 
 
    “Fred was very good to her.” My stomach lurched at talking about her in the past tense.  
 
    “Was he ever physically abusive to her?” 
 
    “Never. He loved her with patience personified. I saw you last night at his place when the deputy brought me home.” 
 
    “I was informing him of his wife’s death.” 
 
    “You haven’t interviewed him yet?” I figured Detective Langnecker was putting up with counter questions to allow me to say something I didn’t mean to. 
 
    “I stopped by his house before coming here, but he wasn’t home. Do you know where he is?” 
 
    “He told me yesterday he was leaving for a bit, and I asked where to. He said he didn’t know.” 
 
    “I hate to put out a contact order on him. If you hear from him, tell him to get in touch with me ASAP. I left my number on his answering machine.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Anyone else you know who might have a grudge against Mrs. Brewster?” 
 
    “Please, that sounds so formal. She loved to be called Edgy. Said it fit how she feels.” 
 
    “I didn’t get a chance to ask you earlier, but I am assuming you and Edgy were very close?” 
 
    “Friends for years.” 
 
    “Know of any of her other friends or relatives?” 
 
    “Edgy was loved by lots of people.” I suddenly stopped speaking. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “A neighbor across the alley gave her a really hard time.” 
 
    “Who is he? Or she?” 
 
    “Lester Fitch. A real creepo. We saw him at the big church on the hill sitting with a woman who wasn’t his wife. They were cuddling pretty close. Edgy threw a fit about his philandering in church. She didn’t confront him, but he scowled at her on the way out. Made me nervous.” 
 
    The detective jotted a few notes and looked at me. “Anything else?” 
 
    “One more thing about Lester. On the day before we went to Millie’s, he and Edgy got into a big yelling match on the sidewalk near her place. I hurried over and told them to stop. Edgy was fighting mad, but I managed to lead her home. She was really shaken, and I figured she might change her mind about going to play bingo, but she insisted.” I didn’t tell him about the pills she had swallowed. 
 
    Detective Langnecker didn’t comment, just appeared to be considering what I had told him. He finally said, “Do you know if she had any health issues?” 
 
    “Just the normal ones related to growing older. She complained about arthritis in her knees and back.” 
 
    “Did she take medication for it?” 
 
    “Yes.” I paused. “You know, the normal anti-inflammatories.” I shook my head as her words rang in my thoughts. I had seen her pop some pills after the fight with Lester. I wouldn’t betray her. 
 
    “Do you know if she was taking opioids for pain management?” 
 
    His question disturbed me. I wanted to instantly deny that for Edgy. “Not that I know of.” My voice trembled. I couldn’t help it. To cover over my lie, I said. “I think Sid Nelson and Dean Hyatt should be—oh, what’s it called—persons of interest.” I had answered my own question. 
 
    “The tox screen or lab reports aren’t in yet, but we’re trying to lay the groundwork as quickly as possible while folks’ memories are still sharp about what happened. In fact, I learned from a couple of the bingo players that they overheard you and Edgy arguing. Tell me about it.” 
 
    “She got annoyed at my fidgeting, and I told her to quit worrying about it.” 
 
    “Were you uncomfortable?” 
 
    “More like bored. I went because she wanted to.” Not a lie. 
 
    Detective Langnecker studied the statement for a moment. “I’ll probably have to talk to you again after we receive the official cause of death and tox report.” He turned the paper so I could sign it. 
 
    After he left, I sat down on the window seat in a silent uproar. Had I said too much or not enough? I clutched my hands across my mouth, holding back a scream. I was probably the main suspect in Edgy’s death. 
 
    I couldn’t call it murder, not yet. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
   T hursday morning, Marley slouched in front of the kitchen sink, rinsing spots of egg yolk from our breakfast dishes. She sighed and muttered, “Mom, it’s been five days and we still haven’t heard from Fred or the cops. How are we supposed to know when Edgy’s body will be released? She needs to be put to rest, and we need closure. This waiting is killing me. We’ve got to get on with life.” I could almost hear her stamp her foot like she had as an adolescent. 
 
    I placed the last of the leftover hash browns and sausage in the refrigerator and gave her my full attention. “Where did that come from? We’ve haven’t exactly been sitting around. Remember painting the lawn furniture?” 
 
    She turned her lips down in a pure Marley pout. “Don’t tell me it was fun when we washed the outside windows.” 
 
    “I’ll give you that.” I placed the butter dish in the cupboard by the toaster. 
 
    “We need some fun.” 
 
    I teased her. “Ya think?” 
 
    “You should go with Randal to card club tonight.” 
 
    “I haven’t even thought about going.” 
 
    “You don’t get it,” Marley added. “If you go do something, I’ll feel like I can, too. I’m tired to death of this quiet, sad house. Fred still isn’t home. Edgy’s remains are waiting in the damned mortuary. I feel like there is no end to it.” 
 
    I blessed my daughter with a long and pointed look. 
 
    “Oh, stop with the mom look. You know I need a night on the town so I can whoop and howl.” When I didn’t comment, she added, “I’m not asking permission.” 
 
    “I’m not, either.” 
 
    Marley raised her eyebrows. “And where are you going?” 
 
    “You just convinced me to go with Randel to play cards so we can shuffle and deal.” 
 
    “Am I getting on your nerves?” Marley’s question came across with sadness as she wiped her hands on a towel by the sink. 
 
    “I’m going to tell you like I told Patrick. I’m okay, and you kids need to do your own thing. All I ask is for both of you to be at Edgy’s funeral.” 
 
    “When? A month of Sundays from now?” 
 
    I lifted my hands and shrugged. “Fred is supposed to let us know.” 
 
    “How can he just leave us hanging like this?” 
 
    “Don’t know that either.” I could almost see Marley trying to put some order into the limbo of not knowing where and when. 
 
    “The detective hasn’t been in touch, either.” Her bottom lip turned downward on her pouty face, reminding me of her as a gangly girl.  
 
     “I hope I never see him again.” 
 
    Marley smirked. “Aw, come on. He’s a hottie, or should I say hunk for your generation?” 
 
    Before I could come back with sass, Marley scooted up the stairs, calling down, “I’m changing. See you tomorrow.” Her head reappeared. “Don’t worry. I ran into my old classmates, Sue and Scot. I’ll be with them. Can’t believe they stayed married all this time.” She disappeared again, to my relief.  
 
    The cell pinged with a message from Randal asking if I planned to play cards tonight or should he find a sub. I texted back that I was going and received a happy face emoji in return. My mood lightened a bit as I walked into the living room, grabbed a new Grisham novel, and settled into the cushions on the window seat. I scrunched around a few times to read in the good light. 
 
    I had read only one sentence when an odd thought crossed my mind. Maybe Randal would prefer a sub? Not that I knew who it could be. It’s crazy, but a little jealousy poked me. Maybe I should text him back, say I had changed my mind and wasn’t going. 
 
    I set the impulse aside as juvenile. 
 
      
 
    An hour later, Randal’s red Corvette was waiting at the curb when I checked through the window. I grabbed my purse and house keys. The weather had cooled, so I draped a cotton cardigan over my arm. 
 
    After Randal watched me wiggle and turn and finally squirm into the low passenger seat, his lips curled into a pleased smile as I tucked the dress back down and tried to smooth it to be modest with just a little knee showing. He asked, “Are you scared to ride with me? I promise no accidents this time.” 
 
    I granted him a sideways glance. “I’m not afraid.” 
 
    His grin widened. “Atta girl.” He pressed the pedal to hear the power of the Corvette engine, then shifted into drive. The car slipped onto the street like melted butter.  
 
    A truck sat in Edgy’s driveway as we drove by. “Fred’s home!” 
 
    Randal jerked, startled. “He’s been gone?” 
 
    “Now we can finally lay Edgy to rest. I hate not knowing where or when. I need her placed somewhere, whether scattered or buried.” 
 
    Randal fidgeted around like he was seeking a more comfortable position. “Maybe he’ll know something from the cops about how and why she died.” 
 
    How could Randal be so dense? “We know how she died. She fell down a hill and injured her neck. Just don’t know why. The bruising on her arms. Pushed or not pushed is the mystery.” 
 
    “Sounds pretty suspicious to me,” he said as the Corvette powered onto Highway 93 North. 
 
    “I hope Fred has the good sense to bury her, like I did Mel. I’d hate the thought of her scattered to the wind.” 
 
    “I still feel bad about missing his funeral.” 
 
    “I understood. Nicole had to keep her appointment at the Mayo Clinic.” 
 
    “You visit his grave often?” 
 
    Odd question, but I answered, “Only on Memorial Day. Going more often brings too much sadness.” I didn’t talk about how a mixture of feelings still plagued me. 
 
    Randal looked over at me. “It’s been three years. Time to live a little.” 
 
    I didn’t like where the conversation seemed to be headed and changed the subject with the first thing that popped into my brain. “I’ve been meaning to ask you about that nice young logger who gave me a ride to town after the moose wreck. He told me you’ve been a family friend for years.” 
 
    Randal’s profile tightened. 
 
    “Now what did I say wrong?” I asked. 
 
    He shook his head as if to clear his mind. “Corinne, you’ve said nothing wrong. I was just thinking back. I’ve known the family for a long time. I used to work with his grandfather.” 
 
    Clean-cut, business-like Randal had been a logger? In disbelief, I asked, “You sawed timber?” I couldn’t put the images together. 
 
    “No, I ran the skidder and drove a log truck. Not very long, though. Decided to see the world and joined the Navy. Spent those years on a sub and in ports all over the Orient.” 
 
    “You went from the high forests to underwater?” How could I have known Randal all these years and not know this? “So, what other secrets beside your sister living up there do you keep?” 
 
    He leaned a little, his elbow on the armrest between us, and drove one-handed. He seemed very much at ease with the power of his car. “I’m glad you came tonight. Missed your nosiness.” 
 
    I drew up in mock dismay. “I’m not overly curious.” 
 
    He laughed. “Depends on who you ask.” 
 
    I laughed too and was glad we were back riding together and enjoying each other’s company. But he had very skillfully avoided my question about his secrets, and he never gave me a chance to ask about his sister. And he had known Edgy, I reminded myself. 
 
    The memory of a sports car going down the hill flashed through my mind. I had only seen it for a moment, but I was sure it had been much like the car I was riding in. 
 
    I rubbed the soft spot in the nape of my neck. I’d been doing that a lot lately and hoped I didn’t have vertebras out of line. 
 
    Friday already. Where had the week gone? I busied myself making the first pot of coffee. The front doorbell jangled. I glanced at the clock on the stove. Only seven thirty. Thank heavens, I had put on sweats instead of my old robe. 
 
    Fred stood slumped against the door jamb in an easy stance, the one he used in his kitchen when he was stirring his oregano-laced concoctions—but today he was grim. He handed me the newspaper. 
 
    “Fred, please come in.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I just spent the night answering questions at the Sheriff’s Office and need to get some sleep.” The scowl across his forehead deepened. “I seem to be their A-number-one suspect. Of course, blame the husband. It’s the easy way out.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say. 
 
    Fred cleared his throat. “Just wanted you to know Edgy’s funeral will be Tuesday at the cemetery on the hill. She always said not to make a fuss over putting her in the ground. A graveside service is the simplest way to do it. Also, keeping it private to a few friends and what relatives of mine show up. Edgy’s family is all in England, and I won’t try to find a contact number for them. Hate all of them for what they did to my girl.” Bitterness laced the last of his words with the same tone he had used when Edgy forced him tell me about her past. I had strained to hear his weary words then, and I struggled to hear him now. I couldn’t remember ever seeing a man so defeated. 
 
    “Thank you for including me,” I said, not knowing what else to say. 
 
    “Marley and Patrick are welcome, too.” 
 
     “Please come inside and I’ll make you some breakfast.” 
 
    He rocked on his feet. “Can’t. See you Tuesday at the cemetery around ten in the morning.” He rambled down the steps, crossed the street, and headed home like he should never have left it, like he needed to be inside the walls he had shared with Edgy. 
 
    I studied their house, puzzling over his strange behavior. From the look of his furled brow and the darkness in his eyes, plus his seesaw emotions—mad one minute and friendly the next—Fred was suffering deep in his soul, more than what I’d normally expect. But what was normal? I reached for the doorknob to go back inside and quickly stepped back as it swept open. Out danced Marley, keeping rhythm to music playing from the cell phone clutched in her hand. She did a few herky-jerky steps around me. 
 
    “Apparently, you had a good time with your friends?” 
 
    “I did. We ended up at a private beach on Flathead Lake for hotdogs and tequila. Went down smooth.” She didn’t appear at all hungover—first clue she was stretching the truth. “You know,” she added, “I’d forgotten the feel of skinny-dipping. Silky, smoother than the tequila, and cold touching everywhere.” 
 
    “Okay, so why are you telling stories again?” 
 
    She stuck her bottom lip out at me. “Never could fool you. I’m just trying to make you laugh a little, lighten up.” 
 
    “Fred was just here, and the funeral is on Tuesday. He said Edgy doesn’t have any relatives in the States. It’ll be just us and any of his side that shows up. He sounded doubtful.” 
 
    Marley’s lips turned downward. “Poor Fred.” 
 
    A startling thought hit me. I gasped. 
 
    “What?” Marley widened her eyes.  
 
     “Edgy does have a relative here in the States. Her daughter, Ruth. It’s four days until the funeral. Plenty of time to contact her.” 
 
    Marley straightened like a dog listening. “How do we contact her?  
 
    “Through Dean Hyatt. I don’t have a phone number, but he lives on a ranch in Colorado along the South Platte River.” 
 
    “That’s not a lot to go on.” 
 
    “He told me his ranch is near a town without much more than a post office. You could track a phone number in the white pages of the area.” 
 
    “Remember the name of the town?” 
 
    “Nope, but I think I’d recognize it if we check out the names along the river.” 
 
    Marley hurried inside to Mel’s office. I watched over her shoulder as she booted up the computer. Of course, everything had to be updated. She frowned at me. “When was the last time you used this?” 
 
    “The last time I felt the need to check email.” I caught her impatience. I pitched the newspaper on the desk and pulled Mel’s road atlas from a shelf. I quickly turned to Colorado and spread it open on a chess table. The South Platte ran across the northeast part of the state. I ran my finger along it. Not Masters, or Orchard, or Goodrich. What was it? My body tensed as I searched. Had he lied to me about his ranch? 
 
    “Isn’t that done loading yet?” I asked. 
 
    Marley exhaled a theatrical groan. “It’s working on update number fifteen. Almost done. Did you find the town?” She grabbed the newspaper and slid the rubber band off. 
 
    I traced along the river on the map, stopped, and repeated a name several times under my breath. “Just found it.” I pointed at the map. “He said Weldona.” 
 
    Marley didn’t answer. She sat like she was paralyzed. “What?” I asked, already knowing I wouldn’t like the answer. 
 
    She spread the paper flat. A large headline splashed across the front page. Murder. Marley read out loud. “Flathead County Sheriff Oren Metcalf released the results Thursday night from the Missoula crime lab on the woman found dead behind Millie’s near the KM Ranch Road northwest of Kalispell. Foul play is suspected in the death of Edwina Brewster.” 
 
    I sucked in air, couldn’t say a damned word. My mind seemed frozen, focusing on Edgy’s name plastered on the newspaper. The whole town now knew she’d been murdered. How awful. The private, introverted part of her had been laid open for the whole town to speculate about who had murdered her and why. She hadn’t even been laid to rest yet. Poor Fred would have to endure stares and whispers every time he set foot out of his house.  
 
    Marley took over. “We can’t do anything about it except go on with the funeral and let happen what happens. Let’s find her daughter. What was the name again?” 
 
    I swallowed. “Weldona.” 
 
    She typed in the town’s name in the white pages website. She then entered Dean Hyatt. In a matter of a few seconds, a phone number appeared. 
 
    My shoulders relaxed, and I rubbed a slight ache in my neck. He hadn’t lied. 
 
    “Make the call, Mom.” 
 
    I patted my pocket. “Where’s my phone?” I sounded angry, and I was. The article on the front page just couldn’t have been worse timing. I wanted Edgy laid to rest before the gossip started. 
 
    Marley pointed to the spot on the tabletop beside the map where I had laid the cell. “It’s right there,” she said, impatience underlying her words. 
 
    I grabbed it and took a deep breath. “Here goes.” My fingers trembled as I tapped the phone number into my cell and listened for the ring. On the third one, a female voice answered. 
 
    “Circle Hy Ranch.” 
 
    “Hello, I’m Corinne Cooper from Montana and would like to talk with Dean Hyatt. I hope I have the right number.” I controlled my voice enough to sound natural. 
 
    “He’s out with the stock. May I take a message?” 
 
    No way could I just blurt out what my call was really about. “Am I talking with his niece Ruth?” 
 
    I heard a breath in the phone. “Are you the one that is friends with my birth mother? I’d like to meet you when I come to visit my mother.” 
 
    She said the words just like that, and then it dawned on me she used is instead of was. Ruth didn’t know Edgy was dead. Marley acted like she wanted to grab the phone from me. I turned my back to her. 
 
    “Yes, I am. I really need to talk to your uncle.” 
 
    “Like I told you, he’s out.” 
 
    “It’s extremely important I talk with him. Will you give him a message to call me right away?” I held my breath. 
 
    “I’ll contact him on the two-way. I’ll need your phone info.” 
 
    I recited the number and hung up. 
 
    Marley stared at me as if I was insane. “You didn’t tell her.” 
 
    “Ruth doesn’t know her mother’s dead.” 
 
    Marley laid her forehead in the palm of her hand and muttered a few choice words. 
 
    Within ten minutes, my cell phone rang. I tapped the answer icon and heard his voice. “What’s wrong?” he said. 
 
    “I don’t know how to say it.” 
 
    “Just tell me.” 
 
    “Edgy was killed the night we went to Millie’s. That’s why I’m calling.” I could hear him breathing deeply. 
 
    “What happened?” He was trying not to show his anger, but it came through. 
 
    “I don’t know how it happened, but she fell down a steep hill and died from it.” 
 
    He didn’t say a word. 
 
    “I’m so sorry for her daughter. Edgy’s funeral will be Tuesday, and I thought Ruth might want to come for it. I’d love to meet her and tell her about her mom.” I stopped my next words before I uttered them. Instead of extending an invitation to come stay with us for a few days, I added, “There is a nice hotel nearby. I could make reservations. We could get to know each other and attend the funeral together. Edgy would like that.” 
 
    The silence on the other end wrenched my heart. Then he said, “I’ll talk to her and we’ll get back to you.” The call disconnected, much too abruptly for my satisfaction. There were many things I wanted to say to Edgy’s daughter. I hoped I’d have the opportunity to let her know I understood that to find and lose her natural mother before they had a chance to meet was beyond horrible. I couldn’t imagine how she must feel. 
 
    Marley had remained in Mel’s office chair, hands resting on the arms, knees crossed and head tilted to one side. A picture of confidence, she waited for me to relay what Dean had said. 
 
    “He’s going to tell her and get back to us.” 
 
    She rose and walked out of the room. She had to be biting back the words she wanted to yell about unfairness. 
 
    It seemed longer, but only one hour later my phone rang. Dean said without preamble, “Ruth is heartsick but insists she wants to come. We’ll fly in on Monday. Make the reservations at the hotel.” His voice sounded strained. 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    He hung up before I had a chance to think of what else to say, except to ask why he hadn’t shown up at Millie’s as planned. I had to ask him that face to face. 
 
    “I thought I heard your phone,” Marley said, coming back into the office. 
 
    “Ruth wants to come for the service. I’m making reservations at the hotel for them.” 
 
    “I thought you’d invite her to stay here. Wouldn’t hurt anything.” 
 
    How could Marley not get it? “Dean’s coming with her, and I don’t want him in my house. He’s been nothing but a pain since we met at the tavern.” 
 
    As if she knew my inner thoughts, she said, “I think you want him here.” 
 
    Well, I had news for my daughter. Right at this moment, I was annoyed with her. “I’d like one thing from him, and that’s to know why he didn’t show up at Millie’s. Maybe he could’ve helped Edgy.” 
 
    “What if he’s the one who pushed her?” 
 
    Marley had put my thoughts into words, and I didn’t like that either. “I’m going for a walk.” 
 
    Her eyebrows arched. “In those old sweats?” 
 
    “Yep.” I left the room, moving briskly to the front door, knowing I had aggravated Marley by leaving her with so many questions but not caring. Right now, I was carrying my own load of frustration. 
 
    The thing is, I had no answers. The one thing I had done right in the whole sorry mess was to call Ruth. At least I hadn’t run from it. I had more or less run from the roadhouse because of not belonging there and Edgy needing to go to the emergency room for stitches. I had run from the encounter with Lester at the church and left it to Edgy to fuss about the backyard neighbor. The worst was my waiting thirty minutes before searching for her at Millie’s. I couldn’t seem to quit rehashing all the events, feeling guilty for the wasted time before searching for her—not protecting her, not being there again and again.  
 
    I couldn’t run from the remorse. 
 
    I walked east along Tenth Street, leaving my block behind for the next and the next and the next. Distance and time swept by as I hurried along under the leafy trees in front of classic homes built in the early 1900s. Their permanence and well-kept or unkempt yards reminded me of how tidy and messy my life had been since Mel had passed. I had endured all so far. My stress level eased a bit and I slowed my pace, turning north on Sixth Avenue and heading to the city park and its paved path around a lagoon. 
 
    I hustled down switchbacks toward the water. Black swans were floating on the murky surface. Geese honked, and ducks squabbled around lily pads. A breeze picked up as I strode around the first gradual curve. Long fronds on the willow trees shivered in the air currents, and sailing clouds covered the sun. 
 
    The path led me into a wooded area at the base of a steep hill. The narrow blacktop trail was wet in the cool shade, and I slowed to avoid stepping in puddles or soggy duck droppings. Litter left by transients was scattered in a brush-filled notch in the hillside. Even though none of the poor souls lingered in the trees this time of day, I ignored the slipperiness of the path and strode quickly into a more open area. 
 
    Up ahead, a man came around the bend. A woman appeared behind him. They drew closer. It was sneaky Lester, of all people, and his nice wife. 
 
    She stopped as the gap between us closed. “Corinne, I was sorry to hear about Edgy Brewster. I know the two of you were close.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I mumbled. I stopped but did not want to talk to either of them. 
 
    Lester’s menacing stare warned me. 
 
    That did it—the last straw. “Lester, I haven’t seen you since we ran into you and your lady friend at the big church on top of Snob Hill.” My emotions suddenly had a bit of peace. I nodded to the cheating bastard and jogged around him. I called back to his wife. “Sorry, I’m in a hurry.” That wasn’t a lie. Loud quarreling erupted behind me for a moment before I ran out of earshot. 
 
    Up ahead was a bench under a tree. I plopped down as soon as I reached it to calm my nervous quivering. Dumb to take my anger out on Lester. Could he have pushed Edgy down the hill? I shook my head. What was I thinking? He hadn’t even been at Millie’s. Not that I knew of, anyway. 
 
    Then a frightening thought struck: I had no way to know who had been lurking in the woods surrounding Millie’s the night Edgy was killed. 
 
    I headed toward home, feeling guilty for the hurt I had inflicted on Lester’s poor wife. What good had it done to let her know about the woman? 
 
    Marley wouldn’t be happy about the stupid stunt I had just pulled. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
   I  wanted to leave for the airport with plenty of time to allow for traffic. But just before walking through the door, Marley pulled a loose thread on the front of her blouse and a button fell off. “Can you believe it was hanging by one thread?” She chuckled. “I don’t care if they have to wait. I’m not meeting Edgy’s daughter with my boobs hanging out.” 
 
    “The afternoon flight doesn’t arrive until two thirty. We have plenty of time.” 
 
    “Just so you know, I’m not nervous. I just can’t stand loose strings.” Marley ran back upstairs. Good thing she was in shape for a forty-two-year-old and that the stairs were sturdy, given the way she dashed up and down them. 
 
    My daughter might not admit to apprehension at meeting Ruth and Dean, but I owned up to it. In fact, mild terror described my feelings. What would she be like? She had been raised completely separate from her natural parents. Would Edgy’s genes come through somehow? Hopefully, some of Edgy’s humor and daring had been inherited. And what would Ruth think of us? 
 
    In a matter of moments, Marley scuttled down from upstairs. “I’m driving,” she said. “We’ll fit better in the Jeep.” 
 
    “And you can’t stand my pokey sixty-five miles per hour,” I said to her back as she hurried out the front door. Oh, to be in the rush of my forties again. 
 
    I held back any criticism about her passing cars on two-lane Whitefish Stage Road with barely enough room to avoid oncoming traffic. She zipped back into her lane just in time and adjusted her speed down a notch. I also said nothing about how shortcuts are not always faster than a nice, wide, four-lane highway. Instead of the usual twenty-five-minute drive to the airport, we arrived at the pay gate to the parking lot in twenty. Sometimes a mother just knows when to keep silent and not mention dying together. 
 
    Marley snagged the ticket and laid it on the front dash. The gate arm rose, allowing her to pass into the rows of cars. She quickly found a space in the last row. Didn’t even bother to check closer. 
 
    “I wonder if Ruth will be at all like Edgy,” she said with a hopeful tone as we hurried through the crowded parking lot to the entrance. 
 
    “We’ll know soon enough.” 
 
    We entered the terminal through the baggage claim entrance and walked the wide hallway to join the crowd in the area where passengers were welcomed by family or friends. 
 
     Marley led the way to a wall with large windows across the enclosed area where travelers waited to board flights after going through security. From there, a set of wide steps led up to the arrival gates. A garbled call for a flight came over the intercom, and people rose, grabbed their carryon bags, and gathered at the gate. 
 
    One man seemed familiar as he picked up his belongings. I peered at him and then nudged Marley. “See that guy with the brown shoulder bag?” 
 
    “Who is he?” 
 
    “That’s Sid Nelson. The guy who threw the pool ball at Edgy. The cops want to talk with him, and he’s apparently leaving town.” 
 
    “Maybe they’ve already questioned him.” She leaned closer to the glass, then turned to me. “But maybe not. What flight was just called?” 
 
    I squinted, then said, “I can’t read it from this angle.” 
 
    Marley hurried to a spot where she could see the message screen. She dug in her purse for pen and paper, scribbled down the information, and stuck the paper in her pocket. 
 
    When her shoulder touched mine, she whispered, “Got it. Are you positive it’s the same guy?” 
 
    “It was him. What are the odds we’d see him leaving?” 
 
    “I’m calling Bruce.” She blinked. “Helluva thing to tell him we watched a possible murderer escape.” 
 
    I frowned deeply at her. “Bruce?” 
 
    Marley shrugged and stepped away to place her call. 
 
    A few moments later, we stood shoulder to shoulder watching the arrival door until passengers from Dean and Ruth’s plane finally filtered out through the revolving door. A tall man with a woman right behind him exited. A group of teens dressed for hiking filled the area with excited chatter before dispersing. Traveler after traveler was and whisked away. 
 
    A murmur stirred through the waiting crowd as every female in the crowd turned to watch a handsome man amble into the waiting throng. 
 
    A petite woman walked by Dean’s side. Ruth looked nothing like tall, rangy Edgy. Black flyaway hair swirled around her shoulders without a kink or curl anywhere. I did notice streaks of gray. Good, she wasn’t covering up her age, just like Marley. I’d guess them to be only a year or two apart. 
 
    I walked right up to her. “You must be Ruth.” 
 
    Her eyes sparked truth and gladness, the same expression Edgy had when excited. I instantly noticed the family resemblance in the lines around the eyes and the smile that turned up more on one side than the other. A rush in my feelings startled me. I couldn’t speak. 
 
     “Don’t worry.” Dean grinned at his niece. “Corinne has a hard time talking with strangers.” 
 
    I nodded at him. “That’s right. Some people are just hard to figure out.” 
 
    The brim of his Stetson didn’t cover the puzzlement in his eyes. 
 
    I turned to Ruth and drew Marley up beside me. “This is my daughter, Marley. She loved your mom as her favorite neighbor lady as she grew up. She learned lots from Edgy.” 
 
    Marley laughed. “All the fun stuff.” 
 
    Ruth and Marley eyed each other for a long moment. 
 
    Marley spoke first. “We’d love to have you stay with us so we can tell you all about your birth mother, but we’ve made arrangements for Dean at the hotel. This needs to be a girls tell-all visit.” 
 
    A smile creased Ruth’s face. “I’d like that.” She looked at her uncle. “Okay with you?” 
 
    “Fine by me. I’ll need a rental car.” 
 
    My nervousness eased. I was glad Marley had made the offer and relieved Dean would be on his own. “I’ve reserved a car and rooms at the Kalispell Grand. There are restaurants within walking distance and a nice coffee shop in the lobby.” 
 
    “I’ll keep both rooms,” he said. 
 
    I instantly understood that Ruth had a place to stay if she needed it, and my opinion of Dean moved a notch upwards. 
 
    After we picked up their luggage, I lagged behind Marley and Ruth, waiting for Dean to catch up. He took longer at the rental car counter than I had expected, and I finally just stopped and waited at the steps leading down to the parking lot. 
 
    When he finally crossed the road, I whispered, “Why didn’t you show up at Millie’s like we planned?” 
 
    “I wondered how long it’d take you to ask.” 
 
    “I have to know why.” 
 
    “We can’t talk about this now. Too many ears around. Meet me at the hotel coffee shop at seven in the morning. I have things you should know, and I need to hear what happened from you.” Dean wheeled away, hurrying to the rental car lot. He waved a hand above his cowboy hat before disappearing inside a white Ford Focus. 
 
    Marley and Ruth were in the front seat of the Jeep, so I eased into the back while they chatted. The awkward moments I had expected never happened. I overheard only bits and pieces of their conversation and accepted that as a blessing. I needed to stew over Dean’s parting words. What on earth did he think I needed to know? If he had any information, Detective Langnecker should be told instead of me. 
 
    I admitted to being curious, though. 
 
    My familiar street with its overhanging trees, green lawns, and front porches seemed different with Ruth in the car. She brought a new dimension; a change was coming, whether good or bad. 
 
    We parked in front of my house and were unloading when Ruth stopped short and looked up the street and then down. “Which one was my mother’s?” 
 
    I pointed. “It’s the Tudor right over there.” 
 
    Ruth stared at it as if seeing it bits at a time, then her eyes filled. 
 
    I touched her arm. “Just say what you need to.” 
 
    She drew a deep breath. “Did my mother tell you why she gave me away?” 
 
    I slipped my arm around her shoulders to soften what I had to say. “Ruth, you need to listen carefully and let what I’m going to tell you sink in.” I kept my voice gentle yet strong in truth. “Your mother did not give you away. You were taken from her at birth by a court order. I’ll tell you what I know after we go inside.” 
 
    Ruth remained motionless, gripping her case tightly with hands as large as Edgy’s. She didn’t have the height of her mother, but she had the strength. Squint lines from sun and wind had weathered her face, giving her the healthy look of a ranch hand. 
 
    “Thank you,” she finally said. “It’s a relief to know that.” 
 
    The front door closed behind us in a tight thud, holding us in safety. The time had come to tell Edgy’s daughter what we knew. I led Ruth into the living room, and we settled onto the couch, sitting shoulder to shoulder. Marley relaxed into a rocker, a slight motion of her feet swaying the chair like a cradle. 
 
    Ruth’s green-tinted eyes met mine. “I’m not afraid of what you will tell me.” 
 
    “I don’t know what your mother went through as a child. Just a few things, but I’m sure her husband, Fred, will share more with you. I do know they married shortly after she was discharged from the hospital. He brought her here to the place where he was raised. He and Edgy have lived in the same house on this street ever since. She finally had a stable home.” 
 
    Ruth’s features grew blank. “And yet she took drugs, according to my uncle.” 
 
    I pressed my lips together. “He doesn’t know anything about your mother. Marley and I loved her as family, and you need to know her as we did. She was our best friend ever.” 
 
    A light smile touched Ruth’s lips. “I’m sure you want to know about me.” 
 
    Marley nodded. “We do, but first let’s talk about Edgy. One of my best memories of her is when Patrick and I ran to her after Mom and Dad went all legal and wouldn’t let us have BB guns. She bought three Daisy Model 25s, one for Patrick, one for me, and one for herself. She took us shooting in the woods and kept them hidden.” 
 
    “She did not,” I said in disbelief. 
 
    “Mom, this is a girls’ tell-all, and that’s as true as Edgy was. She taught us how to go the extra mile for children and friends.” Marley paused a moment. “This isn’t against you and Dad, but you were so damned uptight. Right was right, wrong was wrong. We needed an in-between to grow up balanced and not ignorant of the world. Edgy gave us that.” 
 
    Ruth straightened. “That sounds like living on a ranch, protected along with the livestock. I learned about life on the school bus.” 
 
    Marley and I beamed. “Ruth,” I said. “You really are so much like your natural mother, up-front and candid.” 
 
    “Figured I got my rebellious streak from her genes.” 
 
    I had to ask, “Did you marry and have children?” 
 
    “No, never did. I was isolated and knew mostly cowhands. I didn’t fit with the kids at school. I guess you’d call me a loner. I think that’s why I needed to learn about my heritage. Have something that belonged to just me. My mom kept everything secret. Never told me anything about the adoption or my dad. They divorced when I was little. I don’t remember him at all.” 
 
    “And college?” I sensed she was holding something back. 
 
    “That’s another story for another time.” She ducked her eyes, concealing something that hurt. 
 
    Marley stood up like she needed a break from confessions and crossed to the bay window. “It is really nice out. Let’s go for a hike at Lone Pine. Your mom used to take Patrick and me for walks up there. It’s dizzy high, but we like it. You’ll get a bird’s-eye view of the valley Edgy loved.” 
 
      
 
    Dressed in hiking boots and oily with bug spray, we crossed a cedar bridge spanning a brush-filled ravine and entered a groomed path. It wound upward to the viewing platform high on a bluff overlooking the Flathead Valley.  
 
    Marley led us upward. She turned and called back to me, “When was the last time you hiked up here?” 
 
    “Long time. Maybe ten years.” 
 
    “It’s beautiful and only a few miles from home. You should come more often.” 
 
    I held back a little and let those healthy women in their prime get ahead so I could just take in the beauty on my own and not grow short of breath. Bull pine, spruce, alder bushes and golden grass surrounded me on the trail. Some juniper, too. I stopped for a moment to enjoy the pungent smell of evergreens.  
 
    Marley was right, of course. I should have been out in the fresh air of our beautiful Rocky Mountains instead of growing restless. When Randal picked me up for card club and we drove up to Star Meadow, it wasn’t pinochle but the wilds of the forest that I really looked forward to seeing.  
 
    I broke into the viewing area. At the same time, the haunting sounds of a Native American drum pulsed in the air from the crest of the hill. I caught a glimpse of several young women squatting proudly around a large, flat, leather-covered drum. From the volume, more drummers were hidden from sight. The calling to the soul reverberated against the pine trees. I hoped their ancestors were hearing their prayerful tribute. 
 
    Suddenly, the vista of the valley appeared, and I crossed to the waist-high rock wall to gaze across the valley toward the Mission Mountains, the Swan Range, and the sharp peaks of Glacier Park. 
 
    Ruth looked over vista of the valley as Marley pointed to the mountains, rivers and lakes. I couldn’t overhear what they said, but their laughter carried as Ruth was given an overview of where everything was located.  
 
    I stayed at the wall, knees against it and bending forward to study the jagged rocks and wild brush running downward for a long way. The pulsing of the drums and the dizzying height captured me, drawing me into deep thoughts. I could understand how Edgy might have died from falling here, crashing down to the base of the bluff, but how could the fall down the hill behind Millie’s hurt her enough to take her life? The rolling would scrape skin, even break a bone or two, but death? It didn’t jibe with her fall. Like the newspaper said, something more had to have happened. 
 
    I had been told she had a head wound. How? What did she hit hard enough rolling downward to kill her—or had someone hit her? Who? Why? I knew she’d been murdered, but how? What exactly had killed her? 
 
    Marley grabbed my arm. “Come away from there before you fall.” 
 
    I jerked up, surprised at her hand gripping my arm tightly. I hadn’t realized she was so close. 
 
    “Mom! You’re scaring me!” She gripped harder and pulled me away from the wall. I stumbled into her, and we fell onto the gravel, skinning our knees and elbows. Instantly, Ruth helped me up. Marley rolled free and stood. No one said anything, and we immediately headed to the path and headed down. It was like leaving something behind. Maybe fear, maybe something more. 
 
    Maybe Edgy had just said goodbye. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
   T he next morning, I slipped away from the house without waking the girls to meet Dean. Luckily, a parking spot was open near the front entrance of the Kalispell Grand, and I zipped into it. Inside the historic brick building, updates and remodels had added charm, but I could easily picture robber barons smoking cigars and sipping whiskey in the heavy, dark leather chairs spread throughout the lobby. 
 
    Dean was relaxing in an oak chair beside a round table, his back to the wall, watching me walk under the archway. His legs were stretched out, one booted heel on the tiled floor and the other crossed over his ankle. His tan Stetson rested on a knee. 
 
    I stopped by an antique piano near the open oak staircase. 
 
    He smiled and stood. “This way to coffee and doughnuts.” He indicated a room with his open palm. 
 
    “If you think I’d be satisfied with that, you’re wrong. Come on, I’ll buy you breakfast at Sykes. It’s just a couple of blocks away.” 
 
    And it’d give me a little time to adjust to seeing him before I demanded to hear what things he thought I needed to know. 
 
    We entered Sykes through the small grocery store leading into the restaurant and spotted a table for two at the back. As we worked our way back to it, the buzz of voices, clink of tableware, and calling out of orders echoed throughout the dining area with a sense of eagerness. Regulars hungry for calories, caffeine, and conversation ate here. 
 
    We slid into place at the table as if we ate together all the time. Ordering the food was effortless. Bacon and eggs, mine over medium, his over easy, crispy bacon for both. Hold the hash browns for me. He’d eat his. 
 
    Trying to hide my fear at what he might say, I asked in a steady tone, “So, why didn’t you show up at Millie’s?” 
 
    His whole attention centered on me as if he wanted me to listen without judgment. “I was there, walking across the parking lot to go inside, when Edwina hustled out the front door. She looked every which way, like she was searching for something or someone. I held back beside a truck so she wouldn’t see me.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I was curious. Edwina wasn’t expecting me, and yet she appeared to be waiting for someone. She paced around, back and forth, checking out the few cars parking or leaving. I wanted to know what was happening before speaking to her.” 
 
     “Please call her Edgy. That’s the name she liked.” 
 
    “And I’m supposed to know that?” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Let’s go at this from a different angle. Did you see anyone else in the parking lot?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I frowned at him. “Who?” 
 
    He shrugged and waited while the waitress plunked down our breakfasts. Our flow of conversation stopped as we ate silently for a few bites, and then he added, “Edgy talked with a guy in a red Corvette.” 
 
    I choked on a bite of toast, gagged, coughed, hiccupped, and drank half a glass of water before I could finally ask, “Did you recognize him?” 
 
    “Damn, woman, I thought I might to have to call the paramedics.” 
 
    He wasn’t getting out of answering that easily. “Did you know the man?” 
 
    “No. But she got drugs from him.” 
 
    I didn’t like Dean’s tone. I laid my fork down. “And how do you know that?” 
 
    “Because he handed her what looked like a plastic baggy through the window. She snatched it and backed away, shaking her head. He got out and grabbed her by the wrist. I heard him say he’d carried her long enough and to get him the money by tomorrow or she’d answer to the people he worked for.” 
 
    “Are you trying to convince me that Edgy was buying drugs? Over that? Anything could’ve been in the baggy.”  
 
    Dean sat back, looking at me like it was hard to believe how naive I was. 
 
    I reached across the table and gripped his wrist hard. “What did this guy look like?” 
 
    Dean didn’t pull from my grip. “An older guy, tall and thin. Had white hair.” 
 
    Red Corvette? White hair? Knew Edgy? My thoughts whirled, and my fingers loosened on his arm. Randal? Surely it couldn’t be Randal. No way. 
 
    Our eggs jelled on our plates as we studied each other. Dean’s hand gently covered mine where it lay near his arm. The warmth of his palm penetrated more than the back of my hand. I surprised myself by not pulling instantly away. 
 
    “Do you know him?” Dean said. 
 
    “No . . . maybe. I have to think about it.” I withdrew my hand from under his. “So, you left without Edgy knowing you were there? Why?” 
 
    “Ruth had just lost the only mother she knew. How could I let her get mixed up with a drugged-out birth mother who gets into bar fights?” 
 
    His description of Edgy annoyed me. And what he claimed he saw that night upset me even more. He might as well know it. “So why bring Ruth to the funeral?” I sounded angry. Couldn’t help it. 
 
    Dean drew a deep breath and released it. “Because you called and told her about her birth mother’s funeral. I didn’t know she had died.” 
 
    “But you told her you had found her mother?” 
 
    “I had told her I found a woman who might be, but we needed time to make sure. Then Ruth told me about your phone call. She was bound and determined to come. I couldn’t let her come alone. It’s going to be hard on her when she learns how Edwina died.” 
 
    “Ruth is forty-some years old and entitled to hear the truth. Last night, she learned about her mother from Marley and me, how much we loved and admired her. She needs to talk with Fred about the Edgy he knew. I also believe she should know what you saw at Millie’s.” 
 
    Dean shook his stubborn head. “I disagree. Ruth is grieving over one mother, and I don’t want her upset over another one. She’s had enough to deal with.” 
 
    “I need to understand more of your sister’s relationship with Ruth. From what I sense, Ruth’s searching for more than just a mother. I think she’s trying to find what makes sense to her.” 
 
    He played with his fork and then put it down. And picked it back up again. 
 
    “I won’t betray your confidence,” I said. “Whatever you say stays between us.” 
 
    “I figured that, but it’s hard for ranch people to talk about family. We usually take care of our own. This time, though, I’m afraid Ruth is slipping into some kind of depression. She can’t let go of the fact she was adopted, and that’s what’s driving her to find out all she can about her natural family.” 
 
    “Edgy had problems,” I said. 
 
    “I read the info in the adoption records to see if I might find some way to pull Ruth out of her mourning. It was recorded that the authorities took the baby away because of a mental crisis. I’m worried mental illness runs in Ruth’s heritage. I have to know the truth and be prepared.”  
 
    My heart softened for this proud man. He was trying to protect his family and didn’t know what was right or wrong for his niece. I said, “You’ve met Marley, and I also have a son who is forty-eight. I still don’t know how much to let them know about the past. It’s hard to keep painful things hidden, yet why make them dwell in them? Ruth seems to be strong and needs to know real answers, not just half-truths. She should know Edgy spent time as a teenager in a mental ward after accidentally running over her little nephew. The boy died from his injuries.” 
 
    Dean rubbed his knees and then looked back up at me. “Damn, that’s a hard one.” He paused for only a moment. “My sister was the one who wanted to adopt. And, finally, her husband went along with it. It’s my understanding Ruth had colic as a baby and her father couldn’t stand the crying and insisted that Sis keep the baby upstairs away from him. She told me she spent the better part of Ruth’s first year upstairs and alone. The colic finally eased, and things were better. Then the rotten bastard couldn’t stand the toddler’s running and making noise. He’d spank her for it. That’s when Sis left him and brought Ruth home to us. Even after all these years, I’d still like to get that asshole centered in my rifle sights.” 
 
    I couldn’t say anything, just looked steadily into his eyes, trying to relay sorrow without speaking. Then I said, “You mean to tell me Ruth was ripped from Edgy’s arms and placed in the care of a man who didn’t want kids?” 
 
    Dean pressed his lips together as silence hung between us until he finally shoved his plate aside. “That’s enough grim tales. But I need you to understand Ruth puts a brave face over what’s inside. It’s hard for her to open up.” 
 
    Dean might be overprotective of his niece, but with that history, I could understand it. “You have my word. Neither Marley nor I will do anything to upset her. I feel she is already part of us like her mother was.”  
 
    Dean stood and put on his hat, “Okay. What’s first?” 
 
    “Detective Langnecker. You have to tell him what you saw.” 
 
    “Make the call.” 
 
    I retrieved the detective’s card and the cell from my bag. I tapped in the number. After the second ring, he answered, “Mrs. Cooper, what can I do for you?” 
 
    “I’m at Sykes with Dean Hyatt, and you need to hear what he just told me.” 
 
    “I’ll meet you at your home in fifteen minutes.” 
 
    “That won’t work. Edgy’s lost daughter is at my house, and she can’t hear this yet.” 
 
    “I’ll be waiting in my office.” 
 
      
 
    Detective Bruce Langnecker walked up the hallway to meet Dean Hyatt at the sign-in window of the Justice Center. He reached out to shake Dean’s hand. Their strong hands joined for the shake, and frank brown eyes met serious hazel in this meeting of the hunk rancher and the intimidating law enforcement officer.  
 
    I wanted to sit in on this interview, even though I wasn’t sure what more to tell the detective except that Edgy’s murder needed to be avenged by locking the killer away. We followed him into the small room. 
 
    Langnecker focused on me. “Tell me what this is about.” 
 
    “I’m not sure where to begin. The Blue Moon is where I first met Dean. He helped Edgy when she was hit by the pool ball. He also rescued us at the big church on the hill.” 
 
    Dean took over and told the detective about our visit in my rose garden where he had explained about his niece and the search for her birth mother. He ended by saying, “I went to Millie’s with the sole purpose of talking with Ruth’s mother. I didn’t want my niece mixed up with a drugged-out crazy woman. We knew from the court records she’d been in an institution for the mentally ill.” 
 
    Detective Langnecker peered over at me. “You helped set up this meeting without your friend’s knowledge?” 
 
    I squirmed under his look. “I did. Edgy never knew what happened to her baby, and it haunted her for years. I couldn’t let this chance slip away.” I had to answer. My vow had been broken again. My heart hurt. 
 
    “Mr. Hyatt, tell me exactly what you saw in the parking lot. No detail is too small.” 
 
    Dean sat quietly for a moment, settling in to tell a story, one that had a terrible ending, one that would haunt my dreams forever. 
 
    “It was around eight in the evening when I arrived at Millie’s. I wasn’t quite sure how to handle the meeting. Should I go inside or wait until they came out? Finally decided it didn’t matter if I made a stir, I needed to get it over with. Just as I was crossing the parking lot to go inside, Edgy shoved out the door and started pacing around, looking here and there like she was searching for someone. I was about to get her attention when she hurried around the corner of the building. Keeping out of sight, I followed her. She crossed the back-parking lot to a red Corvette sitting along the fence by a gate.” 
 
    He hadn’t told me that. 
 
     Dean continued, “The window rolled down and a guy handed her what appeared to be a small plastic baggy. She clutched it tight and stepped away from the car, shaking her head. The guy got out, and they argued. She ran from him and disappeared around the corner of the building. At that point, I decided I didn’t want my niece mixed up with what appeared to be a woman buying drugs and apparently not paying.”  
 
    I broke in, “Edgy would pay any debt she owed.” 
 
    Dean groaned, and the detective silenced me with a shake of his head. 
 
    “What else did you see?” he asked Dean. 
 
    “The guy from the Corvette walked over to a dust-covered brown Dodge truck. He had what appeared to be heated words with a guy inside. I’m pretty sure the guy yelled something like ‘you’ll get yours when I get mine.’ I saw the barrel of a rifle and heard more arguing but couldn’t make out the words. The truck peeled out of the parking lot, almost knocking the guy over. He leaned against his Corvette, just kind of slumped.” 
 
    “Anything more you can tell me about the truck?” 
 
    “Yeah, a front fender had been replaced with a lighter brown one and hadn’t been painted to match.” 
 
    “Anything else?”  
 
    “I had seen enough to know I didn’t want Ruth mixed up with a mother on drugs, so I left. That’s all I can tell you.” 
 
    “Mrs. Cooper, Mr. Hyatt needs to look at some photos to see if we can get an ID on the two men. It’ll take some time.” 
 
    I was being dismissed. 
 
    Dean nodded at me. “Tell Ruth I’ll be over soon as I can.” 
 
    Detective Langnecker stood and held the door open. I dragged my feet, unsure whether I should leave without Dean. The door closed as soon as I was out of the way. I halted dead in my tracks. Down the hallway came Theo Wood. 
 
    “Good morning, Mrs. Cooper. Langnecker had you in for more questioning?” 
 
    I could’ve hit him. “Just brought him a plate of cookies.” I grinned sweetly. 
 
    He blocked my way and said, low and menacingly, “You will answer for Mrs. Brewster’s death sooner or later.” 
 
    I jutted a shoulder and brushed by him like I hadn’t heard a word. He stepped aside and let me pass. I wanted to run but walked with grace out of the Justice Center and retreated to the quiet of my car. I was glad Dean had insisted on following me in his pickup when we left Sykes. If I would have had to wait here for him, I’d have gone nuts. 
 
    I pushed the lock button and stared at the steering wheel, trying to make sense of what Dean had seen. The man in the parking lot could not have been Randal. He couldn’t be a drug dealer. And he would never have let a drug dealer drive me home after the accident with the moose. Of course, I was jumping to conclusions that the guy in the pickup was the same one Dean saw in the parking lot. But how many brown pickups have one fender that’s a different brown than the other? 
 
    And a feeling prickled. Detective Langnecker had wanted to talk with Dean alone. Photos were his excuse. Why not just say so? An alarm struck my very core. He was probably picking Dean’s brain about me. The detective really did think I had shoved Edgy down the hill. Maybe he even thought Dean had concocted a story to cover for me. I sat in a vacuum of denial. How could he believe that? 
 
    Oh Edgy, Edgy. What on earth had you been up to? 
 
    I fired up the engine. 
 
    Randal, what have you done? 
 
    I drove away from the justice building. 
 
    And what did you get me into? 
 
    As I pulled out into traffic, I barely avoided running into the side of a passing car. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
   W hen I arrived home from talking with Detective Langnecker, Patrick’s car blocked the entrance to the garage. I parked behind him, effectively pinning his car in place. I wasn’t in the mood for pranks but did it anyway. Force of habit. I loved making the kids suffer a wee bit. Even when worried to the core, I’d show them I could still tease.  
 
    Children and their parents need to play no matter how old they are. I still believed the rebellious, hate-filled teenagers I took care of at a juvie detention center had never known the joy of board games, ghost stories, or fishing as a family. How could that be possible? I knew this because no matter the teasing I used to give them, they couldn’t respond except with blank stares or ones that told me I was an idiot. Had no one listened to those kids?  
 
    However, I was a little closer to understanding the residue left inside a person when the police considered them guilty. Theo Wood’s harassment in the hallway outside the interrogation room still had me cursing inwardly.  
 
    A motion caught my peripheral vision when I hurried up the front porch steps. Lester skulked from the shade of the blue spruce in the corner of the yard and hurried away down the sidewalk. The nosy bugger. This was the third time I’d caught him spying since I’d run into him and his wife in the park. I waited before going inside to make sure he hadn’t circled back. 
 
    I fumbled with the key ring and barely caught it before the keys clanged onto the porch floor. My alarm over Lester’s snooping had taken a toll—as revealed by my trembling fingers and my looking over my shoulder. This was ridiculous. I had to figure out a way to put a stop to his snooping because I sure wasn’t going to live in fear. Silently cursing Lester, I crossed the living room in search of the kids. 
 
    Their voices carried from the kitchen. Patrick was telling Ruth what Edgy had given them one Christmas when they were little kids who wanted Band-Aids on every bump, bruise or scratch, blood or not. She’d bought them the biggest boxes she could find. 
 
    Marley laughed. “Poor Mom picked up a zillion wrappers and paper tags.” 
 
    My heart ached for Edgy. She had bandaged my children’s hurts but never could cover her own. I stepped into sight, sorry to interrupt their reminiscing. 
 
    Patrick spied me first. He rose quickly, crossed the room, and gathered me in a comforting hug. His tenderness spoke of his sorrow over Edgy. A year ago, last Memorial Day, he had come home to decorate Mel’s grave. Once again, a cloud hung over his return. Where had our fun fishing trips and joyous mountain climbs gone? And where was his wife? I figured she hadn’t arrived with him, again. The one suitcase waiting to be carried upstairs told me so. 
 
    Patrick had lost a little more hair, but that allowed more of his honest face to show. Pride rested within me. I counted myself lucky to have a quiet, sincere son. He favored my side of the family, whereas Marley had inherited the strong manner of the Cooper relatives. 
 
    I hugged him extra tight, needing reassurance after Theo Wood’s questions and seeing Lester behind the blue spruce again. Both encounters had left me with self-inflicted guilt. A sense of responsibility was eating at me, and I didn’t know why. 
 
    “Mom,” Patrick said in the mellow tone I was used to. “You’re shaking.” 
 
    “I know.” My short admission let him know we’d talk later. 
 
    He took my hand. “Come share stories with us, but first, did you pin my car in?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Good, mine is out of gas, so we’ll just use yours.” The brat smirked. 
 
    “In a minute.” I went upstairs to gather my wits and freshen up. I also needed to adjust to my surprise over the absence of Patrick’s wife. She no longer had the excuse of staying home with the boys. Their sons were grown and off to the volatile Middle East, Tom as a Marine in Afghanistan and Ted aboard a U.S. Navy destroyer in the Arabian Sea. I worried over the grandsons but not over Patrick and his wife. They would do what they would do. 
 
    I had no sooner descended the stairs when Marley said, “Mom, I caught Lester pacing in the alley next to your rose garden. I thought for a moment he was going to open the gate and come into the yard.” 
 
    I sighed. “He was behind the blue spruce when I got home. He’s becoming a real pest.” 
 
    Patrick frowned. “When did this start?” 
 
    “He used to spy on Edgy and now he’s doing it to me.” I really didn’t want to say anything in front of Ruth. I’d tell Patrick later about the scene in the church and at the park. 
 
    Ruth tilted her head, trying to understand. “May I ask, why would he spy on Edgy?” 
 
    I caved. Oh hell, just tell her. I sat down in a chair so we’d be at eye level. “Because Edgy confronted Lester about cheating on his wife. He even took his lover to church. Your mother believed in faithfulness. She’d been damaged by your natural father when he left her pregnant and alone.”  
 
    I didn’t say I thought Lester might have pushed Edgy down the hill. I needed actual proof of who and why before I’d accuse anyone. 
 
    Ruth pondered a moment before asking, “Is that why they took me from her?” 
 
    “No, it’s far more complicated. Fred will tell you her history. I’ll go see if he feels up to meeting you.” 
 
    “And while you’re gone, I’ll have a visit with Lester,” Patrick said. 
 
    Things were going too fast. “I should go with you. Wait until I get back from Fred’s.” 
 
    “I will talk with Lester alone.” Patrick’s tone left no room for argument. He unconsciously reached for his shirt pocket. He wanted a cigarette even after a year without any. I hoped he hadn’t started again and that his automatic gesture had been a reaction to dreading a confrontation. Marley would scare Lester more. I cleared the thought away, knowing Patrick was strong in his own way. He was the rock who would get me through Edgy’s service tomorrow. 
 
    I smiled at Ruth. “Dean will be here shortly. We went to see the detective who is investigating your mother’s death.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “They asked him to look at some mug shots.” 
 
    “I bet he was unhappy about that. We live pretty quiet on the ranch.” Her eyes told me she appreciated the humor of her staunch uncle looking at pictures of possible criminals. 
 
    “We usually live on the quiet side, too. But before we tell you about the crazy things that have happened, I would like you to talk with Fred. He loved your mother completely and knew her best and worst.” 
 
    “I’d like to see my mother’s house.” 
 
    “Let’s let Fred decide when rather than just drop in on him. I’ll go ask him to come meet you. I don’t want to put him on the spot. I need to look in his eyes to see if he can handle it yet.” I left Ruth and Marley sitting on the window seat looking at pictures of Edgy and my kids when they were little. 
 
    Edgy and Fred’s home appeared lifeless as I walked up their sidewalk. The drapes were drawn, newspapers on the porch, and roses drooping from a lack of water. I pushed the doorbell, then peered in the window. Then I knocked. 
 
    The door cracked open, letting out stale air. Fred glowered at me. He needed a shower and shave plus some fresh clothes, and the door needed to be left open to air the place out. He grabbed me by the forearm and pulled me into his house. Scared me half to death. 
 
    “Corinne, you just have to give me space. Don’t be coming over here. I’m not in any shape to see anyone or have them see me.” 
 
    “Just a minute, Fred. Edgy’s daughter is at my house.” 
 
    “What?” Fred shook his head sharply.  
 
    “Ruth Hyatt is here and is planning to attend her mother’s funeral tomorrow. You need to talk with her first. The poor girl has to know more than what I can tell her. Edgy would want you to comfort her child.” 
 
    Fred flushed crimson. “I have nothing to say, and you had no right chasing down that girl.” 
 
    His words shocked me. How could he turn his back on the one person Edgy had hungered for her whole adult life? She had driven herself crazy over it. I couldn’t yell at him because my voice would be choked by the tears now running down my face. 
 
    He sighed, drawing in calming breaths. He took my arm and guided me out the door. He secured his hand over mine, and we headed up the street. He was one upset man who was trying to calm down with each step he took. I kept my mouth shut. 
 
    We jumped at the sound of a police car screaming onto our block. Another one with flashing overheads was hot on its tail. They shrieked around the corner, and it sounded like they had entered the alley. 
 
    Marley and Ruth ran out of the house. They waved and hurried across the street to us. 
 
    “It looks like trouble behind Lester’s,” Marley said. “Come on. Patrick’s still over there.” 
 
    Fred stiffened, staring at Ruth. “Are you claiming to be Edgy’s daughter?” 
 
    Ruth gasped, drew back a step, stopped herself, and stepped right up to him. “I am,” she said as if she dared him to doubt it. 
 
    Fred held his ground for another moment, then said, “You just might be. You have her spitfire orneriness.” 
 
    A third squad car sped up the alley from the other end, lights flashing between the houses. 
 
    We cut through a neighbor’s unfenced yard to the alley and hurried toward Lester’s house, stopping when an officer held up his hand ordering us to come no closer. 
 
    Nose bleeding and chin scraped, Patrick sat on the gravel by the chain-link fence. An officer stood over him. 
 
    Lester stood, hands on his hips just inside the gate of his backyard. His left eyebrow dripped blood, shirt torn and dirty. Two police officers were beside him. One said, “Sit down, Mr. Fitch.” 
 
    He shook his stubborn head. “The idiot came over here and picked a fight, and I finished it. Damned guy accused me of spying on his mother. Who in the hell would I want to do that?” 
 
    Angry words surged, but before I could spit them out and rat on Lester’s sneaking around, Fred stopped me with a shake of his head. “Let the cops figure it out.” 
 
    A city policeman who was talking with Patrick looked our way. I recognized Officer Sutton, who taught Sunday school at the church I attended. He nodded to me with a puzzled look before turning back to Patrick. 
 
    I had never in my life been where police were investigating a crime scene, and now this was my third one in a short period of time. First Edgy was hit with a pool ball, then she died, and now my son was in a fistfight. I huddled near Marley and Fred, Ruth hunching behind us like we were protecting her while we waited for the police to finish. 
 
    First, Patrick signed a complaint against Lester, and then Lester blustered with an exaggerated shake of the pen and signed one against him. Both were photographed at angles showing the bloody noses, and bruised faces. An officer handed each a citation for misdemeanor assault and told them to appear in City Court within ten days. 
 
    Patrick said nothing, made no excuse whatsoever, when he stormed past us. Fred caught up with him and hotfooted by his side. The girls and I silently slouched home behind them. I fussed with silent questions, Marley even more so. And Ruth walked side by side with us, her way of letting us know she was on our side. Funny how that worked. She didn’t know one thing about us, but we had loved the mother she would never meet, so she felt a kinship. It was a show of solidarity, a closing of the guard around the Coopers, Brewsters, and now the Hyatts. 
 
    Edgy would’ve liked her gang. 
 
    Dean was waiting on the porch swing, hat pulled forward and ankles crossed. He appeared to be napping, but I knew full well he was alert and watching. He waited until we were almost to the porch, then rose and stepped lightly down the steps to meet us. 
 
    Patrick and Fred walked right by him without saying even a word and went inside. 
 
    Dean’s thumb pointed at the doorway. “I’m assuming that is your son. Who tangled with him?” 
 
    “He and a neighbor got into it. Come in and I’ll introduce you.” 
 
    We gathered around the dining room table to sort out what had happened and make sense of it somehow. Marley spoke first. “We need something to drink.” She hopped up and disappeared into the kitchen. The refrigerator door rattled closed, and she returned with bottled water. 
 
    Fred just looked at her, then he twisted off the lid and slurped deeply. He focused on Ruth. “Your mother was my life, but I would’ve shared her with you. I’ll tell you all I know. Can we talk alone?” 
 
    Ruth looked at me. 
 
    I answered her unasked question. “The bench out by the potting shed is a good place. We won’t disturb you.” I looked pointedly Marley. We did not need to know what Fred told Edgy’s daughter.  
 
    Ruth quickly followed Fred outside. In what little I knew of her, I saw lots of Edgy’s fearless, take-it-on-the-chin attitude. I hoped Ruth wouldn’t be overwhelmed when she learned of her mother’s mental illness, that she had backed a car over a toddler cousin who had died and then had been forsaken, left pregnant and alone. Afterwards, Edgy had turned to drugs and Fred had put up with it all.  
 
    “I’m assuming you’re Ruth’s uncle.” Patrick sat across the table eyeing Dean.  
 
    “Sorry,” I said. “I forgot to introduce you.” 
 
    Dean shook his head. “Everyone was in a state of shock when you came home.” He turned back to Patrick. “Care to tell me about it?” 
 
    Patrick shrugged. “No big deal. I was protecting Mom from a neighbor that needs a good cuffing along his stubborn head.” 
 
    “Figured that. Same guy that gave your mom and Edgy trouble at the church?” 
 
    Patrick swung his attention to me. “What church?” 
 
    No way did I want to get into that whole mess right now. “We’ll talk about that later. Lester’s stalking is the problem now.” 
 
    Dean played with his bottle of water. His fingers quit turning it round and round as he focused on Patrick. “It appears you did right by your mom.” 
 
    Patrick’s brow drew into the familiar frown he had when puzzling over a problem. I could tell my son was trying to figure out why Dean thought he could give an opinion about him. My son elected not to challenge the comment.  
 
    I couldn’t stand any more tension—not the worry over Fred telling Ruth about her mother and not the fact that Dean sounded like he was giving his approval to my son. It was none of his business. Instead of lambasting Dean with choice words, I rose and went into the kitchen to look through the window above the sink. Ruth was leaning back against the cedar bench, one leg hooked over the other and foot bouncing. Fred bent forward, his arms on his legs, his hands between his knees. For a big man, he seemed hunched into himself, smaller and grieved to his soul. How could he not be? The poor man was explaining the love of his life to her daughter—and Edgy would never know her. 
 
    “Mom!” 
 
    I jumped like the hounds of hell were after me. 
 
    “Get away from the window.” Marley frowned at me as if I had become her wayward child. Maybe I was. My late-in-life desire for one last love affair had resulted in so many hurts. My breath caught as I fully realized the mess I’d created. 
 
    I turned from the window. “Please tell Patrick and Dean I have to lie down, which is exactly true.” 
 
    “Mom,” Patrick said from the doorway. “I understand you’re tired and upset, but I really need to know what you said to Lester and his wife at Woodland Park.” He came into the kitchen and rested against the refrigerator as if the hum from the motor could calm him. 
 
    Dean stepped into the room and propped a shoulder on the doorframe. 
 
    They had me surrounded. I didn’t much like it and spoke directly to Patrick. “I mentioned the fact Edgy and I saw him at the mega church on the hill where he and a strange woman sat, snuggling together.” 
 
    The three of them stared at me like I was evil incarnate. Well, maybe more like disbelief, but I felt like the devil. “Yes, I did that. And Edgy not so politely told him as we followed the crowd toward the church doors. Afterwards, he spied on Edgy constantly. Now he’s started on me.” 
 
    Patrick partially rose. “What has Lester done?” 
 
    Dean held up his hand. “Let’s not gang up on your mom.” He turned to me. “We need to protect you, but we also need to let Detective Langnecker know what Lester’s been doing. He could be a suspect in Edgy’s death.” 
 
    I couldn’t argue or disagree because I was at a loss for words. 
 
    “Okay, that’s enough,” Marley said. “We need a break. Mom, go rest for a while. Dean, Patrick, and I will wait on Ruth and Fred. We’ll let you know how it went.” 
 
    Dismissed and inside my bedroom, I sprawled tummy down across the bed and simply waited for the stress to ease. I couldn’t remember when I had been so disgusted with my offspring. I was not their child. Soon I couldn’t stand lying flat, either. I rolled over and slid to the end of the bed to reach for the closet door. I had to rise a little, but I got the door open, sat back down, and stared at the steel safe below the clothes. Finally, I stood and spun the combination lock to the right set of numbers and opened the heavy door. 
 
    I shuffled through passports, money, and papers as I searched for the revolver Mel had bought after the warehouse fire. He’d been spooked for months by the threat of incarceration. The poor man had never been at fault, but the pressure still aged him in a way he couldn’t set aside. The shame and embarrassment ate at his introverted personality. 
 
    The gun wasn’t under the papers. Maybe he had taken it to the office and left it there. I closed the safe and shoved the clothes on their hangers to one side, exposing the cabinet where he stored his hunting rifles. The key was hidden in a bag tucked in an old shoe. I retrieved the key, unlocked the oak door, and chose the Remington. The box of bullets was in the bottom of the cabinet. The smooth cartridges slid easily into the holding chamber as I loaded the weapon, set the safety, and carefully laid it under the bed. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
   T oday, I planned to dress for Edgy. She’d pitch a fit if I went to her funeral decked out in somber black. Did I have anything in the closet even close to what she would deem appropriate? I pulled out a blue frock—the one with polished-white polka dots. She would hate it. I hung it back on the rod and finger walked the hangers looking for something she’d approve of. Each piece seemed so conservative. When did that happen? I knew darn good and well when, but again I refused to face it or take responsibility. It was easier to deny I had any role in our midlife marriage crisis. Mel certainly denied his part, too. Why we stuck it out was a mystery, but we had. 
 
    I pulled out a pair of bootcut Wrangler jeans with rhinestones patterned like butterflies on the hip pockets. I hugged them tight. Edgy had insisted I wasn’t too old to wear them, but I hadn’t even put them on until now. I picked out a black pullover that plunged pretty low and my great-grandmother’s antique brooch covered with flashy pink and purple rhinestones. I’d sparkle today. 
 
    Digging around for boots in the bottom of the closet, I found a pair with zippers, square high heels, and brass buckles. Perfect. I could almost hear Edgy laughing as I dressed. 
 
    The spirited chatter of Ruth and my children resonated from the kitchen. I stopped in the doorway, and my heart eased. They were doing the same as I was, sharing joy as if Edgy was sitting at the table with them. I had dressed to please her, and they had, too. No black dresses or veils. We were all dressed casual smart, all refusing to dwell in sadness. Edgy would be sent off as she lived—sharp-witted and flashy—and with Ruth’s wide, lopsided grin that matched her mother’s. 
 
    The front doorbell rang. Ruth brightened. “Must be Uncle Dean.” 
 
    “I’ll answer it,” I said from the doorway. I got the what did she overhear now look from three startled adults. Odd that no matter how old your children are, they’re still kids to you. 
 
    Stetson in hand, Dean was waiting on the porch. Such an eyeful. He didn’t comment on my attire, just walked inside and headed to the kitchen. I smiled to myself. It hadn’t taken him long to figure out where the Coopers gathered. Immediately, they were all talking at once, making plans for how to travel to the cemetery. 
 
    I walked behind Dean, made a spot for myself by the sink, and jumped into the planning. “I told Fred I’d ride with him so I could hold Edgy’s urn on the way.”  
 
    “Okay,” Marley said. “Ruth, would you like to ride with me?” 
 
    “Absolutely, and Patrick can go with my uncle.” Ruth paused, then added, “Or vice versa.” 
 
    Patrick immediately said, “I’ll ride with Dean.” He sounded as if he wanted to please Ruth, but I had a suspicion he wanted some time with her uncle. That was good. They needed to figure each other out because I had a hunch: Ruth might not know it yet, but Patrick appeared interested enough to make her family. Time would tell. 
 
    Our travel plans set, I hurried out the front door and down the sidewalk to Fred’s. 
 
    The garage door opened as soon as I stepped onto his driveway. He backed Edgy’s RAV4 out, stopping beside me. He picked up the container of Edgy’s ashes from the passenger seat, and I slid inside. He waited for me to secure the seatbelt and then handed me the rectangular metal box made of polished copper, simple and nice. As I gripped the smooth surface, I couldn’t help but think it needed a rough finish. Nothing had ever been smooth for Edgy. Her large, caring personality was encased in a small box that didn’t match her. I held the container tight to my body, protecting the ashes of my friend—the last thing I could do for her. 
 
    Stress lined Fred’s face, but he tried to smile through it. “Thought you’d be more comfortable in this than my old truck. It’s a mess.”  
 
    “Edgy and I had lots of laughs in this rig.” 
 
    He nodded and backed out onto the street. 
 
      
 
    The C. E. Conrad Memorial Cemetery sprawled across the top of a hill to the east of Kalispell. We passed through an old stone entryway and followed a long, curving road to the top and continued on a circular lane to a second rise through acres of gravestones shaded by maples and willows. Up we went to the upmost top of the hill. Edgy would rest where the wind and rain whipped, where the sun beat down, where the moon cast shadows. Fred had picked the perfect spot. 
 
     The soothing tones of “Amazing Grace” swelled from a wooden stand holding a CD player and a large vase of crimson roses. I handed Fred the urn, and he placed it next to the roses on the table, then stepped close to the pastor. He spoke quietly until both nodded. Fred joined us as we gathered in a wide horseshoe around the grave covered with plywood and artificial grass. Neighbors crowded with other neighbors and were joined by a few couples from the church we had attended together for years. Off to the side was a gathering of strangers, probably people curious to see who would be weeping over a murdered woman. Edgy’s small service grew as folks who cared about her and those who didn’t joined together to say goodbye. 
 
    The other mourners stared at me and Ruth, surely wondering who the pretty woman was. No way was I going to introduce her to anyone except close friends at the backyard party this evening. Ruth had enough to deal with in burying her mother she’d yearned to know. I caught the look on my son’s face. Hmm. He didn’t usually take to people right away. He was a self-protecting soul and took his time. Ruth had his attention. 
 
    Ten in the morning of July thirty-first. I marked the time and date to memory as the day I said goodbye to my dearest friend. Life would never be the same without her. Dean moved closer behind my right shoulder. Marley stood on my other side. Fred was next to Ruth Patrick was behind Ruth. We bowed our heads for prayer and heard words of comforting wisdom. 
 
    Reverend Steele spoke about Edgy. He recalled her hours spent in the church nursery caring for the youngest on Sunday mornings. He reminded us of all the times she had prepared delicious meals for members after surgeries and her readiness to help whenever needed. He added, “Our Edwina had her problems and tried to overcome them as best she could. We will miss her.” 
 
    Stanzas of “I’ll Fly Away” soared on a west wind. 
 
    Reverend Steele nodded. 
 
    One of the groundskeepers removed the grass and plywood. Fred crossed to the table and picked up Edgy’s urn in strong, steady hands, then carried it to the opening in the earth. He knelt and lowered the urn, reaching down so deep his broad chest rested on the ground. His heavy shoulders moved as he situated the urn in the perfect place. He paused a moment, then rapidly stood and crossed over to stand dry-eyed beside Ruth, forcing Patrick to move over. 
 
    Marley slipped away to the vase filled with thorns-trimmed long-stemmed roses. She chose one and walked by the grave, tossing the tender blossom inside. Ruth plunked one from the vase and stood straight and true, looking down into the ground. She stated clearly, “I’m truly sorry I didn’t get a chance to say Hello, Mother to you.” She bowed her head for a moment, dropped the rose, then hurried back to Dean. 
 
    Both Patrick and I dropped our roses, then stepped aside waiting on Fred. 
 
    He had held back, watching us pay our respects before he chose two roses. He kissed the top one and then entwined the other around it. Stoic, he stared downward at Edgy’s urn and dropped his roses inside. 
 
    “Goodbye,” he whispered and then hurried down the hill, got in Edgy’s orange RAV4, and drove away. 
 
    I stood off to the side, my fingers pressed against my cheeks and breathing deeply. As the crowd broke apart to visit or wander the cemetery, I tried in vain to get control of my emotions enough to mingle. 
 
    Marley, Ruth, and Dean huddled a few paces behind me, making sure I was all right. I set aside my grief and crossed to my daughter, pulling her out of earshot of the others, and whispered, “You three staring at me like I’m going to crumble into a sorry mess isn’t helping. Please take them down to the family plot and show them where the Coopers and the Yorks are buried. Wander around a bit. It’ll make it easier for me.” 
 
    “Good idea, Mom.” 
 
    Dean nodded to me before following the girls. 
 
    They had gone no more than halfway down the upper slope when I saw Detective Langnecker hiking up from the opposite direction. His shoulders were drooping slightly and his arms were hanging slack—his only signs of sadness. He was a professional and in control of himself. “I’m sorry for your loss.” 
 
    I searched deep into his eyes. “I can see you are. Any closer to finding who pushed my friend?” I asked, knowing full well he was here to observe. 
 
    He shook his head. “I just want to pay my respects.” 
 
    The moment stretched long enough for me to feel even more awkward. “I just sent Marley to show Ruth and Dean our family plot if you want to join them.” 
 
    “I’ll do that.” He excused himself. As he walked away, I wanted to see sinister or ulterior motives in him. I didn’t detect any and admitted silently that I just plain felt guilty any time he was around. 
 
    I worked my way through the crowd, hugging the ones I knew, shaking hands with those I didn’t. One guy at that cocky-forties age drew close and reached for a handshake. His hand dropped when I didn’t extend mine because I recognized him and knew he wanted only one thing—information. 
 
    “I’m Chad Downing from the Daily News. I’m told you were good friends with the deceased and were at the homicide scene.” 
 
    “I have nothing to say.” 
 
    “It’s my understanding— 
 
    “She just told you she doesn’t have anything to say,” Randal said from behind me. He took my arm. Tears stung my eyes as he led me from the reporter and past a group of staring bystanders. I’m sure they were straining to overhear. I turned my back on them. 
 
    “It’s okay to cry,” Randal said after we separated from the crowd. He wrapped me in a tight hug. 
 
    I stepped back. “I didn’t expect you to come.” 
 
    “I came for you, not Edgy.” 
 
    Taken back by his words, I didn’t know what to say. He was trying to be kind and didn’t know that an invisible wedge now existed between us, one that had formed because I feared he had been selling drugs to Edgy. Her murder had changed me. I had become distrustful and on guard all the time—even with an old friend. Unfortunately, there was reason to distrust him.  
 
    A frown crossed his features. “What have I done to make you angry?” 
 
    “I’m not angry, and I do appreciate you running interference for me with the reporter. But I have to say, you also confuse me. We used to be comfortable with each other. Now, there is an edge I can’t cross. It’s like you’re watching to see if I suspect something. What have you done?” 
 
    Randal glanced around. 
 
    “No one heard me,” I said quietly. “What are you hiding?” 
 
    He backed up a step. 
 
    “I know Edgy bought drugs from a guy in a red Corvette at Millie’s.” I would have missed the flicker in his eyes if I hadn’t been paying close attention. 
 
    “You think that was me?” he asked. 
 
    “I also know the man talked to a guy in a dirty brown truck with an odd fender. Sounds to me like the truck belonging to the young man who helped us after the wreck.” 
 
    Randal’s jaw worked, his lips pressed together, and then he spun and hurried down the hill to his car. He sped away like his anger was pushing the gas pedal. Good. He couldn’t go fast enough. Dean was the only person who had seen the guy at the bingo place, and he hadn’t seen Randal with me now. I should’ve marched him right down to Dean and gotten it over with. But I couldn’t because it was impossible to believe my old friend Randal would hurt my old friend Edgy. 
 
    I turned my back on the open grave and curious people to stand facing the wind coming over the hill. What had I done? First, I had suspected Lester, and now I suspected Randal. I shook my head, knowing full well I had purposely angered both of them to see if one might give himself away. Which one had done it? Or was it someone else? 
 
    I worked around the crowd and finally caught sight of Marley and Detective Langnecker standing together laughing. But he also kept watch on the crowd. I could tell even at this distance when he lifted his head and looked up at me. My nerves tightened, and my neck flushed. Theo Wood already had his mind made up that I was guilty, but I really wanted Langnecker to believe I hadn’t killed Edgy. I had to prove it—the sooner the better.  
 
    Let the chips fall where they might, and if they fell on Randal, so be it. Or on Lester Fitch, or on Sid Nelson, or on Dean Hyatt. 
 
    I quickly crossed through the crowd of mourners to Reverend Steele. “Thank you for the nice service. I’m sure Fred appreciated your kindness to Edwina. He just couldn’t say it.” 
 
    Reverend Steele searched my eyes. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    My stress had become transparent. “Just a terrible headache. I need to go home and rest a bit before everyone comes for the barbeque.” 
 
    At the bottom of the hill, Marley now walked in front, guiding the detective, Dean, and Ruth to the older part of the cemetery, reading tombstones as they went. Partially down the hill, Patrick was visiting with an old classmate. I started down, holding myself back from running down the steep hillside. 
 
    My son met me halfway. He took one look at me and asked, “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Please, get Marley’s keys and take me home. She and Ruth can ride with Dean.” 
 
    “Where is she?” 
 
    I pointed. “On the other side of those trees.” 
 
    “I’ll be back in a minute.” He loped across the side of the hill. 
 
    The wind picked up as I worked toward the Jeep. I looked back up the hill at the people who were watching me go. Feeling the scorch of their curiosity, I glanced up to check the sky, hoping a storm was moving in. A few clouds ran along the eastern mountain tops. It was clear to the west. The weather would hold for our barbeque—but this the last thing I needed to be thinking of when my mind was obsessed with wanting to yell at those people who did not belong at Edgy’s graveside. She would have been horrified at their staring. Then, of all things, I spotted Detective Theo Wood making his way across the hilltop toward the pastor and the reporter. 
 
    I escaped into Marley’s Jeep. 
 
    While Patrick drove, I leaned back in the seat, my eyes closed. The motion and sound of the car calmed me enough to bury my overwhelming need to prove my innocence before Theo Wood convinced the deputy county attorney that I was the one who had murdered Edgy. I finally set aside my deep internal panic and concentrated on my son. He had aged but looked good with his tanned skin. He probably had been out sailing near his home on Puget Sound. From the looks of him, he’d spent time in the wind and sun. The fact that I didn’t know how he spent his time hurt. Why did I always wait for him to call? I should call him more often and hear about how his day had went. 
 
    “When were you going to tell me?” I asked. 
 
     “You figured out Bonnie left?” He sounded defeated. 
 
    “It was only a matter of time. I sensed your marriage was in trouble when we all went to San Diego to send my grandson’s destroyer off to who knows where.” 
 
    “Both of the boys are okay.” 
 
    “You and Bonnie are much like your father and I were when you kids first left home.” 
 
    “She walked out.” 
 
    “Was your fling worth it?” 
 
    “Why do you call my love affair a fling, like it was nothing?” My son glanced at me. “Why is it different from what Dad did?” 
 
    My headache doubled its beat along my forehead and the back of my neck. Weak and upset, I swallowed bile. “Dad didn’t. In a way, I did.” 
 
    He almost jumped in the seat. “What the hell do you mean?” 
 
    The actual truth is hard to keep secret forever, and I had just put my foot in it. I did not want to have this conversation in a car at a cemetery. “My head’s splitting. Just take me home. I’m not talking right now. But just so you know, you’re not the only one with secrets.” 
 
    “You can’t just say something like that and then clam up.” 
 
    “We will talk later when I calm down.” Without another word, I looked out the side window and leaned against the door, ready to jump and run as soon as we reached home. 
 
    Patrick suddenly laughed. “I get it. I bet you’re referring to Grandpa’s fling with wrinkled-up old Virgie Wood.” 
 
    I frowned at my son. “You know, Patrick, you sound a lot like your father.” 
 
    “Good.” He returned my frown. 
 
    “I don’t want to argue. Just tell me what you think you know.” 
 
    “I’ve known all along. Dad told me when I jumped on him for not talking to any of us after the warehouse burned. He had just closed off again, just like he did after old lady Wood killed herself.” Patrick hit the side of his hand on the steering wheel. “I still can’t believe my grandfather was banging the poor woman and apparently had been since I was a kid. And you thought we could keep it quiet. The whole damn town knew. Theo has hated us since then. That’s why he went after Grandpa for arson and fraud. Even tried to get Dad.”  
 
    Patrick suddenly stomped hard on the brakes. The Jeep lurched. I jerked tight against the seat belt. The car stopped just in time to avoid an elderly couple and their fuzzy dog traipsing down the center of the narrow road at the steepest grade of the hill. 
 
    The woman jumped, the dog barked, and the man spun and swore at us. 
 
    Patrick gripped the steering wheel. “It’s Lester! He must have been watching Fred lower Edgy’s ashes into the grave. I should just run over the old bastard.” 
 
    Shocked at the thought, I shook my head. “I didn’t see him anywhere, and he has his wife with him. He could’ve just been out for a walk. Be patient. They’ll get out of the way.” I held my breath, praying Patrick wouldn’t stop and challenge Lester. 
 
    But he didn’t stop, just pumped the brakes, and we crept along as they marched down the middle of the blacktop and didn’t step aside until the road widened at the bottom. 
 
    After we passed them, Patrick glanced at me. “We still need to have that heart-to-heart, and that’s all I want. No blame to anyone.” 
 
    “I promise we will.” And then suddenly, of all things, merriment bubbled up and I laughed out loud, barely able to speak, “Everyone who might be Edgy’s killer came to her funeral except Sid, and he flew away. She would’ve loved this sendoff.” 
 
    Just like that, my headache seemed better. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
   T wo aspirin and twenty quiet minutes on my bed calmed the headache. I pattered downstairs to find Patrick, whose soft singing carried from the kitchen. His shoulders and knees moved in rhythm as he sang the lyrics to “I Love a Rainy Night.” I listened to his mellow voice for a moment, then lightly applauded. 
 
    He grinned at me over his shoulder before brushing the rest of the chopped garlic, sage, and onion from his palms onto the racks of pork ribs. “Feeling better?” he asked. 
 
    “I haven’t heard you singing for a long time.” 
 
    “Remember when Edgy taught me to dance for my junior prom? That was her favorite song back then.” 
 
    “I had forgotten. She taught you dance steps far better than I could’ve. She was such a good sport.” 
 
    He slid the savory, herb-spiked ribs into the refrigerator. 
 
    “Yum, that smells good,” I said. 
 
     “I learned good things from you, too,” he said, arching one brow. He wanted to go farther with whatever he was thinking but only added, “Let’s go set up the backyard. Marley and Ruth may be a while at the cemetery.” 
 
    “No telling how long your sister will wander around looking at old tombstones.” 
 
    He washed his hands and followed me into the garage. We carried two folding tables to the patio and set them up alongside the flagstones. The legs settled into the lawn, and the tops leveled. 
 
    “We need to set up the canopy,” Patrick said. 
 
    “It’s in the basement.” I shrugged as he just looked at me. “Your father said to store the frame in the shed and the cover in the basement, so I do.” 
 
    Shaking his head, Patrick headed to the basement, and I strode across the yard to the far rose bed to clip blossoms for the centerpieces. Inside the shadowy potting shed, I pulled on a pair of leather gloves and selected a sharp pruner. The rush to prepare for guests lightened my mood. Busyness always lifted my spirits. I grabbed up a tray, and a sudden purring rumbled at my feet. I jumped. “Dammit, Felix, you scared me half to death. Go home, I’m too busy to play with you.” He lay his ears back against his silver tabby fur as I shooed him out the door. He belonged to Ida next door and was a super mouser who usually let me cuddle him. But there was no time for kitties, and besides, I didn’t want to trip over him like the last time he had slipped unheard into the shed. Luckily, I hadn’t fallen on the spade. 
 
    I went straight to the red rose bushes with Felix following me and had cut only a few when Patrick said behind me. “I see a rhythm in your work. Must be left over from hearing me sing Edgy’s song.” 
 
    “I’d like to give you credit, but it’s busy hands and picturing Lester shuffling down the middle of the cemetery road with his fuzzy dog and pudgy wife. He acted so blasé, but I’m sure he fought a battle not to give us the finger. He’s such a nasty man and was forced to play nice. I see humor in that.” 
 
    “Yeah. I was hoping he’d trip and fall flat on his know-it-all face.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t.” 
 
    His tight expression told me he wanted to respond to my teasing, but his aggravation held him back. 
 
    “I’m sorry we haven’t had the talk you need, but I’m working up to it.” 
 
    I thought he might protest, but instead he asked calmly, “Are you about done cutting flowers? I need a hand putting up the canopy.” 
 
    I laid the tray of roses on the bench and followed Patrick. I should leave his sorrows alone and give him space. His alley fight with Lester had been harder on his conscience than mine. I was glad my son had walloped him a couple of times. 
 
    Patrick dumped the aluminum legs from the skinny canvas bag and sorted through them. We stretched each one to its fullest, then shook out the topper and attached the legs, forcing them upright. The topper wobbled and dipped, a little like how we felt on this hard day. To my relief, we finally steadied it, and Patrick set the anchor pins. Wonderful shade covered the tables. 
 
    While we worked, Patrick gave me sideway glances as if I had turned into some mysterious artifact. “What is it?” I asked him, even though I had no desire to talk about what he wanted to hear. What had happened between his father and me had died along with Mel. 
 
    He motioned toward the chairs under the weeping willow. “I’d like to just sit in the shade and talk for a few minutes before everyone arrives.” 
 
    How could I say no? I crossed to a favorite lawn chair, and he placed himself in the one Mel had always used. We both batted away dangling willow fronds. 
 
    “You need to water the lawn,” Patrick said as he held onto a shivery branch tickling his neck. “And you need to have this tree pruned.”  
 
    Nothing for it but to answer his unasked question. “Okay, you win. If you must know, I had a secret infatuation that almost destroyed our marriage. It isn’t something I like to admit or even think about.” 
 
    “Infatuation? I’m not sure what you mean?” 
 
    “It isn’t making whoopee in a straw pile.” 
 
    Patrick laughed. “Where do you come up with sayings like that?” 
 
    “From Grandpa York, rest his soul.” Maybe that would end the questions, but Patrick quickly came back to it. 
 
    “I always thought Dad caused the split.” 
 
    “Do we have to talk about this when we just buried Edgy and I’m suspected of killing her?” 
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “I know Detective Langnecker’s investigating me, as well as Dean, Lester, and that Sid from the Blue Moon.” I counted off on my fingers. “I don’t know who else should be on his short list except Randal.” 
 
    “Okay, even if I accept your list, why Randal?” 
 
    “He sold drugs to Edgy.” 
 
    Patrick leaned forward. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I am. I’m also sure that Theo Wood would sell his soul to see our family pay for Grandpa Cooper’s foolishness. He knows Randal is a friend of mine. He will use that somehow.” 
 
    Patrick shook his head at me like I was a naughty child. “Pretty slick how you changed the subject. I don’t need details, but I’d like to understand why you were unhappy with Dad.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a midlife crisis like you’d expect. I’ve come to believe we simply grew apart after the fire. Your father was into his work and climbing mountains. Me, into fantasy. I dreamed of more than a life with a workaholic and became infatuated with a man I couldn’t avoid. I kept the need to myself, just hungered for what was missing. Silly, but that’s what happened.” 
 
    Instead of the expected condemnation, Patrick’s look of compassion touched me. “I’m sorry you were unhappy.” 
 
    “Your father and I dealt with it and survived our disappointment in each other. Lately, I have realized my withdrawal from your father was worse than his from me.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “I think your father’s illness started years before we realized it. He just didn’t have the energy to stay connected, and I allowed the chasm to widen. But it’s also possible to reconnect. In fact, the last few weeks I spent with Edgy reminds me of that time.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    I wasn’t about to tell him I had tried to reconnect with life at a cheap nightclub Edgy and I went to with the sole purpose of finding a guy friend for me—another unfulfilled dream turned destructive. How does one tell a son that? You can’t.  
 
    Thankfully, a car door slammed out front. I challenged Patrick with a steady look. “I’m not telling your sister, so don’t you dare.”  
 
    “Tell her what? I don’t know any more now than when I asked.” 
 
    The back door flew open, giving me the chance to ignore Patrick’s remark. He was not satisfied with my answers, but my explanation would be the best he’d ever get. Children aren’t entitled to know everything about their parents’ shortcomings.  
 
    The back-screen door flapped open, and Marley scampered down the steps. “You don’t have chairs out yet?” She looked at us for a moment, then went into the garage and carried out a couple of folding chairs. 
 
    Ruth partially opened the same door, eased through, and grinned at me. No traces of weepy sadness. She knew how to handle her emotions, and I admired her for it. 
 
    “Here you all are,” she said. “What can I do to help?” 
 
    Patrick hopped up. “Marley needs help with the chairs, and then we’ll get the grill going.” 
 
    I lingered in the chair, letting the younger ones deal with the setup, letting them help each other like I had wanted to help Fred plan the funeral for Edgy. He’d refused, wanting a small ceremony, just us and a few friends. He had claimed Edgy wouldn’t want a bunch of people gawking as he lowered her ashes into the ground. He’d told me in no uncertain terms, “Now, if they could witness her flying into heaven, I’d invite the world to see her flash upwards.” 
 
    I grinned at the memory. Joy actually awakened in me at the picture he’d implanted. I hope some of those curious strangers felt guilty for trying to get a peek at how lonely one man could be. Yes, Edgy drove him nuts, and I had witnessed a few cranky words and seen some exasperated gestures lately, but I understood them. Edgy was no picnic with her ups and downs.  
 
    Fred also wanted no part in hosting a party in honor of her, and that was okay. I did and had invited friends from the neighborhood and the church we attended. Through her, I had learned the value of weekly worship and how it fortified life. She’d tried so desperately to find peace, and yet it had eluded her. 
 
    “Mom?” Marley hovered over me. “Are you going to finish the centerpieces?” 
 
    I cut a few more fragrant, sun-filled roses and took them inside to fill vases. The house was peaceful, the only sound coming from the guests out in the yard greeting each other. 
 
    I slipped on a pair of light leather gloves to prune the largest thorns and cut the stems to different lengths. I laid some in one hand and cuddled them with the other hand until they formed a round bunch. After placing them in the vase, I let go. Some of the roses sat firm in the center of the vase, others bent and cascaded. I leaned near and inhaled the sweet attar rising from the ruby petals; such a wonderful perfume they had. Satisfied, I filled the other vases and brushed fallen leaves and pollen from the counter into my hand. 
 
    I sensed someone behind me and turned. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to disturb you,” Detective Langnecker said from just inside the doorway. “I wanted to tell Marley thank you for the invite, but I can’t stay. I would’ve told her at the cemetery but didn’t want people to overhear and put your family in an awkward situation. Socializing at your home while an investigation is ongoing would be frowned on.” He smiled a little wickedly. “And I don’t want to give Theo Wood a heart attack, yet.” 
 
     I rinsed away the petals into the garbage disposal and placed a vase of roses into his hands. “Here, carry these outside and put them on the table. Everyone can watch you walk away.” 
 
    He took the wet vase without any acknowledgment and headed out the back door. 
 
    I wiped my fingers on my pant leg and followed him as far as the doorway to see if he managed to place the flowers on an empty table without spilling water. Detective Langnecker seemed a decent sort. Under other circumstances, I would like him. He spoke to Marley and left by walking around the side of the house. She watched him the whole way. My daughter had a new friend, and my heart softened. Maybe that was a sign he would be fair-minded while investigating Edgy’s murder. I could only hope. 
 
    The undercurrent between Ruth and Patrick also needed watching. Every time I noticed them together, Ruth was more vibrant and Patrick certainly seemed to be responding, drawing closer like a bee to a blossom, like Mel and I had been so many years ago. I carried the rest of the bouquets outside, wishing Edgy were here to help me keep track of it all. 
 
    Friends and neighbors gathered, visiting in small groups and carrying brown beer bottles or glasses of wine. Some had even brought their own favorite lawn chairs. They apparently planned to stretch the evening into the early morning hours. I was glad I had rested for a bit. 
 
    Ruth said behind me, “Were all of these people friends of Edgy’s?” She appeared to be holding up okay, but I sensed she was keeping a brave face by sheer willpower.  
 
    “I imagine you’re not used to so many people milling around,” I said softly. She wouldn’t want my words to be overheard by others. 
 
    “Ranch life is pretty solitary,” she whispered back. 
 
    “So is city life. Unless, like this, a death or wedding brings us together. Some of these folks I call my funeral friends because that’s the only time we see each other.” 
 
    Ruth pressed her lips together trying not to laugh, which made her eyes shinier and her cheeks rosier. “I don’t believe you,” she whispered. A few simple words had dispelled her anxiety. She matched Edgy with a grit I wished I possessed. She busied herself by greeting folks she didn’t know. 
 
    Dean appeared next to me, looking a bit bewildered. “Ruth looks happy,” he said. 
 
    “I wondered when you’d show up.” 
 
    “I had a few stops to make.” 
 
    I wanted to ask him where and why he’d have stops to make in a town he didn’t live in, but I held my tongue. Where he went wasn’t my business. Besides, curiosity might show an interest, and I certainly didn’t want that. 
 
    His lips eased, almost into a smile. “I need, um, parts for one of the tractors and was checking prices here.” 
 
    “Sure you were. Better grab a beer and help Patrick at the grill.” 
 
    He walked away with that irritating hip-rolling stride he was so proud of. 
 
    Ruth came up behind me, squeezed my shoulders with one arm, and whispered, “He likes you.” She caught up with him, and they joined the group managing the grill. 
 
    Late afternoon drifted into evening as we reminisced and laughed. A few couples declared they needed to go home. I walked around the side of the house with them and waved as they drove away. I almost bumped into Dean as I turned. 
 
    “Oops, I didn’t hear you,” I said. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to startle you. Just wanted to say I enjoyed the party, but it’s time to head for the hotel.” Fatigue dimmed his features, and his square shoulders bowed a little. He needed a good rest, and so did I. 
 
    I stifled a yawn and was too tired to distrust him. “It’s been a long day. Come sit for a bit and we’ll watch the others from a quiet spot and get a second wind.” 
 
    “I rarely get an offer of a second wind.” Mischief twinkled in his eyes. 
 
    “Well, you just did. Come on.” We strolled past the trees in the twilight toward the bench near the potting shed. The automatic timer had turned on the sprinklers along the back fence, and their gentle swooshing engulfed us with saturated smells of wet grass and damp pine needles; a few stray drops landed near enough for us to feel their chill. 
 
    Dean suddenly halted and grabbed my arm. 
 
    I jerked slightly at the warm pressure of his hand. 
 
    “Some guy’s hiding behind the blue spruce,” he said. 
 
    Oh, good grief. “Remember the man at church that Edgy had a fit about?” 
 
    “What?” Dean’s brows rose. “That creep?” 
 
     “Ever since she died, he’s been hiding in there spying on me. It’s his way of getting revenge for me because I saw him with another woman and told his wife.” 
 
    “You did that?” A slight grin mixed with surprise played across his face. 
 
    “I regret it, especially since he is now skulking around here watching me.” I didn’t mention I was nervous enough about it to hide the rifle under the bed. 
 
    “Nope. He doesn’t need to be doing that.” All business, Dean moved forward cat-quick. “Lester, what the hell are you doing? Come out from there.” 
 
    Lester rushed forward. His chest puffed and arms hooked like an ape, making him appear strong in anger. He jabbed a finger toward me. “She pushed Edwina Brewster down that hill!” 
 
    I couldn’t move but stood rooted to the spot in disbelief. 
 
    Dean put out his hand. “Don’t come any closer.” 
 
    Lester halted and bellowed at me. “Slayer!” 
 
    Patrick rounded the corner of the house and was immediately next to me. Marley, Ruth, and friends were right behind him and grouped on either side of us, all lined up against one crazy, belligerent man. 
 
    Lester glared at us, defiantly scanning everyone back and forth. “Sure, protect the murderer. Mrs. Cooper’s ass needs to be arrested and fried.” 
 
    Dean spoke softly. “You think Corinne killed Edwina? How so?” 
 
    “I saw her do it.” 
 
    “Where did you see this?” 
 
    “Way the hell out on KM Ranch Road. Some damned farmer built a meeting hall up there in the woods. Named it Millie’s after his wife. Of course, he was too cheap to use some land in one of his fancy hay fields. Wealthy bastards.” Lester rammed his chest out more, tendons tight in his neck. He sneered at Dean, “Who the hell do you think you are? You don’t belong here.” 
 
    Dean’s jaw clenched in his effort to remain civil. “Why don’t we go to the Justice Center and see Detective Langnecker. I’m sure he’d be interested in what you have to say.” 
 
    “Are you nuts?” Lester spat. “You’ve been hanging around here, spying on Edwina and stupid Corinne. I saw you spying on that Brewster woman.” He shook his upper body. “What was that about? Then I hear she died from a fall. Had to be you who pushed her, you lowlife bastard. Better get your ass back to where you came from. There’s no room here for the likes of you.” 
 
    Dean shifted forward, ready to pounce. “Mr. Fitch, I need you to leave. Now.” 
 
    Lester flipped him the finger, spun, and dodged toward the trees. He made it two steps before Dean snatched his collar from behind and threw him flat, belly down, like he would a steer. He quickly jammed his knee hard between Lester’s shoulder blades. 
 
    Dean kept his knee gouged into Lester’s back, pinning him to the ground. “If you don’t quit harassing this family, I’m going to sue you for defamation and trespassing. You’ll lose every cent you have.” 
 
    “Get off me!” Lester fought to get up. 
 
    Dean dug his knee harder into Lester’s back. “You sure you want to keep this up? Might want to rethink that.” The sound of his voice hammered with the force of a man who knew how to defeat anyone who messed with him. 
 
    Lester quit struggling. “I’ll go if you let me up,” he whined. 
 
    Dean eased off and stood above him. “Get along home.” 
 
    Lester struggled to his feet and stormed across the street, angling to cut through Edgy’s yard to his house. 
 
    Dean dusted his hands off on his jeans and turned toward the group of friends and neighbors. “Show’s over. Why don’t we all call it a night?” He took my arm and walked me to the backyard and into the house. I had wanted to say goodbye to the guests, but he didn’t give me the chance. He led me to a chair in the living room. “Marley will be here in a minute. You stay with her. I’m going to make sure Lester doesn’t come back.” 
 
    I found my voice. “Don’t do anything dumb. We can call Detective Langnecker.” 
 
    “No need. I’m just going to watch for a bit to see if Lester leaves his house. I’ll make the call if he does.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
   T he next morning, Marley and I stayed out of the way while Dean loaded suitcases and carry-on bags into his rental pickup. Marley got bumped once and laughed. “I can’t help it,” she said. “I’m not at all sure I want you to leave.” 
 
    “Then make yourself useful.” Ruth handed her one of the heavy cardboard boxes Fred had given her filled with mementoes that had been important to Edgy. She’d duct taped them very thoroughly so they would survive the trip, but I’d like to see her trying to open them at the ranch. It’d take a while. 
 
     I took a deep breath before I hugged Ruth tightly. “Please keep in touch.” 
 
    She blinked back tears. “You know I will.” 
 
    Dean didn’t hug me, not that I wanted him to. I was still uneasy with him, and he sensed it. That in itself should have made me less wary around him, but my defenses had been on high alert ever since the night Edgy had died. And he had been there, watching her buy drugs from Randal, and he claimed he saw a truck with mismatched fenders. I needed to square that with the fact that someone had pushed her hard enough that she died from it. The who was the question that kept me in deep anxiety. 
 
    Marley and I stood shoulder to shoulder until the truck turned the corner. She linked arms with me as we walked back to the porch. 
 
    She stopped short. “Where’s the morning paper?” 
 
    Unlinking my arm, I pointed. “Probably under those shrubs. I hope the new kid gets a better arm before the snow flies.” 
 
    I left her to dig it out and went in to pour coffee. She would claim the front page, and I’d be satisfied with the sports section and weather report page. Same routine every morning. 
 
    Marley unfolded the paper, rustled straight to the obituary section like she always did, and spread it out on the kitchen table. Her face drained of color, then turned red with anger. She pushed the open page toward me. “Look!” 
 
    I spun it around. On the bottom right was a black-and-white photo of me tossing a rose into Edgy’s open grave. The caption read, “Kalispell resident Corinne Cooper tosses a rose into the open grave of murder victim Edwina Brewster. According to Detective Theo Wood, Ms. Cooper is considered a person of interest in the ongoing homicide investigation by the Flathead County Sheriff’s Office. When asked for an interview, she had no comment.” The credit below the article said, “Chad Downing, reporter for the Daily News.” 
 
    Marley and I locked eyes. The air conditioner kicked on. A pair of house finches trilled from somewhere near an open window. The mailman’s footsteps sounded on the front porch, and the mailbox lid rattled. I laid my head on the paper. 
 
    Marley scraped back her chair. She patted my shoulder as she walked by. “That reporter better hope he doesn’t end up in the ER. I have some dull needles.” 
 
    I quickly sat upright. “I won’t let them get me down, but that picture in the paper is a tough one.” 
 
    She stopped in the doorway and faced me. “It really is going to be okay. You’ve done nothing wrong, and someday the whole town will know it.” 
 
    We both jumped when the house phone rang. Marley checked the caller ID display. “It’s Bruce. You want to answer?” 
 
    I picked up. 
 
    “Mrs. Cooper, the commander and I need to have a talk with you. Do you want to come into the office, or would you be more comfortable at your house?” 
 
    “Commander of what?” 
 
    “My boss. We’re trying to trace the supply source for the opioids Ms. Brewster used.” 
 
    “I don’t know about them, but I will come there. After the picture in the paper this morning, I don’t want the neighbors to see half the police force at my door.” 
 
    “It’s just two of us.” 
 
    “You look like more. Give me an hour.” My hand trembled so much that I could barely tap the end call icon. 
 
    “What?” Marley demanded. 
 
    “They want me to tell them about Edgy’s drugs. I don’t know anything.” 
 
    Marley’s string of cuss words sounded as harsh as I felt. 
 
    Patrick ran down the stairs. “What’s the matter? And why the hell didn’t you wake me to say goodbye to Ruth and Dean?” 
 
    Marley threw her hands in the air, then zeroed in on me. “I told you he’d be mad.” 
 
    “Well, just shoot me.” I sailed past him and up the stairs, leaving her to explain. At the top of the stairs, I said loud enough to carry down to them, “I know you both want to ask but can’t, so I’ll just say it once. No. I did not kill Edgy.” I eased the bedroom door shut on Marley’s swear word and Patrick’s silence—and on the whole damn mess my life had become. 
 
      
 
    Patrick remained quiet as he drove us to the Justice Center. The stiff set of his features spoke volumes. His attitude didn’t help one bit. However, I was glad Marley had elected to stay home. I’m sure she had declined to go with us so her brother would witness my anxiety. She always accused him of not paying enough attention to what was going on around him. 
 
    In the vestibule, Detective Langnecker spoke quietly to Patrick. “Please have a seat here.” He indicated the same chair where Marley had waited for me. “Your mother won’t be long.”  
 
    Patrick slouched into a comfortable position as if it was normal to have your mother interviewed by law enforcement. And no, I wouldn’t start calling it my kids’ chair. See what the mind does when stressed beyond belief? I could have pinched my son’s earlobe as I passed by him to walk beside Langnecker to the small room where interviews were recorded. I would tell them what I could without revealing Edgy’s personal secrets. 
 
    I settled into my allotted place, looked at the camera, and straightened, listening to the annoying hum of the ceiling’s florescent light. 
 
    “Don’t be nervous,” Detective Langnecker said.  
 
    “Easy for you to say.” 
 
    The door opened and a man entered, filling the room with his girth. Round face, round paunch, and round blue eyes. He looked as Irish as they come and not at all intimidating. 
 
    He shook my hand. “I’m Commander Arlen Renny. I’m the guy who the detectives answer to.” He grinned like he expected me to smile back. 
 
    I didn’t.  
 
    He continued, “I know this is hard and, from what I understand, you’ve had your share of hard lately.” 
 
    My guard stiffened at his apparent trap. He had no reason to reassure me, and I wasn’t about to say anything incriminating. “Thank you,” I said as pleasantly as he had faked his greeting. 
 
    He pulled a chair away from the table and sat across from me. Detective Langnecker leaned against the far wall, looking at ease, but a muscle in his jaw worked as if he was grinding his teeth together. 
 
    The door opened again and in walked Theo Wood. “Sorry I’m late,” he said to Commander Renny, trying to sound agreeable to cover his rotten soul, but he couldn’t help adding, “Langnecker didn’t tell me about the meeting.” 
 
    Detective Langnecker remained unruffled by the jab, but his jaw still appeared tight. 
 
    The commander cleared his throat. “As I was saying, Mrs. Cooper, the toxicology report on Mrs. Brewster came back with high levels of opioids in her blood. We’re trying to track where she got them and if a doctor overprescribed them.” 
 
    “I don’t know anything about the drugs Edwina used.” 
 
    “You were her closest friend. Do you recall any time she left you waiting while she went to buy something and came back empty handed?” 
 
    “Sometimes she took a long time in a restroom. I figured she was dealing with anxiety. She suffered over things from her childhood.” 
 
    “Tell me about them so I can understand.” 
 
    “Have you talked with her husband about her past?” 
 
    “He hasn’t said much. I’d like to hear what you have to say.” 
 
    “Do you blame him? He’s lost his wife and your office is investigating him and me. Neither of us hurt Edgy.” 
 
    Theo Wood jumped in, scolding me like I was a dumb kid. “Ms. Cooper, you know full well we have to investigate every angle. Today we’re focusing on Mrs. Brewster’s drug use. Do you know who supplied her habit?” 
 
    “I knew you’d think she committed a crime.” 
 
    “She bought illegal drugs. That’s a crime.” 
 
    “I don’t know anything about that.” 
 
    “Don’t play the innocent with me.” 
 
    Commander Renny frowned at Theo long enough that Theo looked down at the floor. 
 
    I didn’t squirm when he refocused on me. 
 
    “Mrs. Cooper,” he said. “I know this is uncomfortable, but this won’t take long. We’re just trying to figure out what happened to Mrs. Brewster. Anything you tell us is voluntary. You don’t have to answer, but we need your help to piece things together.” 
 
     I ran my tongue over my teeth to calm myself. “Whatever medications she took had to come from her doctor. Can’t think of his name. Surely you have that info.” 
 
    “Opioids are obtained in many places,” the Commander said. “Mail order, doctors, dealers. Know of any she might’ve used?” 
 
    I turned to Detective Langnecker, “How can I tell something I have no knowledge of?” 
 
    Theo Wood snorted, “You know a whole lot more than the line you’re trying to feed us.” 
 
    I didn’t respond, and neither did Langnecker. Commander Renny just tipped back in his chair, wide fingers entwined on his belly, and rocked for a moment, his eyes on me. 
 
    “Do you have an idea who might’ve pushed Edwina Brewster down that hill?” he asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Any idea who supplied her drugs?” 
 
    I paused for a fraction of a second. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Who do you think did?” 
 
    “Maybe a family of loggers up Star Meadow Road.” The words just slipped out. I hadn’t mean to say them. I caught a glance between the three men. My heart raced. I had to relax. I curled my toes inside my shoes. The pressure helped calm me down before the next question. 
 
    Theo jumped on my slipup. “I knew it! She knows a lot more than she’s telling.” 
 
    Langnecker pulled out his notebook, flipped it open, and looked at me expectantly. “What family of loggers?” he said. 
 
    Right then and there, I decided to talk only to him. I wouldn’t even look at the other two. I looked him straight in the eyes.  
 
    “Stafford. Bev and Bob. They might be the place to start. They’re related to a large family living up in the woods, still trying to make a living in the timber industry. I think Randal Thornton might be involved with the family. A young man in a brown truck with a mismatched fender needs to be questioned. And there is Lester Fitch, who hated Edwina, and what about Sid Nelson? They should all be investigated.” 
 
    The tense room was totally silent for a long moment, then Arlen Renny was up and out of his chair in one swift, agile motion. The big man walked out the door, taking the air with him. He leaned back in. “Just so you know, Mrs. Cooper, I don’t have enough to charge you or anyone else with pushing Mrs. Brewster, yet.” 
 
    I made a motion to stand. Theo Wood raised his hand. “We’re not done, Mrs. Cooper.” He blocked the door. “What’s your tie to the Stafford family?” 
 
    “There isn’t one. We’ve just been in the same card club for over sixteen years.” 
 
    “Aw, come on, Corinne. You expect me to believe that? That’s before Mel died. And before he had to sell the lumber yard.” 
 
    I clammed up. If Theo Wood thought I’d tell him anything about the lumber yard, he was sorely mistaken. 
 
    Detective Langnecker stepped in front of Theo. “What happened all those years ago does not in any way connect to the death of Mrs. Brewster.” 
 
    Theo puffed up. 
 
    Langnecker never moved a muscle. 
 
    A moment later, Theo deflated, opened the door, and left. However, his sly look told me he’d wait for the next chance to trap me into saying or doing something incriminating. He would do anything to trap me. 
 
    Langnecker glanced at me. “Afraid that’s not the last I’ll hear about this meeting.” 
 
    “Don’t let the bastard talk down at you. He’s stuck in an old fight between my husband’s family and his. He’ll never let it go and wants me to suffer for it.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Short version is an affair that ended badly for both our families. Can I leave, or are you going to arrest me?” 
 
    “Mrs. Cooper, you can go on home now. We’ll contact you if we have more questions.” 
 
    I fled the interrogation room, knowing full well they’d come after me again. I skirted Patrick waiting in the lobby chair, shoved through swinging plate-glass doors, and burst out into the wind-driven heat. A dust-filled gust sailed across new construction and blasted me. I sneezed. And sneezed again. 
 
    Patrick caught up. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “I was just violated.” 
 
    “You’re overreacting.” 
 
    “You should’ve heard Commander Renny and Theo Wood.”  
 
    “Let’s get you home, then you can fill me in on what upset you so much.” 
 
    “He told me they didn’t have enough to hold me, yet. That yet scares me to death. I have to figure out who pushed Edgy or spend the rest of my life behind bars.” My voice rose a notch. “Wouldn’t you be frightened by that?” 
 
    Patrick studied me as if he was trying to comprehend. “How do you plan to figure out who killed her?” His quick temper had surfaced, but he clenched his teeth on it. 
 
    I forced myself to speak more calmly. “I know I’m pushing you to the limit, but I have to do what I believe is necessary.” 
 
    “Spell it out.” 
 
    “I know three people who held a grudge against Edgy.” I counted them off on my fingers. “Randal, Lester, and Sid Nelson.” I purposely left Dean off the list. I still didn’t know how I felt about him. He had motive, means, and opportunity, but I simply could not see him pushing her. 
 
    “Who is Sid Nelson?” 
 
    “The guy who hit Edgy with a pool ball.” 
 
    “Why . . . where? Mom, what the hell’s going on?” Red splotched his cheeks.  
 
    I took a breath to calm down for his sake. “Trust me on this. I need to find out anything and everything about them.” 
 
    “You expect me to just let you snoop around? Hell, Mom, it sounds like those men are dangerous.” 
 
    I leveled a look into my son’s eyes. He could not misread the irritation rising in me. “You need to go back home to your job before your boss fires you. Marley will help. We won’t do anything stupid. Mostly research on the computer and maybe talk to a few people. I’ll keep you informed of what’s happening. Right now, just drive me home.” 
 
      
 
    Patrick slammed the car door and stormed inside the house. I followed a step behind. 
 
    “Marley!” he yelled up the stairway. 
 
    She appeared at the top. “What?” 
 
    He jerked his thumb toward me. “She just kicked me out so she can play detective. You have to talk some sense into her.” He took the steps two at a time, almost bumped into Marley, and disappeared into the upstairs hallway.  
 
    Marley’s eyes bugged out, and her hands flew palms up. “What happened?” 
 
    I plopped onto the couch, grabbed a pillow, and hugged it tight. What I really needed was the comfort of a teddy bear or one of my kids when they were toddlers. 
 
    “Talk to me,” she said. 
 
    “I told your brother to go home. That you’d help me.” 
 
    “Help with what?” 
 
    “I’m not a killer and need to prove it. Your brother’s tender heart and temper are at war with each other, and I don’t want to put that kind of pressure on him.” 
 
    Marley opened her mouth, then clamped it shut like she might never speak to me again. She did, though, and it was a jab. “I told you we needed a lawyer. I’m calling one.” 
 
    “I’m too wrung out from questions to answer a lawyer’s. I want us to take a ride up in the mountains and visit Bev and Bob Stafford.” 
 
    “Your pinochle friends? Why?” 
 
    “Because I saw Randal give Bev a stuffed envelope, claiming it was money to help with the coffee. The more I think about how fat the envelope appeared, the more convinced I am that it held lots of money. He has to be dealing drugs for them. How else can he afford that big house and fancy red Corvette?” 
 
    “Are you crazy? We’re not chasing drug dealers.” 
 
    “No, but I need to be certain before I turn any info about Randal over to Detective Langnecker.” 
 
    “Why don’t you just call him Bruce and not be so formal with him?” 
 
    I couldn’t believe she had asked that. “Don’t you get it? He thinks I killed Edgy. They all do. I feel like a fly on a piece of bread. Everyone’s ready to strike.” 
 
    Marley sighed as if searching for just the right comeback that wouldn’t be yelling and cuss words. My daughter was a spitfire and would always be one.  
 
    I shook my head at her. “Don’t throw a fit. Your brother has already done that. You’re welcome to come or I’ll go alone. I’m done debating.” 
 
    Marley chewed on her bottom lip longer than I expected. She finally signaled her consent. We were together no matter where it led. 
 
    “We’ll go as soon as we get Patrick on the road,” she said. 
 
    I hugged my son long enough for him to know I appreciated him and was sending him home for his own sake. He’d suffer watching me try to prove I didn’t kill anyone. I still couldn’t comprehend why anyone would think I had. Tears rose at the thought of the detectives believing I was guilty. How could they even entertain the idea I’d harm a friend? I cringed at using even the mildest of insecticidal soap on my roses. 
 
    I packed a couple bottles of water and a box of sugary power bars in my bag and waited for Marley on the window seat in the living room. I looked out at the trees and sky through the plate glass, a view that usually brought me peace. At this moment, the world stared back at me—the neighbor suspected of murder. 
 
    I pulled all three shades down and perched on the edge of the padded seat. With my eyes closed, I tried to draw inner strength from the quiet room and ease my worry over how I had reacted to Patrick. How many mothers kick their son out when they need their son’s strength? No wonder he was angry with me. He had just tried to help, but I couldn’t tell him about asking Edgy’s advice on guy hunting. I needed my son. I needed to scream that, but it stayed inside, locked away for Marley’s sake. 
 
      
 
    Road noise vibrated inside Marley’s coal-black Jeep Renegade as she covered the distance to Bev’s house quicker than Randal had in his quiet-riding Corvette. I had not realized how steep the gravel road was on the final climb to the Staffords’ log home. My feet jiggled with the jolt of the tires against the rough rocks and potholes. I held on with both hands tight against the seat cushion. 
 
    We entered the Stafford’s driveway under a roughhewn log arch. Up ahead, Bev was walking toward her home, arms swinging and legs pumping, clutching a handful of mail. She sidestepped and waved as we drove by. We parked near the garage to wait for her. 
 
    She wiped the back of her hand on her forehead. “It’s still too blamed hot. Hope it cools down soon.” She eyed me for a moment. “Was surprised at your call. Don’t get many visitors up here. Would you like a cup of coffee?” 
 
    Marley hung back, waiting to see what I wanted to do. 
 
    I spoke to Bev, “I need to pick your brain about Randal.” 
 
    Her sable eyes sparkled. “If this is going be a deep conversation, I’ll add a little brandy to the brew.” 
 
    “Sounds perfect,” I said and followed her inside. Marley walked tight behind me as if she might miss what Bev said next. We settled around her old chrome kitchen table. The relaxed comfort of the yeasty smells quieted us. There’s something about rising bread dough and waxed linoleum. It causes one to simply be at peace—and maybe ask for a slice of warm bread. She indicated we should sit and placed cups on the table in front of us. She splashed a bit of brandy in each cup, filled them with rich brew, and added a touch of cream. 
 
    “So, what do you want to know about Randal you can’t ask him?” Bev slipped onto a chair and cradled her cup with her palms. “I thought you were good friends.” 
 
    “We are. He told me about growing up here, and I wondered if you knew him back then.” 
 
    “We rode the same school bus. He was older, but I knew him.” She sipped her coffee, peering at us over the rim of her cup. The look on her face didn’t quite match her pleasant tone. After putting the cup down, she finger-dried her lower lip. “Why on earth are you asking about his childhood?” The shaky tone of her words sounded as if she was a little more than puzzled. 
 
    Not knowing exactly what I hoped to learn from Bev, I stalled. Finally, to fill the quiet, I said, “I’m sure you heard about Randal hitting a moose up the road from here after card club.” 
 
    “Hard not to know about that. It was the talk around the mailboxes for a while. Why did you guys go farther up Star Meadow after playing cards?” 
 
    So, Bev also had questions. 
 
    I carefully chose my answer, “He wanted to see how the van he was test-driving would hold up in the mountains, and he was bringing a gift to his sister. We wrecked before we got to her place.” 
 
    “She’s farther up the road near Gramps Smith. Randal worked for him after high school. Even stayed with them.” 
 
    “Gramps have a first name?” 
 
    Bev frowned thoughtfully. “He was just Gramps. Dead a long time. His two sons own the spread now, and their boys work the timber. Hard to make ends meet doing that.” 
 
    She had clearly avoided identifying the grandpa. I blew on my coffee and then sipped it. My eyes never left her face. “One of the grandsons,” I finally said, “helped me the night of the moose wreck. Nice young man. Drove a brown pickup with a mismatched fender.” 
 
    A shadow crossed Bev’s face as if she sensed a need to be careful. She glanced at a wall clock. “I hate to say this because it’s such a nice visit, but I’ve got an appointment in town and need to leave soon.” 
 
    “We’ll get out of your hair.” I rose, then looked down at her. “I just want to thank the young man.” 
 
    “He’s one of the Smith boys. Goes by the name of Skip.” Her protective shield was still up when she stood and walked toward the door. “It’s been nice to have visitors, but I must be in town soon.” 
 
    I had never before felt dismissed at Bev’s house. I did now. 
 
    Inside Marley’s Jeep, I snapped the seatbelt as she fired up the engine. She backed around. We bounced down the driveway and out onto the narrow gravel lane leading to the paved road. Both of us were lost in thought until Marley eyeballed me. 
 
    “Skip Smith? Have you ever heard of a name like that?” The Jeep hit a bump. Her attention zeroed back to the road as she gripped the steering wheel. The Jeep absorbed the hit to the tires and kept on running. We burst out laughing, releasing the tension we had experienced inside Bev’s home. 
 
    At the bottom of the gravel road, she stopped and looked both ways. “Right or left?” 
 
    “Take a right. I want to go farther up.” 
 
    “We’re not going up there and talk to someone we don’t know.” 
 
    “Of course not. I want to show you the spot we hit the moose.” I didn’t care if she saw it or not. I just wanted to keep going all the way until we came to Highway 93 somewhere near the railroad siding at Trego. Maybe along the way I’d find the Smiths’ spread. Any piece of information might help. 
 
    I kept watch out the window for the place where we’d hit the moose but never recognized it. Both sides of the road were thick with saplings and brush, tall grasses, and towering trees. It all looked the same as we climbed steadily upward. 
 
    At a fork in the road, Marley stopped. “You want to stay on Star Meadow or go up that washboard Forest Service road?” She grimaced. 
 
    “I’m not ready to go back yet. Let’s take it for a couple of miles.” 
 
    Dust from the gravel road spiraled up behind us as the Jeep held tight to the rough grade. We had covered a couple of miles when Marley glanced over at me. “I really don’t like driving on this. Let’s turn around and go home.” 
 
    A pickup was parked up ahead. I peered at it, making sure. “Look!” I pointed. 
 
    Marley jumped in her seat and had to steady the rocking of the tires. “What?” Her voice cracked with impatience.  
 
    I waggled my finger, pointing at a pickup partially hidden on a curve with brush near the road, making visibility hard. “Over there. Looks like Skip Smith’s brown pickup!” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Pull over.” 
 
    Marley parked on a small turnout on the right and peered across the road at the truck. “Looks like he has a passenger, and I think there’s a rifle in the gun rack on the rear window.” 
 
    “That’s pretty normal up here.” 
 
    Skip got out of his truck and crossed over to us. Marley lowered her window, but he ignored it and walked around to the passenger side. I lowered my window. 
 
    “Hello, Mrs. Cooper. Bev called and said you were on the way up.” 
 
    So, she’d watched us turn at the bottom of her road. She must have run through the trees to see. The muscles in my neck and shoulders tightened as I looked up at him through the open window. 
 
    He leaned a forearm on the door and bent down to see inside. “We thought we’d save you some miles and meet you here.” 
 
    I swallowed. “Just wanted to talk with Randal’s sister. Be a shame not to after such a long drive.” 
 
    A smile curled the edges of his lips. “You happened up here on the wrong day. She’s in town. I’ll let her know you wanted to stop by.” 
 
    “Tell her I’m concerned about Randal. He doesn’t seem himself lately. It’s the stress with Nicole, I think.” 
 
    The rapid popping of jake brakes going downhill echoed through the forest. Up ahead, a loaded log truck rounded the curve and slowed down. The driver eased the heavy load between Skip’s Ford and Marley’s Jeep, barely missing them both. 
 
    When the dust had settled, Skip tapped the Jeep’s door at the window opening. “I better get going.” 
 
    Marley bent so she could look at him through the open window. “We’re turning around and heading back to town.” 
 
    He nodded. “That’s a good idea.” 
 
    “Oh, just a minute,” I said. “I met your uncle Vern and his grandson at our last card game. Say hi to them for me.” 
 
    He looked down at me, his expression blank. He finally said, “I’ll do that, Mrs. Cooper.” 
 
    Marley frowned at me, stiff-armed the gear into drive, and eased out to make a U-turn on the narrow road. As soon as she had straightened the Jeep, she said, none too gently, “That was a stupid thing to say.” 
 
    “Not if I wanted to see his reaction. Sometimes no reaction says more than words.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
   O regano, garlic, and parmesan enriched the two loaded plates of steaming pizza Marley carried into Mel’s office. “After such a bitch of a drive, I figured we needed comfort food.” She ignored my look of disapproval at her complaint and held the plate almost under my nose. 
 
    “I know the Forest Service roads are awful, but I have to learn what I can.” I carefully tried to avoid any spills on the computer’s keyboard as I seized a gooey, drooping slice and cautiously bit into the tongue-scorching tip. 
 
    Marley nodded, I get it. She plunked the plates on the desk and scrunched down in the chair I had used while Mel worked on spreadsheets for the lumber yard. Behind her, the shadow panels covering an open windowpane billowed with an increasing breeze. Fresh damp air scented with the threat of rain rushed inside. I shivered and rose to close the window. 
 
    “It feels good,” Marley said. “Unless you’re chilly.” 
 
    I sat back down and frowned at the computer screen. 
 
    “Are you having any luck with your list of killers?” Marley stuffed a big chunk of pizza into her mouth. 
 
    “I know you think lists are silly, but you weren’t the one Arlen Renny was grilling with his fake manner. Between him and Theo Wood, I’m guilty of homicide, and they aim to prove it.” 
 
    Marley bit into the slice again and wiped her chin with her palm. “Bruce was with you,” she said quickly, trying not to choke on her big bite of hot pizza. 
 
    “I taught you not to talk with a mouthful, and, believe me, Detective Langnecker suspects your mother is a murderer.” 
 
    “I do lots of things you taught me not to do, and I’m sure Bruce is on our side. He is just trying to put the pieces together and figure out who really pushed Edgy.” Her eyes almost crossed as she stared at me waiting for a response. 
 
    “He might think of you as a friend, but not me.” Before she could deny my point, I added, “I do have to admit, he’s seems more willing to listen to what I have to say.” When she didn’t comment, I added, “We’re not getting anywhere with the list.” 
 
    Marley slumped even more, apparently relieved I had finally acknowledged that Bruce might not prejudge like Theo Wood always did. “It’s so unbelievably stupid for anyone to think you’d hurt Edgy.” 
 
    “You’re right about that.” I turned to the computer screen. “Randal’s name is at the top of the first page.” 
 
    “Is there anything on this list you can prove beyond a reasonable doubt?” 
 
    I scanned the screen again, “Not one single solitary thing.” 
 
    “Delete it.” 
 
    I highlighted Sold drugs to Edgy. Got the drugs from Skip Smith. Shows up in the backyard unannounced. Acts guilty and is too friendly. Then I hit the delete button. Randal’s suspected crimes were wiped clean. 
 
    “Any keepers left?” Marley asked. 
 
    “Nope.” I turned away from the computer. “Have I been imagining things?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. It’s just hard to prove criminal behavior. Better add them back. Maybe something will show up.” 
 
    Over my reading glasses, I gave her the look Mel had hated, moved the cursor to undo, and clicked the mouse. I rested my hands by the keyboard.  
 
    She grinned. “Who’s next?” 
 
    “Sid Nelson. I can prove he threw a pool ball and it hit Edgy, but I can’t prove he did it on purpose.” 
 
    “I can’t see any way to check him out. We watched him get on a plane to Dallas. How would we find him in that sprawling city? He’s a dead end. Delete him.” 
 
    I hesitated to push the delete key. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Marley said. “The police have the info from that night, and we gave them the flight number. Surely they’ll investigate him.” She curled a leg under herself and grabbed the rest of her pizza. “But, they need a big push. I’ll talk to Bruce and put a bug in his ear. Who else?” 
 
    I left Sid on the list. “Let’s go back to Randal for a minute. The night we hit the moose, he said he wanted to drive up to his sister’s place and give her a gift. But there hadn’t been a package in the van. I can vouch for that because I sat in the back staring at nothing for hours.” 
 
    “How would that prove he killed Edgy?” 
 
    I eyed Marley. “The drug connection. By the way, you’re worse than Theo Wood and Arlen Renny combined.” Her quick laughter was such a relief that I grinned back at her. “Let’s talk about Lester. I can prove his spying and arguments, but the cops already know about him.” I leaned back in the office chair. “This list was defeated before we started. How do I prove my innocence?” 
 
    Marley pressed her lips together in a slight grimace. 
 
    “What?” I asked. “Please just say what you’re thinking.” 
 
    “There’s one more name to add to your list.” 
 
    I frowned. “Who?” 
 
    “Dean.” 
 
    It took a fraction of a moment for the name to sink in. “I can’t believe you said that.” 
 
    “I love Ruth as Edgy’s daughter, but I’m not sure about her uncle. He’s too cool and thinks he’s God’s gift to womankind. And he goes overboard protecting Ruth. That’s a good motive. Plus, he was there, and you only have his word that Randal and this Skip guy were in the parking lot of Millie’s. You didn’t actually see them. Dean could’ve done it. He had means, motive, and opportunity.” She checked the words off on her fingers. 
 
    I leaned back in my chair, trying to see her side of what could turn into an argument. It didn’t make sense that Marley would think of him in such an unkind way. “What you described doesn’t make him guilty.” 
 
    “Why are you defending him?” 
 
    “I don’t think I am. Just surprised you think he could’ve pushed Edgy.” 
 
    “Put down his name.” 
 
    A sudden clap of thunder boomed. I jumped. Marley fumbled her pizza slice. She managed to balance it before it fell. 
 
     “That was loud!” She jumped up and ran to the window. “It’s really blowing.” 
 
    I joined her at the window. “We could get hail. It’s been hot enough.” 
 
    “Unplug the computer. Let’s go watch from the window seat like we used to when I was little.” 
 
    I grabbed a fleece throw from the couch, and we cuddled up in front of the big bay windows for a view on all three sides. Wind thrashed the limbs of the maples to the north and slapped around the sturdy branches of the blue spruce to the east. 
 
    My thoughts dwelled on Marley’s suggestion about adding Dean to the list of suspects. I couldn’t let it go, knowing deep down that my reaction to him was the same as hers—skeptical—but I still couldn’t figure out why. 
 
    Pieces of green leaves ripped from the maples, flew through the air, and gathered against the neighbors’ fence. Rain pelted down, then turned to hailstones bouncing off the sidewalk and street. Even in the midst of this noisy, rollicking storm, Dean’s actions since we’d met tossed around in my thoughts. 
 
    “Remember when Dean and I went to talk to Detective Langnecker?” 
 
    Marley blinked. “What does that have to do with anything?” 
 
    “After we talked to him, I was dismissed, but Dean stayed to look at mug shots. I don’t think a guilty person would do that,” I said, loud enough to carry over another clap of thunder. “Why would he?” 
 
    “I have no idea why.” Marley reached over and clasped my hand. 
 
    Lightning flashed. A bolt of pure electricity snaked around the blue spruce. Ker-bang! The tree exploded. We jumped up and quickly stepped back from the window panes as branches flew through the air, hitting the house. Hail dumped harder, its noise deafening. 
 
    Another flash of lightning. I squinted, trying to peer through the deluge of hail. “Look, Marley. Something’s on the ground by the tree.” 
 
    “Can’t be.” She leaned closer to the pane. “I can’t see through the hail.” 
 
    “Something’s on the ground by that limb.” I strained to see. “I think it’s a person.” 
 
    Marley dashed for the door and sailed out into the storm. I hotfooted it after her into a swirling mess of wind-shredded maple leaves. Hailstones stung my face. I ducked my head and sprinted toward the tree branch. 
 
    Marley dropped to the ground beside a man lying face down in the grass and covered with hailstones.  
 
    She placed her fingers on his neck. “No pulse! Call nine-one-one!” She shoved him onto his back, power punched his chest, and straddled him. She pushed down hard with her palms, let up, and pushed again. “Call now. Now!” 
 
    I dashed back to the house, slid on the wet porch, grabbed the door handle for balance, and made it inside without falling. I rushed to the landline phone and snatched it up. No dial tone. I quickly looked for my cell. Desk. I ran for the office. The phone was partially under a piece of typing paper by the keyboard. I wiped rain from my hands on my wet pant legs, tapped 9-1-1, and waited two rings. 
 
    “This is the operator. What’s your emergency?” 
 
    “Man struck by lightning. My daughter is doing CPR.” I recited my address. “Hurry.” My teeth chattered from the icy hail. Red blotches appeared where the icy stones had stung my arms. 
 
    “Try and stay calm,” the operator said. “Responders will be there quickly.” The voice sounded familiar and, of all things, tears ran from my eyes. I couldn’t contain a sob. 
 
    “Are you standing or sitting?” 
 
    “Standing.” 
 
    “Sit down and take a deep breath.” 
 
    I immediately sat down in Mel’s office chair to control my adrenaline rush. 
 
    “Are you calmer?” the voice asked.  
 
    “Yes.” And I was. Her unruffled voice and the comfort of Mel’s old chair helped. 
 
    “You’re Corinne Cooper? Right?” 
 
    “How did you know?” 
 
    “The computer screen tells me, but I recognized your voice. I took the call when the woman fell down the hill.” 
 
    “I thought you sounded familiar.” 
 
    “You’ll have help in a few minutes. Will it be okay if I take other calls while you wait? This storm has us hopping like mad.” After my consent, she disconnected. 
 
    My hand lingered for a quick brush on the arm of Mel’s chair before I rushed outside. The hail had stopped, but the rain still poured down as I hurried over to Marley. “They’ll be here in a few minutes.” 
 
    She didn’t answer, and I backed off, not wanting to break her concentration on counting and pushing. Her hair hung in drenched strands, her strong arms glistening as she pumped. Her soaked shirt stuck to her skin. She needed to be wrapped in a warm blanket, but I didn’t dare weight her down with even a towel. 
 
    The man seemed familiar. I couldn’t see his face from my angle and was about move to see if I knew him when a fire truck screamed onto our block. I hurried to the sidewalk and flagged it down. Two men jumped from the truck, grabbed equipment, and ran across slippery hailstones, their yellow rain slickers flapping. 
 
    Marley yelled, “Can’t get a pulse.” 
 
    One of the men fell to his knees beside her. She pushed on the chest again, then rolled off, and he straddled the big abdomen. 
 
    I caught sight of the victim’s face. Lester Fitch? “That dirty bugger was in my trees again?” 
 
    No one reacted. It was as if I hadn’t spoken. 
 
    Marley sat on the ground, water running off her, steam rising from her head, leaning on her knees. She gulped for air. Her heart had to be racing. How could it not be? Her arms would be sore for days because of Lester and his snooping. I wanted to give him a swift kick. That’d wake him up. 
 
    One of the EMTs dropped down beside Marley. “I’m sorry, but he didn’t make it.” 
 
    Marley buried her face tighter into her knees. 
 
    For that one horrible moment, I didn’t care. I was furious with Lester. I clasped my hand against my mouth, glad more of my angry thoughts had not been voiced.  
 
    The EMT turned to me. “Mrs. Cooper, do you know who he is?” 
 
    I managed to say, somewhat calmly, “Lester Fitch. He lives on the next street over. Don’t know the house number, but he has a wife. I’ll show you where.” 
 
    “That’s not necessary. The city police will notify the next of kin.” 
 
    I barely nodded to indicate I’d heard him. 
 
    “Really, it’s okay. Take your daughter and go inside. If there are more questions, somebody will let you know.” 
 
    I helped Marley up, and we made it as far as the front porch when a voice called, “What happened?” Fred hurried up the sidewalk. 
 
    “It’s really you?” My knees almost buckled. He appeared thin and haggard but okay. “I’m so glad you’re back.” 
 
    He closed the distance. “Got home this afternoon. The storm hit when I went after some groceries.” He nodded his shaggy head toward the firetruck. “Who got hurt?” 
 
    “Lester Fitch. A bolt of lightning hit the spruce. He won’t spy anymore. We need to go inside and dry off. You want to come in? We have some leftover pizza.” 
 
    “Naw, I’m good. Just want to be in my home.” Fred hunkered deeper into his jacket and walked away. The rain was still falling but had calmed to a breezy drizzle. 
 
    “Bet that’s the first time he’s ever turned down pizza,” Marley said. She shook her head and stepped inside to hurry for the nearest blanket.  
 
    Wrapped in a warm comforter, I kept track of what was happening outside through the wavy panes of my old windows. The blurred and distorted scene of the covered body and rain-soaked men milling around appeared like a scene from a science fiction film. My rose bushes drooped from the beating rain. The hail had flattened my bedding plants. Dead twigs, broken branches, maple leaves, and scraps from the lightning-blasted tree were scattered everywhere. My yard looked like a war zone, complete with a dead body in it.  
 
     Finally, a white car marked Sheriff wavered through the rain-streaked glass. It parked near the fire truck. 
 
    Metcalf slid out and limped to Lester lying dead on the saturated ground. The sheriff squatted down and lifted the tarp to examine the body, then rose and took a long time studying the damaged tree. A jagged spear of the trunk sticking maybe ten feet high was all that remained. Bark, limbs, and chunks of wood were scattered across the yard, some pieces blown as far as the potting shed. 
 
    Lester’s body was finally loaded onto a stretcher and wheeled away. The fire truck left my yard and the Sheriff climbed the steps of the covered enclosed front porch. I opened the door before he knocked and joined him outside. 
 
    “Mrs. Cooper, I wanted to let you know Mr. Fitch’s body is being transported to the morgue for autopsy.” 
 
    “The lightning hit the tree and blew up on him.” 
 
    “The medical examiner will provide the official cause of death. You’ll need it for insurance purposes.” 
 
     That didn’t make sense to me. “I’m not responsible for his death.” 
 
    “No, but it happened on your property, and, in this day and age, don’t be surprised if you get sued.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
   T wo days after Lester died under my tree, a couple of uniformed officers finally took down the yellow crime scene tape. On the third day, a tree service removed the scarred and jagged tree trunk. They also cleaned up the limbs and chunks of wood, leaving a mound of sawdust behind. The place where the spruce had thrived seemed so barren now, but I didn’t know whether I wanted to replace it or fill in the spot with lawn. Neither seemed right. 
 
     What really pestered me was the vision of Lester lying flat on his back and Marley pumping his chest in an attempt to save his life. The image wouldn’t leave me alone. A forewarning of more to come? I tensed with an apprehension I couldn’t shake.  
 
    On the fourth day, I had barely finished swiping all the spruce needles off the picnic tabletop when the sound of a car door closing in the front of my house carried to the back patio. Then another door slammed. I set the bucket of sudsy water down and walked around to see what was going on. 
 
    A tan sedan was parked in my driveway, and a black SUV was parallel to the sidewalk in front of my house. Detective Langnecker made it up the porch steps before he saw me. He grinned. “Morning, Mrs. Cooper.” 
 
    I didn’t return his smile. “I’m assuming you’re here to ask more questions.” Then I noticed Theo Wood in the shade of the porch near the door like he was lying in wait to ambush me. It’d take more than that to trick me. 
 
    That repulsive detective had the nerve to ask, “May we come inside?” 
 
    No way in hell was I going to invite him into my home. I faced him straight on. “Just ask what you want right here.” 
 
    Theo Wood smirked. “We have a little surprise for you, and it’d be better for you to be sitting down.” 
 
    He’d do anything to get inside my house and snoop around. Over my dead body. Besides, Mel would pitch a fit in heaven. 
 
    Detective Langnecker spoke up, “Let’s make this easy and use the table on the back patio.” 
 
    Without a choice, I led the way past dead twigs, torn leaves, and pitchy pine cones left from the lightning strike. 
 
    “The storm really did a number on your yard,” Detective Langnecker said. 
 
    I didn’t respond. I just couldn’t pretend it was okay to have Theo Wood on my property. At the table, I chose to sit with my back to the sun—let Theo squint or duck his head in the glare. I curled my hands together in my lap to help keep control, knowing he would stretch one wrong answer into more and more questions. I met his eyes as the two detectives settled and sat quietly for a moment.  
 
    Theo jumped into the silence. “There’s been an update on the cause of death of the man killed on your property.” 
 
    Langnecker frowned at Theo. 
 
    Theo shrugged back and said, “The commander wants me to ask about what Mrs. Cooper saw of the incident. That’s all.” He turned his attention to me. “Results from the autopsy on Lester Fitch says he was dead before the lightning hit the tree.” 
 
    Langnecker quickly stood and said to Theo, “We need a word right now.” 
 
    Theo looked at me and then back at Langnecker. He slowly rose and followed, and they disappeared around the side of the house. I caught a few angry words but not enough to know what was being said. In a few moments, I heard a car door slam and the motor revving. 
 
    A moment later, Langnecker calmly strolled back to the patio and sat down. “Mrs. Cooper, we normally don’t discuss the findings in a case when interviewing folks for facts that might bring to light what happened. But I will tell you Mr. Fitch did not die of natural causes or from the lightning strike.” 
 
     I couldn’t say a word. I had better find a lawyer, but who? 
 
    “Is Marley home?” he asked, as if to give me enough time to recover from what he had just said. 
 
    “She’s out for a run.” I noticed a flicker of disappointment cross his face and added, “Should be back any time.” 
 
    Langnecker placed his phone on the table. “May I record the rest of our conversation?” 
 
    “Of course.” I brushed away a few greenish-brown maple seedpods lying at the end of the table near my chair. One planted itself upright into a crack and jabbed my finger. I yanked my hand back. No blood. I picked at the seedpod, pulled it out, and flipped it away. It took a nosedive and dropped into the grass between my feet, planting itself. 
 
    He chuckled. “Mrs. Cooper, don’t worry so.” 
 
    “I did not push Edgy, and I don’t know what happened to Lester.” 
 
    He glanced down to where the seedpod had dropped, then said, “How long do you think it’ll take that maple to root?” 
 
    I shrugged. “A long time.” 
 
    “That’s how it is with some criminal investigations. We gather the facts and turn them over to the county attorney’s office, and they decide whether or not to proceed. It takes time, but I have listened to you and will put that in my report.” 
 
    Those were the most words he had strung together since we’d met. I studied his face, trying to see if he was smarting off or sincere. Hard to tell, but maybe he was beginning to believe me. 
 
     He retrieved a notebook from a jacket pocket and flipped through the pages, skimming his notes. 
 
    With each flip, I told myself to calm down, to think straight and not blow up. Was he delaying to put more pressure on me? I finally got a handle on my anger and simply said, “Just ask me what you want to know. I’ll answer the best I can.” 
 
    He paused for a moment, then slipped the notebook back into his pocket. “What were you doing when the storm hit?” 
 
    “Marley and I were in the office, eating pizza and making a list to help figure out who might’ve pushed Edgy. A crash of thunder blasted right above the house. We jumped and ran to the windows to watch the wind and lightning like we used to. She loved the storms, but Patrick hated them.” 
 
    “Is he at home?” 
 
    “He had to get back to work.” I rubbed my knee and stretched it. “It was a good thing he left before the wind and hail hit.” 
 
    “I’ll call him later. For now, I need to know the exact order of what you saw. Can you walk me through it?” 
 
    “After you tell me why you want to talk to Patrick. He wasn’t even here.” 
 
    “Standard procedure,” he explained as if he was talking to a distraught mother who shouldn’t be concerned. “I visit with any and all possible witnesses or anyone who might have knowledge of what happened.” 
 
    Totally dissatisfied with his answer, I bit back my irritation, figuring he might leave my son alone after I explained what had happened. I took a deep breath. “Marley and I were snuggled up on the window seat watching for the next flash of lightning. Crashes of thunder always excite her. She says it’s angels playing drums, and I like to think she’s right about that.” 
 
    Mister all-business detective rubbed his chin to control a smile. 
 
    “The wind picked up,” I added quickly, not giving him a chance to say anything I wouldn’t like. “The willow branches whipped, sending fronds dashing across the yard. Then, in a breath taking moment, a bolt of lightning snaked around the spruce. It exploded like dynamite, sending pieces of tree everywhere. We ducked as some hit the house. It happened very fast and ended as quickly. When I dared to look again, I spotted something on the ground. Marley ran out into the storm, and I followed her. She dropped beside a man and quickly checked for a pulse. She yelled at me to call nine-one-one and slammed her fist into his chest and began CPR. The rest you know.” 
 
    The detective turned off his phone. “Off the record, I’d like you to try and dig deeper to see if you can recall anything else.” 
 
    What did he expect? “How?” 
 
    “Please close your eyes and let the scene run through your mind. Tell me what you see.” 
 
    I sat very still, eyes closed. “It’s storm-darkened and raining hard. Then it starts to hail. The only thing I can make out is the trees whipping in the wind. A streaking bolt of pure energy snakes around the tree like liquid electricity and explodes.” My eyes flew open. I looked at Bruce. “I saw a hint of someone running from the alley toward the tree.” 
 
    “Did you hear anything?” 
 
    “Wind, rain, thunder.” 
 
    “You may have witnessed Mr. Fitch getting shot.” 
 
    “Shot! No. Not in my yard. I didn’t see anything like that.” 
 
    “The lightning bolt held your focus. But now you have remembered seeing someone. Do you recall anything in the alley?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    The slaps of Marley’s running shoes drew our attention before she was halfway to the patio. “You two look way too serious,” she said when she was close enough not to have to yell. 
 
    “Your mother is trying to piece together what happened during the storm.” 
 
    Marley held her hands up in a stop motion. “Three heads are better than two.” She hurried the last few steps, looking happy as can be. My daughter just didn’t get he was searching for evidence against me. She settled in the chair facing us. “What did I miss?” 
 
    “I just remembered seeing someone running.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “When the lightning hit the tree. Remember how it lit up the whole yard?” 
 
    Marley peered at me, then dead set her attention on Detective Langnecker. 
 
    His expression returned to solemn. “We’re just in the prelim investigation, so I have no info I can tell you. The exception is that Lester did not die from natural causes or parts of the tree hitting him. I just told your mother he was shot in the back.” 
 
    “You’re telling me I gave CPR to a man with some kind of a wound that I couldn’t see? That I might have killed him?” 
 
    I almost felt sorry for the detective. Marley’s disgust is hard to handle, and she was about to unload. She jumped up and strode away, fists clenched and breathing deeply. Finally, she walked back to us and stared down at Langnecker. “Did Mom tell you she made me drive up a Forest Service road to find drug dealers? The people you should be looking for?” 
 
    He looked from one to the other of us. 
 
    Marley added, “She even talked to the woman she and Randal have been playing pinochle with for years. Her name is Bev Stafford. She seemed friendly enough and even served us coffee. Then Mom asked about some of the family living up there and Bev turned from a sweet woman into a downright mean bitch. Rude as hell and just wanted us gone. Crazy damned thing to do unless she’s involved with the dealers.” 
 
    “I’ll need the Staffords’ address.” As I recited it, he scrabbled in his notepad. “Okay, now tell me about Randal. Start with his last name.” He fixed his serious stare on me. 
 
     “Thornton. I’ve known him a long time. Always liked him. Mel and I used to go with him and his wife to pinochle club. That’s where we first met. Been friends ever since. Then Mel passed and Randal’s wife became homebound due to health issues. Both Randal and I enjoyed card club, so we continued to go. In the summer months, we’d drive up to Bev’s on Star Meadow Road. The trip into the mountains seemed like an adventure to both of us.” 
 
    “Where does Randal work?” 
 
    “He’s been retired for a number of years but used to own a gift shop, and I think he sold insurance at one time, too. Don’t know much about him other than we played cards together twice a month. And his wife is ill.” 
 
    Marley frowned thoughtfully. “Where does he live?” 
 
    “Owns a big house in the lower valley.” 
 
    She leaned back and closed her eyes. I almost heard her adding figures. Her lids popped open, and the look in her eyes sizzled. “How the hell could he make enough money to own a Corvette and a big fancy house on a tourist-trap business and selling insurance? And have a sick wife with medical expenses?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t know. He seems wealthy, but it never came up. Why should it? We’re just card-playing buddies.” 
 
    The detective wrote a few things down and finally joined the conversation. “I’ll do a background check.” 
 
    Why would he be telling us what he was going to check out? He seemed so relaxed, almost like family. I was appalled at my thinking that. He was the detective who suspected I could kill someone. My daughter had better think again if she believed I’d grow to like him. 
 
    Marley’s cell phone rang. She dug it out of the V-neck in her stretchy running shirt. How anyone could go jogging with a phone in their bra was beyond me. 
 
    She checked caller ID. “It’s Ruth.” 
 
    Bruce and I listened to her talk—couldn’t help it. 
 
    She noticed our eyes on her. She got up, turned her back to us, and walked to the side of the house out of earshot. 
 
    I had to laugh a little. “It’s uncomfortable to be stared at when you’re talking on the phone.” I met Langnecker’s eyes full on. “That’s how I feel when you ask me questions, knowing you’re trying to figure out if I killed Edgy and now Lester. How can I make you understand I didn’t have anything to do with their deaths?” 
 
    “I’m not your enemy, Mrs. Cooper. I’m just trying to piece together what happened. You were at both death scenes, which makes you a witness. I need to know what the witness saw. That info could prove your innocence quicker than anything.” 
 
    “I’ve told you everything I know.” 
 
    “You think so, but I’ve learned something new at each visit. This time, I heard about a family up in the mountains who allegedly deals in drugs. That’s important. I also learned someone else was on scene when Mr. Fitch died. Things have a way of adding up.” He paused, studying me for a moment. “Promise not to go back into the mountains while we’re investigating.” 
 
    Marley ended the call and wandered back to us. She plopped down in the chair. Tears watered her eyes. 
 
    I demanded, “What’s wrong?”  
 
    “Ruth’s Uncle Dean has taken off.” 
 
    I shook my head, trying to comprehend her words. What I didn’t show was the instant thrust of fear in my tightened chest. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Dean’s missing,” Marley repeated. “Ruth wanted to know if he was here.” 
 
    I couldn’t make sense of what she said. “Why would he be here?” 
 
    “Mom.” Her voice sounded sharp. “I don’t know. She told me he left town for a few days, and she hasn’t heard from him since. Ruth knows he likes you and thought he may have come to see you without telling her.” 
 
    I pressed my palm against my forehead. “He doesn’t like me. That makes no sense whatsoever. I haven’t heard word one from either Ruth or Dean since they left right after Edgy’s funeral.” 
 
    “You have his cell number, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Marley pointed at the door. “Get your phone and call him. Maybe he’ll answer for you. Ruth is beside herself. She said it’s just like the time he left to check out Edgy and she didn’t hear from him until after her mother had died.” 
 
    I glanced at Bruce. 
 
    “Make the call,” he said. 
 
    I hurried inside and grabbed my cell from the cupboard beside the sink. My fingers trembled as I awakened it. Dean’s number was under favorites for quick access. I paused, uncertain. What would it mean if he didn’t answer? So many sad things had happened. Could I bear learning about another one? 
 
    I tapped the green icon. 
 
    The phone rang six times, and then I got a message saying the mailbox was full. I went out to report to Marley and Bruce. “No answer and no room to leave a message. I sent a text telling him Ruth was worried and to contact her.” 
 
    Detective Langnecker zeroed in on Marley. “Before I go, I need you to close your eyes and picture the night of the storm.” 
 
    She shut her eyelids. The moment stretched, and then she opened them and looked dead center into Langnecker’s eyes. “I didn’t see anything I haven’t already told you.” 
 
    He nodded, then quickly rose and hurried toward the front yard. He raised his hand and waved as he disappeared. 
 
    I plopped down in a chair beside Marley. We sat quietly and let time run away. Some things were just too worrisome to discuss. They couldn’t blame me for Lester’s death, but had he been the target? 
 
    Marley broke the stagnant silence. “Mom, I’m worried that someone might’ve been after you instead of Lester.” 
 
    “I just had the same thought.” 
 
    She hopped up and hauled the lawn chair back to the patio. “We need to eat.” This was her way to get me inside the safety of the house. 
 
    Putting on a brave face, I followed her inside and opened the refrigerator. “Yogurt and salad?” 
 
    “Are you nuts? We’re going for burgers and greasy fries. I’m gonna worry about this only on a satisfied stomach.” 
 
    “Should we ask Fred if he wants to go?” 
 
    “Sure. He’ll want to know what’s going on.” 
 
    I tapped his number, and he answered on the first ring. “Marley and I are going for sandwiches. Want to come too?” 
 
    “I’ll be waiting on the sidewalk, but only if Marley is driving.” 
 
    “She is.” I bit back a word of sarcasm. 
 
    Actually, I was glad he was back to teasing me again. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
   I  lagged behind Fred and Marley as they entered a historic black-smithing building that had been converted into a pub. I was so busy gawking at the rough wooden exterior and beams that I tripped on an uneven piece of sidewalk and had to be quick to avoid falling. I opened the rustic double doors and stepped into the past. Once again, I felt like a four-year-old walking beside my grandpa into a room of smoke-darkened wooden planks and a set of bellows. I’d watched a broken horseshoe turn orange-hot in the coals and then be hammered into shape.  
 
    A sudden thought of using the blacksmith’s hammer against Theo Wood’s head stopped me cold. Vengeance didn’t run in my nature, and I wouldn’t allow his hate to turn me into a person I wasn’t.  
 
    I took time to recover by ambling along a bar that separated the customers from the cooking. Many interesting relics lined the shelves on the walls. When I finally settled at the antique table Marley had chosen for us, she frowned with impatience. “Did you count every nail in the bloody studs?” 
 
    Fred snorted. “And you, young lady, spent too much time with Edgy.” 
 
    Marley and I gaped at him. 
 
    “You sound just like her.” He preened his chin whiskers with his fingers as he gave her a gotcha grin. 
 
    Tears glistened in our eyes. To help save us from breaking down, I pointed to a collection of horseshoes hanging among the beams. “I remember coming here with my grandpa when he needed something welded or a horse shod.” 
 
    Marley also studied the horseshoes. “I wonder if any of those came from the horses at Grandpa’s farm.” 
 
    “Could be. It’s been a long time, but I remember the glowing coals and the hammering.” 
 
    The waitress approached with large, laminated menus. We ordered the special without looking at the list of designer sandwiches. No burgers or fries, which Marley frowned about. 
 
    Fred appeared less haggard; maybe he’d had a good long sleep. He leaned against the back of his chair and crossed his arms. “Will you two quit staring at me to see if I’ve fallen apart? Of course, I have. We all know Edgy kept me hopping. Without her, time weighs heavy like it did in ’Nam.” 
 
    Fred’s talking about his military service surprised me. “Edgy told me you had been in the war.” 
 
    He shrugged as if combat didn’t matter. “There’s nothing to say. I survived the madness of hurry up and wait. Kinda like now. I want to sell the house and get on with life, but it looks like that won’t happen any time soon. I just listed it, and the realtor already suggested a price reduction.” 
 
    “I understand your need to start fresh somewhere else,” I said. My bottom lip curled into a pout. “But the neighborhood won’t be the same without you.” 
 
    He winced when he twisted to resettle in the chair. The stress of losing Edgy had added to his seventy-two years. I understood the grief. I’d aged after the shock of holding her dead body. Not so much physically, but pieces of my joy had died with her. The sorrow would always be with me. People said the sadness would lessen—so far, they were wrong. 
 
    Fred’s lackluster eyes met mine. “I made peace with battling Edgy, much like I came to grips with the war.” 
 
    I was speechless. He’d compared living with Edgy to fighting a war. Surely, he meant her emotional upheaval and not any physical damage. I’d never seen a violent side in her and felt disgusted at myself for even thinking such a thing. I had to admit, though, she sometimes couldn’t see beyond herself, like when she had reacted to Lester Fitch at the church. She just couldn’t let it go and had to keep their argument going. I believe she did that to ease the never-ending loss she had suffered as a teenager and young adult. Her nephew’s death and her own baby stolen from her had left deep wounds. 
 
    Right now, I needed a break in the tension caused by Fred’s words. Without thinking. I blurted, “We just learned that the lightning didn’t cause Lester’s death.” I could have bit my tongue.  
 
    “An act of God, as far as I’m concerned.” Fred’s mouth tightened as if his opinion eliminated any other possibility. 
 
    “Actually, I’m not supposed to say anything, but you deserve to know. Lester had been shot in the back before the lightning struck the tree.” Fred had lost too much, and I couldn’t help trying to appease him. 
 
    Fred glowered. “No way. You two would’ve seen people shooting at each other.” He glanced from me to Marley and back again like he was checking to see if we were blind. 
 
    “We couldn’t see anything. The hail came down thick and hard. It was after the lightning hit the tree that we saw someone on the ground.” 
 
    “Who would’ve shot him?” 
 
    I shook my head. Marley shrugged almost to her ears. We were like children in denial. 
 
    A cheesy smirk spread across Fred’s face. “Serves the bastard right. A bolt of lightning was too easy for the likes of him. He deserved to suffer before the devil carted him off.” His smugness faded as he pulled his forearms off the table. The waitress placed a heaping plate of toasted French bread smothered with savory sliced beef and sautéed sweet onions in front of him.  
 
    Marley had quietly listened while I told Fred about Lester. Now, when her mouth was full of delicious bites of roasted meat and fresh bread, she said, “You two are quite a pair. Sounds like you’re glad he’s gone. You do realize I’m still sore from trying to keep him alive.” 
 
    Fred and I stared at each other, knowing we shared the same opinion of Lester. 
 
    Her statement dampened our snide remarks; we held them in check due to fear of saying the wrong thing. At least, that’s why I kept my mouth shut. We ate silently until Marley cleaned her stoneware plate with the blue striping and slurped the last of her frothy beer. She dropped her big, thirsty napkin onto her plate. 
 
    “I’m ready to go.” She left as Fred waved to the waitress for the bill. 
 
    He grinned at me, “Sorry I ruffled her feathers. Guess she figures I’m glad he’s dead. Between you and me, I’m tickled pink.” 
 
    “Me, too.” But I cringed at my thoughtless remark. “Fred, you know Marley’s been telling me and Edgy what’s right and what’s wrong since she was a kid. I guess you’re now going to take your wife’s share of any blame.”  
 
    My cell phone vibrated, and I swiped the screen. Dean. “Gotta answer this.” 
 
    Fred nodded. 
 
    I tapped to answer, rose, and walked out. “Ruth called and told us you were missing. Where are you?” 
 
    “Here in Kalispell,” Dean said. “I texted Ruth and told her not to worry. We have to talk. Meet me at the Walmart parking lot, last row. I’m driving my white truck.” 
 
    “I just finished lunch with Marley and Fred. We’re heading home now. I’ll be there as soon as I get my car.” 
 
    “I’ll wait.” 
 
      
 
    The parking lot at Walmart was packed, as usual. Dean had chosen well. Nobody would pay any attention to us here. I parked in the closest spot six cars away and hotfooted it over to his truck. A little nervous about seeing him again, I climbed inside. 
 
    “Better lock the door,” he said. 
 
    “You think someone is going to pull me out?” 
 
    He grinned. “Nice to see you, too.” 
 
    He looked good. How could he not with those golden-brown eyes surrounded by suntanned skin? For a moment, I just enjoyed looking at him, then asked, “So why the need for a clandestine meeting?” 
 
    “Because I wanted to talk with you alone.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be anywhere near when you explain to Marley why I’m sitting in a locked pickup in Walmart’s parking lot with a guy I’m not one bit sure of.” 
 
    “Getting more and more daring, aren’t you?” His lips curled as he tried not to laugh at me. 
 
    I reached for the door handle. 
 
    “I just like to tease a bit,” he said. “And you do, too.” 
 
    I smiled at him but remained silent, waiting for whatever he was avoiding. 
 
    “First off,” he said, “I didn’t tell Ruth where I was going for the same reason I didn’t tell her when I first came to the valley to check out her possible biological mother. She would’ve insisted on coming, and I didn’t want her to be hurt. It’s the same this time. You do know they talk on the phone most every day.” 
 
    “Who talks?” 
 
    “Patrick and Ruth.” He nodded slowly, relaying the sadness of it. 
 
    “I didn’t know.” 
 
    “She grieved for my sister and then her natural mother. That’s enough hurt for a while.” 
 
    “Why do you think Patrick will hurt her? It doesn’t make sense. He’d be glad to see her, only he isn’t here. He went home a few days ago.” 
 
    “Was he here when Lester was killed in your yard?” 
 
    “He left that morning.” 
 
    “So, you don’t know exactly where he was?” 
 
    I did not like the insinuation. “You can’t possibly think Patrick shot Lester!” 
 
    Dean reached over and patted my hand. “Didn’t mean to upset you. I’m just trying to make sure Ruth isn’t making a big mistake. She needs a steady man in her life, not a fiery-tempered one. Your son was mad as hell when he and Lester had their knockdown dragout fight. Remember how angry he got when Lester came into your yard at Edgy’s party and accused you of pushing her downhill?” 
 
    I pondered for a hard minute. “I don’t know which is worse—being accused of pushing Edgy or having you think Patrick shot Lester. I can’t believe you’re checking to see if my son is good enough for your niece.” 
 
    Dean chuckled. “You’re harder to talk to than my herd of mules.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you didn’t say cows.” 
 
    “Almost did.” His expression crinkled with laughter. 
 
    “Will you be serious? I have real problems. Theo Wood is doing his damnedest to prove I’m not only rotten to the core but guilty of Edgy’s murder.” 
 
    “Who is Theo Wood?” 
 
    “A detective with a grudge against Mel that he still carries. He’d love to see me behind bars.” 
 
    Dean frowned. “And Langnecker is going along with it?” 
 
    “He may not have a choice. He might be starting to believe me—but maybe not.” 
 
    Dean ran a finger along the smooth bottom of the steering wheel. “You didn’t, did you?” 
 
    I glared at him. “If you can even consider I pushed her, why are you here?” 
 
    “I don’t, I’m just thinking out loud.” 
 
    “Well, here’s a thought for you. Exactly how long have you been in town?” 
 
    “I wondered how long it’d take for you to try and figure out if I killed Lester.” 
 
    I could’ve smacked him. A brittle thought jabbed my suspicious, guarded mind. “Did you?” 
 
    “I did not,” he said, “and you know it or you wouldn’t be here in the truck with me.” 
 
    “And you, Dean Hyatt, wouldn’t be sitting in a parking lot with me if you thought I did.” Using his words back at him did my heart good. I reached for the door handle. “Go talk to Langnecker if you must, but then go home. Marley and I will handle what comes my way.” 
 
    Dean groaned as if I was bonkers. “Why would I want to talk with the detective?” He straightened up. “What did you tell him?” 
 
    I laid my hand on his arm and squeezed. His forearm felt rock hard under the plaid of his cotton shirt. “Nothing. I’m just trying to figure out who the killer is before they pin it on me.”  
 
    The natural creases in his forehead deepened with concern. “You can’t think like that.” 
 
    His distress showed me he actually understood. I almost liked him for sensing my worry. “Well, it’s true. I can tell from the looks I get and the unasked questions, like I’m being played into saying something incriminating.” I slid out of his truck, hating the shadow of doubt I felt about him. But it was there, and I couldn’t shake it.  
 
    Before I shut the door, he said, “I’m headed back to Colorado, but you should plan on seeing me again. I’ll call you.” 
 
    I didn’t answer, just turned to walk to my car. I glanced back at him. He tapped his forefinger to his brow in a salute and fired up his engine, revving the motor once as if to say Have it your way. He didn’t drive away until I was safely in my car. When I could no longer see his truck, I called Langnecker’s cell. As I waited, I massaged the back of my neck. The spot kept giving me fits. Didn’t actually hurt, just needed rubbing. I visualized Dean’s strong fingers working out the kink. 
 
    The detective answered before the phone went to message mode. 
 
    “Dean Hyatt is in town and has been for a day or two. I just met with him in the Walmart parking lot, and I think he is on his way to see you.” 
 
    “Why the phone call?” 
 
    “I figured you’d want to know, and because I’m unsure about him. Odd he is here again, and I don’t know when he arrived. Also, he always seems to have things to check out but never says where or what. Just plain odd.” 
 
    “Thank you for checking in.” Detective Langnecker hung up just like that. 
 
    I stared at the face of my phone and frowned. 
 
    My home echoed with hollowness as if I wasn’t even there. I ached at being alone. Marley must have gone an errand. I was well used to solitude, but she’d been here long enough to make me miss her when she wasn’t present in the house. 
 
    I crossed to the bay window. Rose buds on the bushes by the potting shed were blood crimson, the start of another blooming. They appeared tender, like a rebirth after the cool break, but surely the temperature would rise again. “Hurry up, rose blossoms, beat the last of the August heat,” I whispered, laughing at myself for being overly dramatic. 
 
    I had to admit my elevated senses came from seeing Dean again. I wished I could just be easy with him, but I always seemed to say or do the wrong things, acting like a sixty-eight-year-old teenager. 
 
    A motion by the backyard gate caught my attention. Randal Thornton sauntered into the yard and moseyed across the lawn toward the house. What the—? Last time I had seen him was at Edgy’s funeral, and he had marched out in a temper. He shouldn’t just show up without calling first. Why park in the alley like he had something to hide? 
 
    I opened the back door as he raised his hand to knock. “Oops, I could’ve knocked on your nose,” he laughed. 
 
    I laughed, too. My anger evaporated. I did miss the easy way we used to have with each other. 
 
    He stepped back. “I came to let you know that Nicole and I are leaving.” 
 
    “Where are you going? For how long?” 
 
    He looked me in the eyes. “Corinne, I care for you, and that’s the only reason I’m here. Do not go back up in those mountains. Stay away from Bev Stafford. Dangerous people live up there. Do you understand?” 
 
    “No, Randal. What are you talking about?” 
 
    “They won’t put up with you snooping into their business.” He turned and walked down the steps and started across the lawn. He turned back. “Trust me.” 
 
    “How can I, if I don’t know the why?” 
 
    He appeared to relent and stepped toward me but then thought better of it and halted as if he didn’t dare get too close. “I am an honorable man. Remember the night we got lost after card club?” 
 
    “How can I forget?” 
 
    “I didn’t really get us lost on a mountain I know like the back of my hand. I respected that you weren’t ready for a relationship. If I was a bad guy, we wouldn’t have gone home when you became afraid of your feelings.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say. 
 
    He pointed his finger at me. “I’m giving you a last warning. If you see Skip, Bev, or any of the others, you need to go immediately to the police. Understand?” 
 
    I couldn’t breathe but managed to nod. 
 
    He then added, “Me and the wife are in danger, so we’re leaving.” 
 
    “You think I should leave, too?” 
 
    “Didn’t say that. Just be safe.” The gate shut behind him. The red Corvette pulled away from my fence, and Randal was gone. My instincts told me I’d never see him again. Would I mourn like I did for Mel and Edgy? No, of course not, but it was still hard to lose a long time friend. 
 
    Behind me, Marley said, “What was that all about?” 
 
    I whirled to face her. “I just got a warning from Randal. He said Bev and Skip are dangerous. If we see them, we should go directly to the police.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
   I  counted off the last two days in August, flipped the calendar to September, and continued counting as I sat at the table with Marley. “It’s been over two weeks with no word about Lester’s murder. This sitting around waiting for bad things to happen is driving me crazy. You must really be sick of it.” 
 
    Marley’s teaspoon clinked against the side of the china teacup as she stirred, round and round. She kept her eyes focused on the greenish swirling liquid to avoid saying whatever was on her mind. I would have preferred some response, not this down-in-the-mouth attitude from my daughter. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking,” I said. “Randal’s warning about the Staffords has caused me nothing but worry. They haven’t shown up. He has to be way off base about them threatening us.” 
 
    Marley barely nodded. Even with such a slight movement, a few of her curls moved. The bouncy locks came from Mel, as did the hazel eyes—and the stubbornness. Her discouraged mood mirrored my own. 
 
    “I think you need to go back to work,” I said, meaning it despite the tug at my heart. “Why don’t you give your old job a call and see if you can get back on the schedule? I’m sure they’re short of nurses.” 
 
    Marley sat back and smiled like a cat in a cream bowl. “What brought that on?” she asked, searching my face. “Are you sure you’ll be all right on your own, or are you just acting brave?” 
 
    “I just hate seeing you hanging around, trying to kill time. You’re supposed to be saving the world one patient at a time.” 
 
    “Well, for once you’re wrong. I have an announcement and have been waiting for the right time to tell you. I’ve accepted a position at the big new emergency room on top of Medical Hill here in town, and I’ve rented an apartment in the old hospital over on Fifth Avenue.” 
 
    “In the building where I gave birth to you? Talk about full circle.” 
 
    “Oh, Mom, don’t be too sentimental. I’d like to live there. It’s a neat old building converted to nice remodeled apartment and condos. It’s nearby, and I do need to get back to work.” The expression in my daughter’s eyes made her seem hesitant yet ready for change. Her brow was smooth, a light touched her eyes, and a slight smile waited to spread into a big one. She’d given herself time to be sure of what she wanted. And apparently her marriage was over. 
 
     “You’ve made me very happy.” I pressed my hands on my chest above where my heart beats the strongest. 
 
    Her grin widened. “I hoped you’d like the idea.” She picked up her cup and gulped the tea, rushing as if time shouldn’t be wasted. “Sorry. Hate to lay this on you and run, but I have an appointment with HR at the hospital.” 
 
    I flapped my hands, shooing her away. “Go,” I said to her disappearing back. I leaned against the padded chair, relieved she had chosen to stay in the town where she had grown up. I needed that girl of mine nearby. 
 
    And her announcement that she was ready to go back to work also meant she thought no word from the cops had to be good news. Clearly, she felt it was safe to leave me alone long enough for a twelve-hour work shift. 
 
    The authorities handling the investigations into Edgy’s death and Lester’s murder were in charge, not us. And my paranoia after Randal’s warning had to cease. I would, however, continue to check the shadows in my yard to be on the safe side and also to answer the creepy feeling I sometimes got in my upper shoulders and neck. 
 
    The front door closed behind Marley. Her rush left a void of silence, and I wondered how to kill some time. My mood had lightened, and I wanted to keep it that way and not dwell in the hinterland of my mind. It didn’t take much for me to revert to picturing myself in the wasteland behind bars. There was just no way I could be imprisoned. I needed the outdoors and my rose gardens. 
 
    I checked out the window to see what I should be doing in the yard. Didn’t see anything that needed work in my own yard, but I knew Edgy’s dahlia patch should be checked. Fred would surely tend the flowers she used to carefully cultivate, but I had to make sure. 
 
    At the end of my front sidewalk, I waited for a gap in the passing cars to cross. A gray Tahoe pulled up to the curb. I turned to walk around it when the driver’s side door opened and Bev Stafford stepped out. 
 
    “Corinne, glad I caught you. Thought I’d repay your visit to my place. I have time for a cup of coffee if you have time to give me one. Enjoyed meeting your daughter. Is she home?” Bev’s words rattled along like she always spoke, fast and with no stopping for anyone else to say something. 
 
    I jumped into her flow of words. “She left for an interview but I expect her back shortly.” Randal’s warning rang in my ears, Don’t be alone with her. “Tell you what, I was just going to water Edgy’s flowers. Why don’t you walk along with me and we can visit over her pretty blossoms?” 
 
    Bev shifted onto her left hip and studied me for a moment, then nodded. “Where does this Edgy live? I’ve never heard a name like that before. Gotta be a shortened foreign name. Probably from middle Europe.”  
 
    I stepped into the boulevard. Bev kept right on talking as we hurried across the street. “I’m guessing Austrian. Did your friend ever say where she was from?” 
 
    “She was from northern England.” 
 
    Bev shuddered. “Was? Is she dead? Oh, my, is she the one I heard about in the news? Are we going to water a dead woman’s flowers? That’s too sad. Let’s go back to your house. I really need a cup of coffee or a drink of water.” She coughed a dry hack, stopping her never-ending stream of words. 
 
    My shoulders tightened. No way would I be alone with her in my house. “From the sounds of your cough, you do need some water. Fred will give us some.” 
 
    “You know this Fred well?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    Bev planted her feet in a wide stance in his driveway. “I won’t be doing this. We’re going back to your place.” She reached for my arm. 
 
    I stepped aside and pulled my phone from my hip pocket. 
 
    “Who are you callin’?” Bev demanded. 
 
    “Detective Langnecker. He’ll want to talk with you now you’ve shown up here demanding I do what you say.” 
 
    “Put the phone away.” Bev opened her purse and lifted the handle of a revolver just enough so I could see it. “I’m not messing around.” Her eyes meant every word. 
 
    “I’m not messing around either. Randal warned me to call the cops if you showed up.” 
 
    “He did?” Bev shook with fury. “I’ll kill the dirty bastard if I see him.” 
 
    Alert to her every movement, I stepped back from the violence surrounding her. “You can’t mean that. We’ve been coming to your house for years, playing cards and having fun. I thought we were friends.” 
 
    “You and your daughter meddled in my family’s business. I’m here to take care of it. You don’t want my men to pay you a visit.” 
 
    My cheeks burned, but I stepped toward Bev ready for whatever she wanted. The noise of Fred’s garage door rattling upward stopped me. He appeared in the opening. “Corinne, are you all right?” He trudged out onto the apron of cement, down the incline toward us, and stopped just short of standing beside me. He eyeballed Bev. “I think you better get along. Corinne and I are going to see the sheriff. I was just coming for her when you showed up.” 
 
    His lie sounded true even to me, and I calmed down a little with him having my back. 
 
    Bev stepped away but kept her frown directed at me. “You come into the woods again and you won’t like what you find.” She glowered at Fred. “You either.” 
 
    Fred reached over and took my trembling hand, and we stood side by side while she went back to her car, revved the engine, and drove slowly by us, scowling as if the devil controlled her soul. 
 
    “That’s one hateful woman,” Fred said as the Tahoe disappeared down the street. “Who the hell is she?” 
 
    I dropped Fred’s hand and hugged my shaking arms to my stomach. I choked down the bile, but adrenaline kept me keyed to high alert.  
 
    Fred said, “It’s okay now. Just tell me who she is.” 
 
    “Bev Stafford. She lives up Star Meadow Road. In the summer months, Randal and I have been driving to her place for card club. Have for years, like we used to with Mel and Randal’s Nicole. But I’ve just learned her family is into something bad.” 
 
    Fred scratched the side of his angular nose. “I’m guessing drugs.” 
 
    “I’m sure that’s right.” 
 
    “How does Randal fit into the picture?” 
 
    “He grew up in the area. Worked for the family. They’re loggers, and he operated a skidder before he enlisted in the Navy.” 
 
    “Randal still driving the red Corvette?” 
 
    The question surprised me. I just nodded. 
 
    Fred scowled. “You okay?” 
 
    “I am, but I’m going home to call the detective and tell him what just happened.” 
 
    “You got a gun at your place?” 
 
    “Rifle.” 
 
    “Keep it close.” Fred turned to wander back up his driveway. 
 
    I called after him, “Have you watered Edgy’s flowers?” 
 
    He glanced back at me. “Edgy’s flowers are none of your business, Corinne. Go home and leave me alone.” His broad back hunched as he lumbered into his garage. He stepped back out. “If any of those woodsmen show up at your place, you hightail it right down here. Then we’ll call the cops. If they follow you, they won’t know what hit them.” The garage door slowly creaked downward. He watched me the whole time. His head and shoulders disappeared, then his legs, and finally his feet as the door jerked a little when it hit the end of the track.  
 
    I stood stock still, watching longer than I should have, trying to figure out why he had switched from one extreme to another. Since Edgy’s funeral, he’d been acting strange, helpful and easygoing one minute, then telling me to mind my own business and stay away the next minute. That hurt. 
 
    I finally crossed the street and walked up the sidewalk to my place, but I peered back a few times and was sure Fred stood, looking through the dirty window pane on the side of his garage, watching me. 
 
    I wiped sweat from the back of my neck near the hairline and hurried inside to phone Detective Langnecker. As soon as I heard his voice, I told him about Bev Stafford confronting me and threatening me with a gun. 
 
    In ten minutes, he was knocking on the front door. As soon as he walked inside, I blurted, “I know you believe I pushed Edgy, but believe me, I think the Staffords are involved.” I walked him through every single thing I knew, from finding Edgy at the bottom of the hill to Lester’s murder to Theo’s vendetta. 
 
    When I finally ran down, he studied me long and hard. “What else?” he asked. 
 
    I simply looked at him. 
 
    “Mrs. Cooper, I feel you’re holding back, not telling every-thing. I’ll ask again, what more do you know?” 
 
    I would not, could not tell him about Edgy spending years in a mental institution and running over her nephew. I had vowed to protect her privacy and would. Fred needed to tell them, but, apparently, he had not. “I don’t know what more I can say to make you understand that I didn’t fight with my friend and push her down a hill.” 
 
    Langnecker rubbed his jaw and sighed. “Okay, I’ll run this by the commander and let you know.” He left as quickly as he had arrived. His leaving confirmed they didn’t have enough to charge me. 
 
    Did I actually feel a little relief for the first time? 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
   A  busy week sped by while we moved Marley into the old brick hospital that had been converted into condos and apartments. Somewhere along the line I tweaked a muscle in my upper back. It was still a painful reminder of carrying one end of old furniture stored in my garage plus the bed and dresser from an upstairs bedroom. 
 
    I clutched the Monday morning newspaper under my arm, balanced my first mug of coffee, and carefully settled onto the window seat. Ending up a little sore was a small price to pay to have Marley settled in her own place. I relaxed my back to a more comfortable angle and grinned from a secret pleasure. I wouldn’t tell her, but the real payoff came in my downsizing without having actually intended to do so. She had started twelve-hour shifts at the emergency room, and I’d probably miss her everyday nosiness about my business. But maybe not. 
 
    I glanced across the street at the corner view of Edgy’s house. I hadn’t seen anything of Fred since he had run Bev off and told me to leave him alone. The look on his scowling face still made me shiver. He was a big, crusty man, not to be messed with, and I sure didn’t want to set off his unpredictable temper. 
 
    I hadn’t checked on Edgy’s flowers, either, trusting Fred knew how to care for them. If he didn’t, I couldn’t change it. 
 
    After unfolding the newspaper, I held it toward the light to read the front page.  
 
    A photo in the center jumped out at me—a home engulfed in flames and smoke billowing from the roof. Firemen held a hose, and gushing water arced into the inferno. Trees filled the background of the picture. Headline read: Star Meadow Home Burns Sunday Afternoon. I read in horror that the house had been totally engulfed in flames by the time the fire crew had arrived. They fought to keep the fire from spreading to the surrounding forest and managed to hold the blaze in check. Neither Robert Stafford nor his wife had been at home when the fire started. Neighbors spotted the smoke and called it in. 
 
    I held my breath as I read Initial reports indicate arson. 
 
    My first instinct told me to phone Detective Langnecker and find out what had happened, but he wouldn’t tell me. I couldn’t call Marley at work, Fred was off limits, Randal gone. If I called Patrick, he would insist on coming home even though he needed to work. His job would only give him so much time off.  
 
    Living alone was the worst part of widowhood. People love you and are concerned, but when a shock happens, you’re on your own. I looked around my comfortable, lonely room, trying to deal with the fear rising inside my chest.  
 
    Who set Bev’s home on fire? Randal’s warning me to stay away had been right. But the poor woman had lost her home. It had been awful when our warehouse burned. However, none of our personal things had been lost, just stacks of lumber, bundles of molding, and piles of fence posts. Bev had lost pictures of her children and family heirlooms. Devastating. 
 
    I barely caught the ring tone from my cell. Where had I left it? I glanced around, and the sound came from the kitchen. I struggled up and hurried to find the phone on the counter by the bread box. 
 
    Detective Langnecker’s name showed on caller ID. I swiped to answer. 
 
    “Mrs. Cooper?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’ll be at your house in ten minutes.” 
 
    The call ended abruptly. He hadn’t given me a choice or told me why. How was that possible? I checked my wristwatch. Eight thirty. Good thing I was already dressed. I didn’t want to hear bad news from him in my housecoat. Suddenly chilly, I stared out the window at the spot where my beautiful spruce tree used to be. 
 
    The doorbell sounded at eight forty sharp. I answered just as promptly. I didn’t like the feel of this ordered visit. If he’d asked permission to come by, I wouldn’t have been so wary about what he wanted. 
 
    Before I could speak, Detective Langnecker said, “Mrs. Cooper, I’m sorry for the intrusion, but I wanted to be the one to talk with you. I also tried to reach Randal Thornton, but he didn’t answer. I know what’s been happening, and you won’t have to be questioned by someone else.” 
 
    He looked sincere, and I had the impression the someone else was Theo Wood. I liked Detective Langnecker one inch better than before. I said, “Randal stopped by a few days ago to tell me he was leaving.” 
 
    “Was that before or after Mrs. Stafford came to see you?” His tone sounded pushy. 
 
    That one inch of liking disappeared. “Before.” I couldn’t help adding, “She didn’t come to see me. She came to threaten me. I told you that.” My voice carried a hard tone I rarely use, like the one you’d save for someone treating you in a passive-aggressive way, like Detective Langnecker had just done. 
 
    “Yes, you did,” he said immediately, his way of conceding the point.  
 
    “I even told you about my visit up there.” 
 
    “I remember thinking there was more you didn’t tell. What else happened?” 
 
    I indicated the couch with my hand. “Please, let’s not stand here like we’re in a sparring match. Sit down, and I’ll tell you what I know.” 
 
    He situated himself at the end of the couch but didn’t lean against the pillow or appear to relax. 
 
    I sank into the chair across from him. “Skip Smith stopped Marley and me from going into the area where his family lives.” 
 
    His brow wrinkled. “Stopped you how?” 
 
    “He and another guy were waiting for us as we entered the Forest Service road. I recognized his truck, and we parked to speak to him. He got out and came to my side window. He told me his aunt and grandpa had gone to town. The implication was clear. We were not welcome. A good guess would be Bev called them right after we left her house.” 
 
    “But they didn’t actually threaten you?” 
 
    “Not in so many words. But Bev did when she showed me her handgun. The threat was absolutely clear.” 
 
    “Do you want to sign a complaint?” 
 
     “Don’t know what good that would do.” 
 
    Langnecker nodded. He accepted my decision without questions. 
 
    “Now,” I said, “I’d like to ask you a question. Why do the firefighters think someone intentionally set her house on fire?” 
 
    “They found signs of accelerant in at least four places inside the home. Whoever torched it made sure nothing was left. Do you know any more about the families?” 
 
    “Randal was mixed up with those people and was scared enough to run. That’s all I know.” 
 
    “Have you gone up there again?” 
 
    “No, why would I?” 
 
    Detective Langnecker didn’t answer. A puzzled look touched his eyes. He drew a deeper breath. “Mrs. Cooper, did you set the fire?” 
 
    I gasped. “Absolutely not. How can you even ask such a thing?” 
 
    “Had to ask for my report.” 
 
    “Why aren’t you taping this interview?” 
 
    “This is just a preliminary ask and  answer.” 
 
    “I did not push Edgy,” I said, strongly enough to get his attention. “You know Marley was with me when Lester was shot, and I sure as hell didn’t set Bev’s house on fire. It blows my mind that you think I could do any of those things.” I blinked a couple of times. “And I know Dean told you he thought Randal sold drugs to Edgy the night she died.”  
 
    The detective’s demeanor softened, but that didn’t calm my anger. “Are you going to arrest me?” I asked straight out, not one bit timid about hearing his answer. My justified anger strengthened me. 
 
    He shook his head. “I don’t have enough evidence, but if I were you, I’d get a lawyer. There’s a lot piling up against you, beginning with the death of Mrs. Brewster.” 
 
    That was Bruce talking, not the detective. “Who would you suggest?” 
 
    “Try Timothy Bassett.” 
 
    Earlier, Marley had left a message that she would stop by after work, and by the time she showed up, my anger at Bev and then Langnecker was still boiling in my thoughts, and I went off about Bev’s visit and the fear I now felt after Detective Langnecker’s visit. It wasn’t my finest hour. 
 
    She studied me. “That isn’t what’s really upsetting you. I think you’re mad at me. Bruce and I didn’t mean to fall for each other. But to reassure you, we’re keeping it very quiet until he finds out who really killed Edgy. We’d never want to bring harm to his job or to you. It’s hush-hush, okay?” 
 
    What could I say? 
 
    After she left, I tried to fight off an inconceivable thought. How much could I trust my daughter if she was involved with a man who thought I had killed my friend? No, I scolded myself. I knew better. Marley would never say or do anything to harm me. I couldn’t believe I had reached the point of mistrusting even my daughter. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
   T he receptionist at Bassett Law Offices said, “Mrs. Cooper, he’s ready for you.” When I hesitated, she pointed to the middle door of five offices. “Really, it’s okay.” 
 
    I rose from the soft leather chair and approached the door with Timothy P. Bassett burned by a child into a wooden plaque. No burnished metal for Mr. Bassett, just pride in a grandson who must be a Cub Scout. I smiled to myself as I tapped on the oak door. 
 
    A smallish man waved me inside. The top of his head came up to my eyebrows. The lids drooped above his liquid brown eyes, but the look in them shined with alert intelligence. I guessed his age as midway between sixty and seventy. With a sagging belly and droopy jowl, he played to his hangdog appearance and might have changed his last name to match it. But he exuded confidence, and I liked him at first sight. Here was the man I would trust with my future. Relief ran through me for the first time since Edgy had died. Marley had helped a lot, but this was different. This man could do what my daughter and I couldn’t. He was used to talking to the authorities.  
 
    Mr. Bassett indicated an overstuffed armchair with a nod. I obediently crossed to it while he sat down behind his polished oak desk in an ergonomic office chair. The back headrest showed a bit above his head. Without any small talk, he said, “Tell me your story.” Under hooded eyes, he studied me and focused on my words. 
 
    Should I be nervous? Probably. 
 
    I sized him up the same way he was studying me. “The catalyst for each and every mishap was Randal Thornton. He took a wrong turn on a mountain road in the Flathead National Forest, and we got lost.” Layer by layer, I unburdened the story, placing it in trust with Timothy P. Bassett. 
 
    When I ran out of words, he asked, “So how the hell did you let all this happen?” 
 
    A flush ran up my neck. “I did not let this happen.” 
 
    He shook his head and his jowls jiggled. He looked soft yet strong. This was a confident attorney who knew his calling. “So, why do you need a lawyer?” 
 
    “Detective Langnecker told me to get one. He says I’m under suspicion in Edgy’s death and maybe arson for the Stafford home.” 
 
    “What about Lester Fitch?” 
 
    “They can’t pin that on me. My daughter and I were watching the storm through the bay window and saw someone on the ground. We thought he died from a lightning strike. She even did CPR on him.” 
 
    “Any other witnesses to your whereabouts when he got shot besides your daughter?” 
 
    “No.” It had never occurred to me that Marley and I combined wouldn’t be believed. I clutched my hands tighter in my lap. 
 
    “Anything else I need to know?” 
 
    “It’s strange, but I sense someone’s watching me. Lester used to spy on Edgy and then me. I got angry and confronted him, but I was never really frightened of him. This is different. It’s more like someone is overseeing me and wants me to feel guilty or is setting me up. Does that sound crazy?” 
 
    “A little, but we have built-in mechanisms that forewarn.” He went silent, studying the ceiling, hands curled in his lap, one thumb rubbing the other. Then bam, he stood up. “Odd business this is. Okay, Mrs. Cooper, I’m taking your case. First priority is to learn who or what is spooking you. My investigator will quickly find out if someone is shadowing you.” 
 
    I rose from the chair and reached out to shake his hand. Our friendly touch of palms sealed the deal. I was in his care. 
 
    “Don’t talk to the cops again,” he said, “without me there. I’ll prepare a client agreement for you to sign, and a five-thousand-dollar retainer is required.” 
 
    “I’ll write you a check.” What would poor tightwad Mel think about some of his hard-earned money going to another lawyer? He’d pay it but wouldn’t like it any more than he’d liked paying one to represent him. 
 
    “My secretary will take care of you on your way out.” Mr. Bassett was already typing away on the computer when I closed the door behind me. 
 
      
 
    Later that afternoon, a man flagged me down while I was mowing. I let go of the mower lever, and the noisy motor died. 
 
    He said, “Didn’t mean to startle you, Mrs. Cooper. I’m Errol Ragnar, better known as Rags. I work as an investigator for Tim Bassett. I understand some creep is making you nervous. One of my jobs is to find out who, but my main job is to learn what happened to your friend Edwina Brewster.” 
 
    “I’ll need to see some ID.” 
 
    “Yes, um . . .” He eased his wallet from his hip pocket at the same time I pulled off my leather gloves. He handed me his private detective license. I studied it and then him. This scrawny man in baggy jeans, dirty Nikes, and a pulled-up hoody in spite of the heat seemed a strange choice for Tim Bassett’s go-to guy. 
 
    “Mr. Bassett said you’d stop by, but I expected a James Bond type.” 
 
    He cut a grin. “I look just like him.” 
 
    I shook his hand. “Glad to meet you, Rags. So, you’re going to find out who killed my friend and burned down the Stafford place?” 
 
    His friendly face changed to very serious. “That’s my mission. Also, Lester Fitch died on your property, and I aim to find out the who and the why. Bassett gave me orders, and I always try to please the guy who signs my paychecks.” 
 
    I took stock of the man. He appeared shrewd and keenly aware of everything around him. His eyes turned at every neighborhood noise. I heard a car start, but he heard it first. His head turned a fraction when a dog barked. He studied the potting shed like he was going to paint it. I told myself not to play pinochle against this guy.  
 
    “Mrs. Cooper, I just stopped by to introduce myself so if you see me snooping around I won’t take a bullet for it.” 
 
    “You really think I’d shoot you?” 
 
    “I do, and that’s a good thing. In a situation like this, you need to be tough. I’d say you have grit.” 
 
    I grinned at Rags. He was the first person in a long time to speak like my grandpa, who had told me time and again that I had plenty of spunk just like my grandma. I stood a little taller. 
 
     Rags did a quick scan of the yard. “Where was Fitch’s body found?” 
 
    I pointed toward the bare spot in the lawn. “That’s where the tree was. Lightning blew it to pieces. Lester was on the ground north of the bare spot. My daughter and I thought he’d been hit with lightning or a chunk of the tree.” 
 
    Rags wandered over to the spot and surveyed the lawn around it, even brushed the grass blades with his toe. He didn’t seem to find anything. It was reassuring that he was so thorough that he even checked the soil beneath the lawn. 
 
    His attention zeroed back on me. “Anything else going on that I need to know about?” 
 
    “I guess you should know that my daughter and I drove up to the Stafford home to learn more about Randal Thornton’s connection with them. I believe he sold Edgy drugs supplied by them. Then Bev Stafford came here with the pretense of having a cup of coffee, but she really wanted to threaten me not to say anything about their family business. She even showed me the handle of a gun in her purse as a warning.” 
 
    He rubbed his chin in a way that clearly conveyed that he wanted to tell me that going up to the Staffords’ had been a stupid thing to do. “That’s all I need for now. I’ll be in touch.” He left swiftly, leaving me with the feeling that someone was finally on my side. I should have taken Marley’s advice and talked to Mr. Bassett long before now. Somewhat at ease, I fired up the mower and finished the lawn as knots in my shoulders tightened. I didn’t stop but once to listen for anything unusual. I hadn’t realized just how uptight and wary I had become. 
 
      
 
    Around six that evening, I needed to do something, anything, besides wait for the hammer to fall. I went downstairs to the laundry room and turned on my old feel-good-rock tape. I set the iron to cotton temperature and picked up a shirt from the small pile of ironing on the utility table. I swayed with the beat of the song as I ran the iron over the fabric. 
 
    “Are you down there?” 
 
    I jumped liked I’d been shot. “Marley! You scared me to death,” I yelled back. “Come down here. I’m in the middle of ironing.” 
 
    Her footsteps slowly clomped downward. She crossed the room without saying a word, kicked off her work clogs, and flopped into an old recliner I had kept for no good reason. Her deep blue scrubs were spotted with who knows what, and she appeared frazzled, sleepy, and despondent. 
 
    “Tough day in the ER?” 
 
    “I want half of whatever you’re cooking for dinner.” 
 
    “Just frozen pizza, but I can toss a salad and give you a can of beer. There’s a fresh container of vanilla ice cream in the freezer and maybe a can of crushed pineapple in the pantry. Salted peanuts, too.” I tilted my head. “A little caramel on top?” 
 
    Marley grinned. “You just saved the day.” 
 
    “And you work too hard.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t have to if people would stop and think once in a while. Had a near-drowning victim today, couple of broken bones of a fallen rock climber, and the worst was a leg almost severed with a chainsaw. That’s just to name a few.” She sighed as if she’d survived a war. Then she looked closer at me. “You seem calmer than I’ve seen you in a while.” 
 
    “I finally did what you’ve been pestering me to do.” I ran the iron over a sleeve of my plaid shirt. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    I pressed the other sleeve. “Hired a lawyer. Mr. Timothy P. Bassett now has an investigator checking out Lester Fitch, the Smiths, and Randal. You were right. I do feel somewhat protected now.” I hung the shirt on a hanger, giving her time to absorb the fact that I had finally done what she’d been telling me to do. 
 
    She raised her hands and looked toward the ceiling. “Thank you.” She looked back at me. “I knew you’d feel better if someone was on your side besides Patrick and me. That’s what was good about Dad. He stood between us and any trouble we faced. I miss his butting into everything.” 
 
    I smiled at her as if she was still my feisty sixteen-year-old, fighting Mel’s overprotectiveness tooth and nail. “We all miss him in our own way. I’ve come to believe my missing your father led to the mess I’m in now.” 
 
    Marley sat up quickly, head cocked, listening. “What was that?” she whispered. 
 
    I tightened and whispered back, “What did you hear?”  
 
    “Sounded like the back door closing.” She jumped up and ran upstairs. I followed at her heels. The kitchen door was shut and the room was empty. 
 
    Marley hurried to the door. “It isn’t locked. I came in the front door and I relocked it.” 
 
    “I’m sure I locked it.” I peeked out the window and didn’t see anything moving, not even leaves in the trees. “Maybe you were hearing things.” 
 
    Marley zinged a disgusted look at me. “I heard something. Stay here.” She skimmed up to the bedrooms two stairs at a time. I kept watch standing on the bottom step, counting the doors Marley opened and then closed with a bang. One. Two. Three. Four. She reappeared at the top and shrugged. 
 
    “I don’t know what you heard,” I said. 
 
    She loped down the stairs. 
 
    “Will you quit running? Get a beer and sit down.” 
 
    “I swear something thudded.” She opened the refrigerator and pulled out a brown bottle of craft beer from a microbrewery.  
 
    “Old houses make noises, but I promise to be more vigilant and keep the doors locked.” I turned the oven knob to 425 degrees and got a pizza from the freezer. 
 
    Marley swigged the beer and wiped her mouth. “You know, Mom, I’m just beat. Can we cut the frozen pizza in half and I’ll cook it at home?” She blinked. “Is that even legal?” 
 
    I got out the cleaver and pressed the blade slowly through the frozen crust. 
 
    Marley stood beside me watching my every move. “What did the investigator do?” 
 
    “Goes by the name Rags. Don’t know why, but he rubbed the toe of his tennis shoe in the grass all around the bare spot where the tree used to be. He’s hyperaware of everything around him in a weird kind of way.” 
 
    “That’s strange.” 
 
    “Maybe so, but I liked him. He’s inquisitive and easy to talk to.” 
 
    Marley pressed her lips together to stop the laughter rising up. I could tell by the sparkle in her hazel eyes, casting blue from the color of her scrubs. “So, you were checking out the private investigator? Is he cute?” 
 
    “Will you be serious?” 
 
    “I hope you told him about us going up the Forest Service road and those loggers running us off.” 
 
    “Yes, I did. I also liked the lawyer. He seemed smart and caring. Pretty sure he’ll sniff out all the answers before he asks anything in court.” 
 
    “You make him sound doglike.” 
 
    “He fits his name or his name fits him. Can’t decide which. I know I’m talking silly, but it helps control my need to scream.” 
 
    “Why scream? You have help now.” 
 
    “Because I’m on a roller coaster of emotions. Mostly, I’m jumpy as hell. Being suspected of murder does that to a person.”  
 
     Marley grew quiet as she leaned a hip against the cupboard. After a long moment, she finally met my eyes. “I have news,” she said, as if the news might make me unhappy. 
 
    “Just tell me what’s on your mind.” 
 
    “Before I left work, I signed divorce papers online. Can you believe legal papers can be done like that? Electronic signatures. I signed my husband away without touching a pen or him. Helluva thing.” 
 
    “Sorry.” I wanted to hug her, but she would break down if I showed too much sympathy. For now, I’d let her build a wall around the hurt. Eventually, we’d tear it down together. 
 
    She shrugged bravely. “It’s over and done with. I’m driving to Great Falls to pick up my stuff. Would you come with me and drive my car back home? I’ll need to rent a truck or van to haul what I want to keep.” 
 
    “I think I’ll need permission to leave.” 
 
    “Oh, poo,” Marley said. “I’ll call Bruce and tell him we’re going on my next days off. I’ll probably need to rent a storage unit.” 
 
    “If you think your sad face is going to make me tell you to store your things here, it isn’t working.” 
 
    “I thought you loved stuff.” 
 
    “I do, but moving things to your apartment made me realize it’s good to let things go. Especially since I live with a hammer hanging over my head and it’s about to strike.” 
 
    Marley’s eyes widened. “Mom!” 
 
    “One minute I’m calm, the next my mind is whirling. I know I should feel better now that I have a lawyer and investigator, but I’m still paranoid. I can’t help it.” 
 
    She appeared to shrink deeper into herself as if she didn’t like what we were discussing. “Why would they arrest you when you haven’t done anything wrong?” 
 
    “You and I know that, but our esteemed commander of detectives doesn’t know it. I just hope they send Detective Langnecker when they come for me.” 
 
    “You’re morbid.” 
 
    “Everything I’ve told them has landed on suspicious ears. Something bad is about to happen.” 
 
    Marley rubbed between her tired eyes. “Very bad has already happened. Edgy is gone, Lester is gone, Fred is moving, your friend Randal left. You’ve lost a lot in just over a month. No wonder you’re nervous. Our trip to Great Falls will get you away from all this for a couple of days.” 
 
    “If I’m not arrested first.” 
 
    Marley shot me her look, the one that killed negative thoughts. I laughed at her. 
 
    “I gotta get some sleep.” She kissed my cheek. “Thanks for the pizza and beer.” She left without eating any ice cream. 
 
    I checked the doors to make sure I had remembered to set the locks. I pulled all the shades and thanked the heavens I was tucked safely inside my home with only the normal creaks to remind me of the age of the house. 
 
    I climbed the stairs and checked under my bed for the rifle. Loaded and locked, it lay within easy reach. Before I shut the drape for the night, I scanned the backyard. Dusk had settled, but it was still light enough to see. Everything looked calm. I closed the curtain but left the window cracked to allow cool air currents to come inside. I snuggled into my sheets and picked up the novel I was reading about a bear mauling in Glacier Park. I finished one paragraph before I set it down, listening to the sounds coming through the window. A night owl called to his mate. It sounded sad, or maybe I just thought so. The motion light on Ida’s garage came on, then went off as I strained to hear.  
 
    Oh, damn. I had forgotten to turn off the sprinkler in the rose bed. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
   I  peeked out the kitchen door into an evening softened to a roseate gray. Patches of sunlight still touched the tips of the mountains, but the valley was darkening for the coming night. A surprisingly cool breeze brushed my arms. I liked this reminder of the change of season. Fall was on its way. 
 
    I rubbed my arms as I studied the trees but couldn’t spot any motion in their dark shade. Ida’s back screen door closed with a soft slap. A garage door across the street rattled open, its light flicking on. A couple of kids on skateboards clattered down the sidewalk, the rollers clacking against each seam in the cement. Someone nearby had teriyaki chicken on the grill. I breathed deeply, my mouth watering. I would cook that soon. My thoughts of food enhanced my awareness of my yard. I scanned the dark shadows. Nothing looked unusual or out of place. How could I let my mind run over trivial things? Maybe it was a guard against going insane with depression. I banished my overly cautious notion of doom and scurried across the backyard to rescue my drowning roses. I shivered, then twisted the handle of the water spigot, inhaling the aura of my moisture-laden flowers as the flow of water slowly shut down. 
 
    Clink. 
 
    What was that? I halted, my senses on high alert. The sound seemed to have come from the shed. Something rattled. Maybe the galvanized bucket. Instantly, every vigilant nerve of mine tightened. I strained to hear. 
 
    Another chink. 
 
    “That blasted cat got in the shed again,” I mumbled to myself. Damn that Felix for sneaking in there all the time. How long had he been locked inside this time? I creaked the door open until it caught on the uneven floor planks. 
 
    “Here, kitty, kitty, kitty.” I stepped into the musty gloom and bent down, looking into the blackness under the table for cat eyes. “Kitty, kitty.” 
 
    A hand touched my shoulder. I jumped as if I’d been shocked. 
 
    “Corinne, it’s me.” 
 
    “Fred?” 
 
    He stood there, his hand outstretched. In the shadows, his usually calm features were hidden behind an inexplicable expression, as if asking my pardon was beyond him, too complicated. He leaned forward a bit, and his mouth opened and closed a couple of times. His breathing sounded labored, as if he was battling strong emotions. He bent over like he was trying to rid himself of whatever horror was in his mind. 
 
    “Fred! You scared me to death. What’re you doing in my shed?” 
 
    He sighed in a dejected way. “Whirly Dog. I can’t find him.” 
 
    “What?” I hooked my hands on my hips, striving not to yell. “You left him with your sister in Missoula. Remember?” 
 
    “I did?” He narrowed his eyes with an edge of suspicion as if he couldn’t believe a word I had uttered.  
 
    “Fred. Are you all right?” I talked loudly, trying to break through his apparent confusion. “Come on, let’s get you home. You look way too tired. Maybe that’s why you’re mixed up.” 
 
    Fred pulled upright, coming to attention. “Maybe I wasn’t looking for Whirly.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Nobody does.” His hands balled into fists. Malice laced his eyes. They darted back and forth, up and down, like he needed to hurt something, even if it was the walls or floor, anything, just to do harm. Then his fists relaxed and a strange, crafty look came over his face. His hand snaked out and grabbed my garden shears hanging from a nail. He did it quickly as if he thought I wouldn’t see. Then he snapped the blades together. 
 
    Click-click. Click-click. He studied the blades in a weird sort of way. 
 
    Leave now! I fought the urge to duck and run. Instead, I slowly backed toward the doorway, my right hand brushing across the worktable searching for something, anything I could grab. The tips of my fingers touched the base of the wasp spray I had left there that afternoon. 
 
    Fred hunched closer, face flushed and drawn as if he was about to pass out from lack of sleep. “Where are you going? You just got here.” His words carried the bewilderment showing in his face. 
 
    My heart ached at his pain. “Fred, you’re scaring me. We need to get you help.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “You haven’t slept, have you?” 
 
    “How in the hell do you expect me to sleep. My girl’s gone!” 
 
    I inched away one slight movement at a time, trying not to jolt him into action. I clutched the wasp spray as I went. 
 
    He grabbed for my arm the same moment I triggered the insecticide and sprayed it into his face. I spun, darted out the door, and fled for the house. 
 
    Banging, crashing, and cursing echoed from the shed. I raced hard for the back door and cleared the porch steps in a dead run. The shed door slammed against the wall as I charged inside the kitchen and threw the deadbolt. My cell lay on the counter. Heart pounding, I seized it and darted for the stairs—for the rifle in my bedroom. 
 
    Window glass broke. The kitchen door crashed. I ran harder up the risers. My left foot caught on a step. I pitched forward, grabbed for the banister, and fought for balance. 
 
    Fred’s harsh breathing and lumbering footsteps shook the house. “Damned stupid to run upstairs! I gotcha now!” 
 
    I cleared the landing, sprinted down the hall, slammed my bedroom door, and jammed home the lock. I palmed up the rifle from behind the bed ruffle, pushed the safety off, cocked it, and aimed it at the door. 
 
    Call 9-1-1. I lowered the rifle to my hip and held it pointing at the door with one hand. I thumb-swiped the face of the cell, touched the call icon, then called 9-1-1. 
 
    Fred kicked the door. It held. He kicked again, punching through a wood panel. It splintered, and his leg appeared in the opening. He pulled it back and hit the wood hard with his shoulder, and the rest of the door sprang loose and slammed against the wall. 
 
    “Corinne Cooper,” I yelled at the phone, then dropped it and shouldered the rifle, aiming at Fred’s heaving chest as he breached the opening and stepped into the room. “Go home, Fred! Take another step and you’re dead!” 
 
    He stopped in midstride and laughed without mirth. “Corinne, you’re such an idiot.” His chest heaved for gulps of air, and his spray-reddened eyes leaked tears. 
 
    I raised the rifle barrel higher, pointing it right at his mouth. “Don’t ever call me dumb.” 
 
    He laughed again, only harsher. “I always told Edgy you were too stupid for your own good. Look at you standing there giving orders instead of pulling the trigger. You can’t, and you know it.” 
 
    I tightened my finger on the trigger. “You want to bet your life on it?” Adrenaline jittered in me, but my aim was steady and dead on. 
 
    Fred raised his hands, palms out, as if to surrender. “I had to kill Edgy because of your unbelievable stupidity, so damned horny to get a man in your bed. Edgy got killed over that. What makes you think I won’t kill you, too?” 
 
    “You’re crazy with grief. You couldn’t kill Edgy. Not the way you loved her.” 
 
    “See what I mean. Brainless. You made her take you to that night club. Exposed her to her wild side. Let the genie out of the bottle after I worked so hard to lock it away. Betting on a pool game was like a narcotic.” He scrubbed the back of his hand across his eyes. He blinked and then shot hatred at me. 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” I yelled. 
 
    If looks could kill. 
 
    I tensed. Two steps, and he could easily yank the rifle from me. 
 
    Fred didn’t move. “And a fight in a church?” He sneered, “Poor thing stewed on that until I knew she’d never let it go.” He stepped back a little and sagged against the doorframe. “Do you have any notion in your empty head how it hurts to watch your wife buy drugs from a creep like Randal in the parking lot of a goddamned bingo parlor, of all places? And then she runs from me? Yes, that’s right. I followed you two so I could keep her safe. I knew you wouldn’t.” He shuddered, fighting to breathe, face flushed and eyes filled with malice. You stupid woman. You didn’t even see what you unleashed.” 
 
    Pass out. Pass out. I didn’t want to pull the trigger. The barrel dipped a little. I took a firmer grip on the heavy rifle, shoved the stock into my shoulder and locked my stance to guard against a sudden leap to seize the rifle. It would happen quick, but I was ready. I pressed my finger on the trigger almost to the point of firing. 
 
    Instead, he hooted with disbelief and shook his head in admiration. “Damn, Corinne. My girl could run fast. I finally caught her at the top of the hill. She cussed at me like I was the devil himself, but that devil had a hold of her. And me, too. I grabbed her by the arms and tried to shake him out. She spit in my face, and I threw her away from me. She tumbled backwards, rolling and tumbling to the bottom. I watched her go and didn’t feel a damned thing.” 
 
    Fred straightened as if to move. 
 
    “Don’t,” I whispered. “How could you kill your girl? What possessed you to do that?” 
 
    “You can’t shoot.” He snatched for the rifle. 
 
    I fired. The barrel jerked and the bullet tore into his shoulder, knocking him back against the wall. The sound of gunfire rang in my ears. The rancid odor of my fear, the stench of Fred’s hatred, and the gun smoke thickened the air between us. Bile ran up my throat. I choked it back down and steadied the rifle barrel, aiming directly at his chest. 
 
    The scream of approaching sirens came from outside. Hurry, hurry. 
 
    Fred cocked his head, listening. He pushed away from the wall, lurched through the doorway, and staggered down the hallway toward the top of the stairs. 
 
    Rifle pointing at his back, I followed. “Stop!” I screamed, rifle tight against my shoulder. 
 
    He swiveled and glared poison at me. “You’re right. If I run, I can’t send you to join Edgy where you damned sure belong. Rot in hell!” 
 
    He lunged at me and batted the rifle barrel downward. 
 
    I pulled the trigger. 
 
    The bullet punched into his leg, and he crumpled against the banister. The wooden rail cracked loudly and then snapped. He tumbled through the air and hit the floor below just as officers entered through the kitchen door, weapons drawn, yelling at me to drop the weapon. 
 
    I did. Couldn’t get rid of it fast enough. I sank to the floor, unable to stand any longer. “He tried to kill me,” I gasped to the first officer up the stairs. 
 
    A city police officer kicked the rifle toward another officer standing slightly behind and to the left of him. “Mrs. Cooper, I have to secure the scene, and to do that I need to restrain your hands with flexicuffs until we sort this out.” He sounded all business. 
 
    I tried to stop the shaking in my hands but couldn’t. 
 
    “I’m Officer Morgan,” he said as if knowing his name could calm me. He held one of my hands steady and fitted a plastic band around it, then the other. He slid the locking mechanism up into place. The plastic around my wrist was firm but not tight. He had left room for my uncontrollable tremors. His kindness brought my repressed tears to the surface. 
 
    Morgan carefully led me down the stairs, making sure I didn’t lose my balance because my hands were shackled against my spine. It’s the little things that stick out in a state of shock. 
 
    Fred moved, trying to get to his feet, struggling against his hands locked behind him. 
 
    Another officer immediately pressed his hand on Fred’s back. “Stay still, sir. An ambulance will be here any moment. Why did you want to hurt Mrs. Cooper?” 
 
    Fred turned his head at an angle the officer couldn’t see and grinned slyly at me. “She shot me!” he yelled. “I came right over after she called and told me she could hear someone upstairs breaking things. She was scared. But then she got to bragging about shoving my Edgy off the cliff.” 
 
    I gasped. My unsteady legs weakened but I forced them not to buckle. I straightened and said to the officer, “I want to call my lawyer. My cell phone is upstairs with his number in it.” My voice hadn’t quavered. 
 
    Morgan guided me into the living room where I wasn’t visible to Fred. “Sit down on the window seat. Do you have a landline? Your cell is part of the crime scene and we can’t move it.” 
 
    “In the office. Mr. Basset’s number is inside the flap of a notebook beside the phone.” 
 
    I settled onto my best place, my safe place, the one holding all my thoughts and unfulfilled dreams. On those cushions, I had read to toddler Patrick and baby Marley, teaching them to read before the normal age. Mel had held me there when we forgave each other the mistake of growing distant and uncaring. I had kept watch on my neighborhood and the increase in traffic over the years from that window seat. And now I waited there in plastic flexicuffs. 
 
    Finally, Officer Morgan came with my phone and dialed Mr. Basset’s number, then held the phone against my ear. Two rings. Please, please answer. I can’t leave a message saying I shot Fred. 
 
    “Yes, Mrs. Cooper. What can I do for you?” His voice sounded so normal over the phone. 
 
    I choked back tears and said, “I shot Fred Brewster.” 
 
    “Dead?” 
 
    “No, I hit his shoulder and leg.” 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    “My house.” 
 
    “Don’t talk to anyone, I don’t care who it is. Keep your mouth shut. Got that?” 
 
    I nodded to the officer after Mr. Bassett reassured me he’d be right there, which meant right there with me, and it couldn’t be soon enough. I‘d never been so frightened or felt so alone. Marley would come on the fly if I called her, but I couldn’t have her see me in handcuffs and hear Fred accuse me of murder. Not yet, anyway. 
 
    Detective Theo Wood rushed through the open doorway, shot a snide gotcha look, and charged toward me. He bent down near my ear. 
 
    I flinched and leaned away. 
 
    “We have you,” he chuckled, and he reached out and patted my knee. 
 
    “Take your hand off me,” I snarled, pulling my hands against the cuffs so hard the plastic band dug in. 
 
    “I better check those cuffs.” He grabbed the back of my head, shoved my face into my lap, and pulled up on my arms, stretching my shoulders back. “Like I figured, they’re too loose. Damned young guys they’re hiring for officers.” He tightened the cuffs until they squeezed deep into my skin, mashing my arms together. He set the lock to hold them tight.  
 
    I struggled under his forearm holding me down. There was a noise at the door. 
 
    Theo quickly removed his hand from my back and stuffed it in his pocket as if he was savoring the feel of me. 
 
    Timothy Bassett strode across the room, zeroing in on Theo Wood. “What the hell are you doing?” 
 
    “We got her for attempted murder.” Theo Wood couldn’t have sounded happier. 
 
    “Is that right? What it looks like is you’re subject to a citizen complaint for battery. Mrs. Cooper will file a civil suit as well for inappropriate touching and harassment. You keep your hands off her, and you talk to me if you have something to say. Understand?” 
 
    Theo Wood’s nostrils flared and his eyes protruded, but before he could say a word, Mr. Basset warned, “Don’t even think about saying something you’ll regret.” 
 
    Theo Wood glared daggers. “Another time.” 
 
    “Bring it on,” Bassett growled. 
 
    Theo turned and crossed to the group of police officers waiting at the bottom of the stairs while Fred was being loaded onto a gurney to be transported to the hospital.  
 
    Beads of sweat ran down Mr. Bassett’s forehead while he tracked Theo Wood until he was out of immediate earshot. The feisty lawyer then pushed his hands through his hair, wiped his hands on his sweatpants, sat down beside me, and said calmly, “I’m ready to hear the story, Mrs. Cooper.” 
 
    The whole ordeal poured forth without hesitation. He listened without interruption. By the time I had run out of words, tears were dripping from my chin. I couldn’t wipe them away with my hands cuffed behind my back. I rubbed the side of my chin on my shoulder, trying to dry my face a little. Dear Mr. Bassett reached into the pocket of his sweatpants and shook out a clean white cotton handkerchief with the picture of a hound dog embroidered on one corner. He gently wiped my cheeks. 
 
    “I have these made to give to my tearful clients. You certainly qualify. Now stay dry while I go visit with those officers and the detective who thinks he’s a mighty man. I’ve got news for him.” Mr. Bassett placed the hanky on my knee and padded away, leaving me to stare at the archway with nothing resolved except my somewhat drier eyes. 
 
    No one had told me they believed what I had said about the shooting, not even Bassett. What if they believed Fred instead of me? How would anyone understand he loved Edgy and yet threw her over the brink of the hill? I also believed he had shot Lester for spying on Edgy and bullying her. Randal had barely escaped Fred’s vengeance by leaving. I was the last one Fred felt he had to punish. He truly believed I had driven Edgy to take drugs to numb a pain so deep that she couldn’t find relief any other way. 
 
    It was a sick way for Fred to think. 
 
    In my heart, I knew grief gone out of control was why Fred had gone on the attack. And Timothy P. Bassett needed to convey that to the county attorney. 
 
      
 
    I lost track of time while sitting alone at a small table in a metal chair in a severe interrogation room at the Justice Center. I closed my eyes against the glare of the overhead light and the sickening beige walls. This room was not built for happy times, but good Lord, couldn’t they put a dash of color somewhere? My fear-driven adrenaline finally was used up, and my jittering slowed as I stared at the dull walls. Thankful that my arms were no longer restrained, I crossed my forearms on the table and rested my head on them. I closed my eyes, trying to blank out the past few hours, but my thoughts ran unchecked. I fought to set aside the feel of pulling the trigger on Mel’s rifle. Twice bullets flew, twice I hit flesh. Poor, deranged Fred. 
 
    How could anyone actually think I killed Edgy?  
 
    I jerked upright when the door suddenly opened and a man I didn’t know entered, followed by Detective Langnecker and stoic, serious Mr. Bassett. 
 
    Scary as hell. 
 
    But no Theo Wood. 
 
    I hadn’t seen my lawyer since the police car hauled me away. I can’t put into words how demeaning that ride was. The whole time, I slouched down in the corner of the back seat of the car marked as a Kalispell police department vehicle, praying no one could see me. My skin still crawled as if stares chased after me.  
 
    Bassett rounded the table and settled on a corner near me. His brown eyes bored into mine, and he winked. The first pebble of hope sent ripples into my pool of anxiety. 
 
    The new man was athletic and had silver-tipped hair. Taking charge, he cleared his throat. “Mrs. Cooper, I am Steve Johnson, county attorney. All calls on our official lines are recorded as they come in. The nine-one-one dispatcher was relaying what was happening at your house to the officers. I just listened to it and clearly heard Mr. Brewster say he pushed Mrs. Brewster down the hill.” 
 
    I trembled as the words registered. I fought for composure. Mr. Bassett rested a hand on my shoulder for a moment. He pressed down a little, giving me the warmth of his palm. 
 
    Johnson continued. “We played the recording for Mr. Brewster. He confessed to it and also to shooting Lester Fitch.” 
 
    I locked my fingers together in my lap and sat a little straighter. 
 
    The county attorney explained, “The state arson investigator just provided information on the accelerant used to start the fire in the Stafford home. He found it in the garage of Mr. Brewster when we executed a search warrant. We presented it to him, and he admitted setting the fire as well.” 
 
    I could barely breathe. 
 
    “You’re no longer a suspect in those crimes. As far as shooting Mr. Brewster twice, I have concluded that was done in self-defense and you are free to go. I’m sorry for any discomfort you have experienced.” He nodded to me and left the room. 
 
    Was my freedom that cut and dried? 
 
    Detective Langnecker walked around the table and softly touched my arm. “I hated investigating you.” He looked at Bassett. “Are you taking her home, or do you want me to?” 
 
    “I take care of my clients.” 
 
    This time, I walked out of the Justice Center completely free from the weight of suspicion over Edgy’s murder—the accusation that had hurt me the most. Mr. Bassett and I loaded into his auto and drove away in silence under the umbrella of the neighborhood maple trees. 
 
    I glanced at his profile. “I don’t have my cell phone. Will you please call my daughter and tell her I’m coming to her place? I can’t face my house yet.” 
 
    “Good idea, Mrs. Cooper.” 
 
    “Please call me Corinne.” 
 
    He glanced at me. “There’s something I like about the sound of Mrs. Cooper.” 
 
    I agreed. Proper names should be used between clients and their lawyers. Showed respect both ways. 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Bassett.” 
 
    “By the way,” he said in a voice that held self-confidence. “I spoke to Sheriff Metcalf and Arlen Renny. They’re going to review Theo Wood’s file. I was informed that a witness came forward with information supporting your alibi and stated she had already told Theo Wood about it. The rotten dude never reported it. And he is also in scalding hot water for harassing you. A good hunch says he won’t be a detective when they get done.”  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
   A  week had passed since Fred had confessed to the authorities what he’d done and I had come to terms with my part in it. I kept telling myself I had shot in self-defense, but still, I was the one who’d pulled the trigger and fired bullets into Fred. I suffered anguish over that until Marley scolded me about my feelings of culpability. “Mom, will you please just set it aside? You did what you had to do.” I tried to follow her advice to make peace with myself as we put my house back in order. Little by little, nervous tension assaulted my hands and stomach less often. It was a relief not to feel so queasy. 
 
    After the story hit the local newspaper and the gossip eased, the neighbors gathered around with hot casseroles and cookies. Ida’s husband, bless him, even repaired the stair railing, and it looked as good as new. And Ida took it upon herself to completely clean up all the blood from Fred’s wounds. Marley visited often and made sure she got her share of the food. Bruce came over with her a couple of times, and that made me glad. 
 
    This morning, the clock on the wall told me to quit wasting time, and I decided to set aside my self-pity. Gardening in the backyard was a sure cure for maudlin thoughts. I bravely lifted my chin and walked outside to the potting shed. Boldly, I grabbed a round-nosed spade and a hoe. 
 
    I carried them to the ground where the tree had stood, sank the tip of the spade into the dirt, and turned over a clump of soil to make a new rose bed. I had thought of planting dahlias or daisies or geraniums, but something about roses reminded me of Edgy, vibrant at times and faded at others and a little prickly to boot. Never knew when she’d poke you with something that made you pay attention to your attitude. 
 
    I picked up the hoe and hit the clod of damp, earthy-smelling dirt, breaking it into smaller chunks. I should be using the tiller. 
 
    “Hello, Corinne.” Dean walked across the lawn, Stetson on his head, Western boots on his feet, and plaid shirt tucked neatly into his jeans. 
 
    Such a picture. “Good to see you,” I said and took another whack at the dirt with the hoe to cover my surprise and the quickening in my chest. 
 
    “Looks like you could use a little help.” 
 
    “Are you offering to dig up my new rose bed?” 
 
    “Nope.” A dimple appeared on his cheek when he smiled. “I just dropped Ruth off at Marley’s and came to take you for a ride in the new truck.” 
 
    I leaned against the hoe, studying his expression. He looked at ease and in a good mood. “Where are you planning to drive?” 
 
    “Let’s just go for a ride in the country and talk.” He reached for my hand. 
 
    Why the heck not? 
 
    I dropped the hoe and let him lead me to his white king cab truck. It was nice to feel easy with him. No more shadows hung over Dean now. There never had been any except in my suspicious, confused mind after Edgy’s death. I regretted my mistrust of him. 
 
    I stopped short. “It’s a Nissan and not a Ford?” 
 
    He tipped his hat at me. “Surprised you noticed that.” 
 
    “I can’t believe a cowboy would own something besides a Ford.” I grinned a little and slid inside. I didn’t ask again where we were going, just allowed the ride to happen. He would tell me in his own time. 
 
    Dean headed east on Highway 2 and then took Highway 35 across the bridge over the Flathead River. Nostalgia touched my soul as we drove past McWenneger Slough, a good-sized body of water rimmed with cattails, brush, and tall trees where a variety of birds raised their young. When Patrick was small, we’d spent hours in an old aluminum boat tossing handmade flies or worms to catch perch while always hoping a good-sized cutthroat would nibble our hook. Marley had refused to join us. Not enough action for her. Mel was always at work or somewhere else. The fishing was between Patrick and me. 
 
     Dean turned onto Columbia Falls Stage Road and headed north into the fertile farmland stretching to the base of the Rocky Mountains. 
 
    “I haven’t been on this road for a long time.” My voice carried some sadness. 
 
    Dean slowed a little. “Why are you sad about that?” He’d sensed the change in my mood. 
 
     “My great-grandparents homesteaded a place just off Fairview Road. My grandparents took over and then my parents. They all worked the land, and I did, too.” 
 
    “Didn’t know you were a farm kid.” 
 
    “Something I don’t talk about very often. I was the one who had to sell the old farmstead, and I’ve always regretted it. My husband never wanted to deal with it.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Hasn’t mattered for a long time. It was just another wound in the long line that Mel and I dealt to each other.” 
 
    “How long were you married?” His tone sounded cautious, like maybe he shouldn’t have asked or maybe because he had to ask. 
 
    “Just over forty-six years.” 
 
    “A lot of living happens in that length of time. Some hurts, some doesn’t.” 
 
    He understood. 
 
    I gazed out onto the beauty of the rich land and high mountains. Content, I set aside old memories and was about to ask again what he’d been up to on all those errands he’d claimed to be doing when he slowed to turn from the blacktop onto a rough, gravel country road. The truck vibrated, and he slowed enough to stop its shuddering on the washboard surface. 
 
    Dean smiled at me. “I’m about to show you what I accomplished on those little trips you couldn’t figure out. I just didn’t want to say what I was up to until it was a done deal.” 
 
    He turned and drove under a raw lumber arch—the Prestons’ arch. I had gone to school with their daughter. Dean followed a lane through grain fields that were turned fallow, waiting for next spring’s planting. Just beyond them, we traveled up a hill to a log house tucked in trees above the river. 
 
    We parked and watched the Flathead River flow below us. He took my hand and rubbed my fingers with his. “I was checking out small farms to buy. I’m ready to downsize from the ranch in Colorado. I just bought this spread.” 
 
    I searched those eyes of his and saw the clear honesty in them. My distrust of him had actually been due to my feelings of fear and guilt about what had happened to Edgy. 
 
    Dean put my fingers to his lips. “I want to share it with you, if you’re willing.” 
 
    I fought the temptation to say yes. My thoughts swirled. How could I let him love someone who had never completely satisfied her husband? I was unworthy. I might never be able to fully trust anyone again. 
 
    “Corinne, take your time. I want you to be sure.” 
 
    I recalled Edgy’s words at the honkey tonk. He looks like a date to me. 
 
    I smiled slightly at the memory as I studied his face. “There’s a condition.” 
 
    “And?” he asked. 
 
    I softly touched the back of my neck in the exact spot his warm moist whisper had caressed when Edgy was playing pool at the Blue Moon. I had trusted him then. 
 
    “You see right here?” I tapped the spot. “You have to kiss me right there every day. Are you willing?” I rested my eyes on his sweet lips. They curled into a sexy grin and then parted. 
 
    “I am,” he vowed. 
 
    Our lips joined. 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
   


 
  


 
    The following is a sampling of Marie F Martin’s book “Ratham Creek” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is a forest where the din 
 
    Of iron branches sounds!” Longfellow  
 
      
 
    Ratham Creek 
 
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    The debt is large. 
 
    Liquidate. 
 
    Sell the house. 
 
      
 
   A rianne Hollis held up her palm as though to block whispers chasing across the choppy surface of Avalanche Lake.  The words made no sense.  Her husband would never play the stock market while cancer cells played with him. 
 
    But Garth had.  Her lawyer confirmed it this morning, October 10, 1988.  A day that did not compare to the day Garth died, but this one held just as much change. 
 
    She sat on a fallen log near the shore, huddling into his old sweatshirt, knowing it would be smart to leave the mountains before the brewing storm hit.  One was coming.  The odor of it was sharp.  
 
    The two-mile uphill trek in Glacier Park’s drizzling forest had eased some of Arianne’s grief, enough so that she actually noticed droplets of rain sliding from cedar trees.  Mountain moss shown a bright green even against the wet darkness of boulders and cliffs.  Arianne had not felt damp until she sat beside the lake and stared at a dusting of snow across the tops of high peaks encircling the lake.  Early October and snow season was starting already.  She huddled deeper into Garth’s heavy sweatshirt, but continued to sit.  The waves deepened and rose in white caps.   
 
    The wind gusted down Sperry Glacier and whipped the branches on cedar and western larch.  Quickly, Arianne rose and looked at the mountain tops behind her.  Black clouds boiled across the top. 
 
    Leave now.  It seemed as if Garth spoke. 
 
    Her pepper spray holster bounced against her thigh.  She sought its leather flap and held it steady as she hurried for the trail.  Behind her the lake now seemed to mock.  Alone--alone.  The silent words chased her uphill through bracken fern and underbrush.  
 
    Before beginning the sharp descent, the powerful roar of Avalanche Gorge joined the swaying, creaking trees.  Together they drowned out the soft jingle of her bear bells. 
 
    Arianne stopped in mid-stride.  She shot a look toward a rank scent and locked eyes with two black, glaring orbs almost hidden in Thimbleberry bushes.  She froze, wanting to bolt down the mountain, but her mind held her in awe. 
 
    So, this is how I'm to die and join Garth. 
 
    The large grizzly lumbered from the bushes, fur standing high on his hump.  He twisted his enormous head, eyeing her and then he pranced.  His front paws pounded back and forth, inviting her to a primeval dance.  His guttural sounds of proud ownership reverberated through the trees. 
 
    His eyes glazed with distain.  This was his mountain and he was lord.  He roared and slashed his head to and fro.  Slimy froth dripped from his open jaw.  Jagged, yellow teeth showed stark.  The low-slung body rose to his full height, pawing the air.  His horrible wrath poured out in ever deeper hostility. 
 
    Arianne's heart thundered.  Shallow gasps escaped between slightly parted lips.  Hands clasped over her ears, she tried to shut out the thunderous wind, water and this terrible fury. 
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   D id she dare? Reba Bicknell inhaled her doubt and signed on the dotted line. She rubbed the key for her 1938 Chevy one last time and handed it to the car dealer at Jorge’s used car lot in the eastern outskirts of Wichita. Her heart raced a little as she accepted the key and title to her new purchase. 
 
    Salesman Duffy smiled at her. His lips barely moved in his boney tight-skinned face. She couldn’t tell if the growths near hi Where’s Joe? 
 
    s attentive eyes were warts or moles, but she was sure his skin was a little green. Maybe the light caused the color, or her disgust with him. 
 
    She had put up with a lot in her search to find Joe. She just didn’t know what else to do. Or how she was ever going to explain to her father why she traded off the car he had given her for graduating with a two-year degree in marketing from Neosho County Community College. He was proud of the gift and thought it would keep her home.  
 
    “Go ahead, Reba,” Duffy said. “The mechanic has it ready and it’s parked in the lot. 
 
    Outside, the bright red fenders on the 1940 Indian motorcycle caught her eyes first. She jumped just a little and hurried to it, running her hand over the wide black leather seat, wondering who else had ridden it. 
 
    Duffy had taken her for a test run so she wasn’t afraid to ride it. Thank heavens she’d worn her old tan trousers instead of the usual A-line skirt and sweater. He had ridden behind her and showed her how to start and stop and all the essentials she needed to operate it safely. And several times he had pressed his legs against hers tighter than necessary as they rode, and she didn’t much like it. She’d put up it with only because she had to find Joe.  
 
    Reba rubbed her hands along the handle bars, touching the front brake lever and cute little rearview mirror. For an eight-year-old bike, the exterior showed very few rock chips in the paint. She hooked the strap of her purse over her neck and one shoulder, tucked her ash blond hair behind her ears and pulled the cork and cloth head protector into place. 
 
    Duffy had handed her the helmet, saying, “I’m giving this to you because above all else you have to return in one piece.” She fastened the strap under her chin, lifted her long leg over the seat and straddled the bike. Drawing a deep breath and with all her strength jammed her leg downward on the starter lever. The engine fired and rumbled to life. She raised the kickstand with her heel, leaned forward and turned the throttle with her right hand. Powerful vibrations fed up her arms as she gained speed. She didn’t dare look back at the salesman who she sensed was waving her a sendoff. If she ever saw him again, he would pay for his lechery. 
 
    She kept the speed low as she worked through the edge of town, heading back the hundred plus miles along highway 39 to Chanute and to the country road she couldn’t forget. 
 
    Reba lost track of time as she held her arms steady. The wind chilled her cheeks and snarled her hair hanging below the helmet. She lost herself in the pulse of the engine and she floated back in time. Was it only two years ago that she found Joe? Only to lose him?  She remembered the day she met him. 
 
      
 
    On the evening of June 20, 1946, Reba had followed the sidewalk toward the small stucco poolhall. She reached for the doorknob but couldn't bring herself to enter. Instead she stood aside and stepped into a shaded corner, struggling with her emotions, trying to find composure after another battle with her mother. What difference did it make where she went for dinner? Her values were secure, put in place by a good, but overly-protective parent. 
 
    A cool evening breeze lifted away the last of the day’s heat as Reba leaned against the rough stucco wall. A bee searching for nectar buzzed beside her ankle. She swatted at the pest. The sound of a rhythmic, pulsating engine drew her focus. A large black and chrome Harley cruised down West Main. The size and power of the machine thrilled Reba. Her breath caught when the rider glided to a noisy stop near where she stood in the shadows. She stepped forward. 
 
    Feet on the ground, the man straddled his throbbing machine and stared at her. He let the engine idle. Its pulse matched hers. 
 
    Reba stared back at his weathered face and the black leather jacket. She noticed the four-inch cuff he’d rolled in his Levi’s. The inside light color stood out, almost daring. That was it. Her heart pounded the instant he lifted his goggles and his eyes glimmered, appeared full of fun.  
 
    He revved the bike's motor. It popped alive with a throaty roar, matching her heart as his chin nodded toward the seat behind him. “You want a ride?” he asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What would it hurt?” 
 
    “I'm not dressed for it.” 
 
    “You look pretty to me.” 
 
    Reba's cheeks grew warm and she glanced down at the gathered skirt of her green floral print sundress. 
 
    “You can tuck it under.” His voice sounded sincere, only wanting to solve a problem. 
 
    But she couldn’t do something so daring, so wild. “I can’t,” she said. 
 
    He shrugged and roared away. 
 
    The moment had lasted such a short time, yet Reba savored it as she watched the big machine disappear around a corner. She didn’t know any other twenty-two-year-old women who had to explain going for a burger with her coworkers. How could she ever explain a joy ride with a complete stranger? 
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