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CHAPTER ONE



“I don’t see them anywhere,” Loretta Barksdale told her best friend Kelly on their morning walk. They were looking out for the older women in the lakeside retirement village where they lived. Both women were in their early fifties, making them two of the youngest residents in Breezy Lake Village. The older women in the village, namely Pauline Pendleton and Brigitte Waldorf, sometimes made it difficult to carry on conversations given the generational differences.
“Maybe there’s a coffee chat we weren’t invited to,” Kelly suggested. Recently removed from her position as part-time community manager, Kelly Crenshaw knew much more about the inner workings of the village than Loretta.
“Or a meeting of the Clubhouse Cooks we weren’t privy to.” Loretta chuckled. She was a member of the Clubhouse Cooks but was sometimes left out of the loop on purpose, mainly by Pauline.
Kelly swung her arms as she walked and smiled like a six-year-old. “Oh well,” she said. “That just makes our morning a lot calmer.”
“Sometimes I wish they would stop giving us such a hard time. Just think how much quieter life would be.”
“I don’t know.” Kelly threw her head back and laughed. “I think you and I could find trouble all on our own.”
“You might be right,” Loretta said. “I just hate to admit it.”
“No! You know what this is, don’t you?” Kelly asked, suddenly furrowing her brows.
“No, what?” Loretta asked. She stopped walking and stared at her friend.
“I think we actually might need those two.” Kelly shook her head. “You see, without them, we’re left to our own devices.”
“So, you’re saying without Pauline and Brigitte, you and I might be worse off?” Loretta mused, doing her best to keep a straight face. “Now that’s something I really hate to admit.”
“That’s exactly what I’m saying. We balance each other out.” They began their walk again. When she spotted a Breezy Lake Village Police Department patrol car in the distance, she pointed. “Is that Harold already out this early?”
Loretta’s face flushed red. It was no secret that she was involved in a romantic relationship with Harold Hargraves, the Chief of Police. “Honestly, I don’t know what his hours are today,” she said.
“I guess it doesn’t matter who’s working as long as someone is.”
“Or what they’re doing as long as there are no sirens involved,” Loretta added. It was a commonly known fact in the village that when a siren wailed in the distance, the coroners van was often close behind.
“Right, because most of the time it means a resident has passed away,” Kelly said. “That’s one of the things you get used to working and living around here.”
“I’ve noticed that,” Loretta said. Since moving to Breezy Lake Village, she had learned not to panic each time she heard a siren.
They walked along in silence for a little while. Loretta looked across the lake to the area where Kelly had seen the patrol car. She stopped walking again and saying nothing, she raised her hand to point toward a crowd of people around the car.
“I wonder what that’s all about,” Kelly asked.
“My guess is that’s where Pauline and Brigitte are,” Loretta said. Pauline’s signature pinkish-red hair suddenly came into view and stood high above the rest of the crowd. Fifteen or twenty women were gathered around the police car, though Loretta wasn’t sure if they were exactly surrounding the car or simply gathering near it.
Kelly reached out and grabbed her by the arm when the police car siren chirped, dispersing the crowd for a moment. “What on earth is going on over there?”
“I don’t know, but I wish we had our bikes right now,” Loretta said, speaking of their three-wheeled beach bikes. While the other residents preferred their electric golf carts and scooters, Loretta and Kelly liked tooling around the lake on their own power.
“We’re close to my house,” Kelly said. “Let’s rush over there and drive down instead.” Loretta nodded and picked up the pace as she walked.
Five minutes later, Loretta sat in the passenger seat of Kelly’s SUV, doing her best to hide her breathlessness. She was comforted when she noticed Kelly doing the same thing as she backed out of her driveway. They made their way around to the other side of the lake and parked on the side of the road.
Loretta checked her phone before she got out of the car. She wanted to find out if Harold had texted her. When she found no messages, she decided to fire off a text to him. “Do you know what’s going on down by the marina?”
“I have no idea,” Harold answered immediately. “I’m at the courthouse in Sunshine.”
“I guess that explains why we haven’t heard anything from him yet,” Kelly said when Loretta showed her the text.
Loretta wasn’t surprised to see Scott Medford, Harold’s newly hired assistant chief of police. At times she was surprised Scott had made it into law enforcement at all. He was younger than Harold, but not by much. A man in his early forties, Scott didn’t carry the typical broad-shouldered, dominant personality of a law enforcement officer.
At times, he appeared rather timid, but he was nice enough. Loretta felt gratitude to him that he had relieved Harold of some of the burden of the job. Scott had been nothing but kind to them both, although sometimes, he seemed too kind and almost too deferential to her when she was around.
Harold had told her that a personality like his was probably best for someone working in a retirement village. He seemed to like the younger man and believed in his abilities but told Loretta that he could see how big city crime did not fit him.
“Do you think Scott’s too scared to get out of the car?” Kelly whispered to Loretta as they walked up the street.
“Take a look at that crowd,” Loretta joked. Her eyes scanned the herd of women. “I’m not sure the Terminator would want to take those gals on.”
Kelly chuckled and nudged Loretta lightly in the shoulder. She raised her hand a second time to stop her from walking any closer. “Don’t look now,” she said in a low voice. “But I think we’ve been made.” She nodded toward Pauline, who had just spotted them coming.
“Girls, I just knew you would come,” Pauline tittered as she walked toward them. She clasped her hands in front of her chest and nearly bounced in glee. “Isn’t it so exciting?”
“Isn’t what so exciting?” Loretta asked. “What in the world is going on around here?” She looked around for signs of a pop-up estate sale or a makeup party or something that would explain the excitement on the street.
“How could you ask such a foolish question?” Pauline switched from gleeful to offended in half a second. “Don’t tell me you haven’t heard who’s here?”
“We haven’t heard a thing,” Kelly said. “Who’s here?”
“Oh, girls! I’m just so happy to be the one that gets to tell you.” Pauline’s smile returned. She grabbed each of them by the wrist and pulled them through the crowd. When they reached the other side, Loretta stopped and looked around. They stood in front of the entrance to the marina, the small section of the lake where the few boat owners parked their crafts. Despite the fact that the marina wasn’t much to look at, the same boats bobbed up and down in the waves of Breezy Lake. She looked to the left and then to the right. The only thing she saw in between was an old man with wispy silver hair seated on a bench thirty feet in front of them, blissfully ignorant of the ogling crowd.
Loretta shook her head. “I’m so sorry Pauline, but I have no idea what I’m looking for. What is this all about?”
Pauline rewarded her question with a tight squeeze on her wrist. She groaned and pulled them forward five feet. “Don’t tell me you can’t see him now,” Pauline whispered. “You both are quite a bit younger than me and I can see him even without my glasses.”
“Is the guy on the bench who we’re supposed to be looking at?” Kelly leaned in and asked.
She threw her head back and laughed. “These youngsters want to know if it’s the guy on the bench they’re supposed to be looking at,” Pauline mocked her. A surge of laughter erupted from the rest of the crowd.
“Seriously,” Loretta said quietly. “Are we just standing here making fun of some guy? That seems cruel, even for you.” Her patience had run beyond thin. She wasn’t concerned about inciting Pauline’s ire against her. If they were seriously standing there mocking someone on a bench, they were worse people than she ever thought possible.
“Pauline, leave these youngins alone,” Brigitte said when she approached them. “Maybe they simply don’t know who he is.”
Loretta examined the man for any bit of recognition. Despite his posture, she could tell he was a tan, tall man with thick silver hair on top of his head. Loretta wondered how old he might actually be, given the smooth look of his skin.
“Don’t know who he is,” Pauline scoffed. “I know you weren’t born yesterday, Loretta Barksdale. You can’t tell me you don’t recognize him.”
“Why are you all fussing over him like this? I’m sure he can hear you” Kelly said.
“Beats me,” Loretta said, quickly tiring of the ordeal. “I still have no idea who he is!”
“Tell me you didn’t watch the Rich and the Regal on television,” Pauline finally said.
“I remember a show by that name,” Loretta said, slowly searching her memory. “I think my mother and grandmother used to watch that. Wasn’t it a soap opera?”
“No, it was not a soap opera,” Pauline said emphatically. “It was a daytime drama.”
“Oh, well, excuse me,” Loretta said.
“Fine, whatever,” Pauline said. “Maybe you aren’t as familiar with the Rich and the Regal as the rest of us, but you can’t tell me you’ve never heard of Mr. Archibald McPherson! His name has been known for generations.”
“Archibald McPherson? I’m sorry, but I’ve never heard of him,” Loretta admitted. “I don’t mean to sound stupid, but is that who’s seated over there on the bench?”
“Yes, that’s who’s sitting over there on the bench,” Pauline hissed in a whisper. She folded her arms over her chest and glared at Loretta.
“I don’t think that tone is necessary,” Rosalie said as she approached. Loretta was surprised to see the typically sensible woman’s eyes glued to the older man with silver hair as she spoke.
“I think I’m starting to understand,” Kelly said with a nod. “This guy is some kind of soap opera legend. Am I right? And suddenly, he’s here in Breezy Lake Village? No wonder there’s such a stir.”
“Daytime drama,” Pauline corrected her. “And yes, he just appeared here a couple days ago. Some of us thought that’s who was walking down the street late at night, but this is the first time he has appeared so publicly.”
“Why is everyone gathered around staring at him?” Loretta asked.
“He’s a star!” Rosalie exclaimed.
“Why is he just sitting there with all this ruckus going on around him?” Kelly asked. “I mean, is he okay?”
“Archibald McPherson is a legendary hermit,” Pauline explained like she was a tour guide. “I read a magazine article a few years ago that said he had mastered the art of tuning out the crowd around him.”
“So, everyone is just standing around gawking at him?” Loretta asked. “I don’t think that’s a very nice thing to do.”
“Well, if he didn’t want to be gawked at, he shouldn’t be out in public,” Pauline snapped.
“But maybe that’s why he came to a remote place like Breezy Lake to begin with,” Kelly offered. “Maybe he thought he could get away from the prying eyes of the public here.”
“It sure doesn’t look like that’s going to happen,” Loretta said, already feeling bad for the man.




CHAPTER TWO



“Archibald McPherson was a legend in his time,” Kelly declared. She looked up from her kitchen table at Loretta. The two of them were poised over their cell phones, searching for any information they could find about the reclusive new resident. “There are so many mentions of Archibald sightings,”
“Meanwhile, I’ve never heard of this man before in my life.” Loretta shook her head. “If my mother was still around, I’d call and ask her all about him. She definitely would have been the one in my family to have known about a soap opera star.”
“Daytime drama.” Kelly cackled. “Pauline sure is protective about her reputation when it comes to her television viewing habits.”
“That poor man has to be somewhere in his mid-nineties,” Loretta said. “Although, there isn’t a whole lot of biological information available about him on the web. “
“That’s because his career is older than the web,” Kelly said with a grin. “I wonder what it’ll be like when we’re that age? All we have to do to find out any information is tap our phone screens a few times or register a few clicks on a laptop and poof! The information is right there.”
“Maybe that’s what makes Archibald McPherson so interesting to his hordes of fans,” Loretta said. “He came up before the information superhighway provided the latest bit of gossip and juicy information about him in one click. Maybe that’s his mystique.”
“That still doesn’t explain how he was able to sit there completely oblivious to the crowd watching his every move,” Kelly said.
“Maybe he’s just gotten so used to it that it doesn’t faze him anymore,” Loretta. “From what I read online about him, what little I could find, he is notorious for moving around every few years to try and hide his whereabouts.”
“Are there really that many people looking for him all the time?” Kelly asked incredulously.
“It sure seems to be that way,” Loretta said. “There are entire websites dedicated to finding him.”
“For some of these women, he must be some sort of heart throb even at his age.”
“And for the younger people, he’s more of an urban legend.” Loretta turned her phone screen around to show the contents to Kelly. “Look at this. A bunch of kids have turned this poor man into a human version of Bigfoot or the Loch Ness Monster. They rove around in groups looking for him.”
“That’s why we’ve never heard of him,” Kelly said. “We’re too young to be ogling him, and too old to be caught up in the spy game.”
Loretta laughed and put her phone back down on the table. “I suppose even our mothers and grandmothers had their crushes.”
“He was the Brad Pitt of his day,” Kelly said.
“Oh, no. Not Brad Pitt,” Loretta said. She made a face and shook her head. “How about, he was the Pierce Brosnan of his day?”
“Oh, yes! A sultry Irishman,” Kelly said. “I think that’s a better likeness of him anyway.”
Loretta picked up her phone again and began scrolling through a few more pages. “Do you know there are people who have begun to mention Breezy Lake Village on these websites? Apparently ‘The Archie Chasers’ as they call themselves, have tracked him here.” She folded her hand over her phone and exhaled slowly. “This is suddenly more sad then interesting.”
“No kidding,” Kelly said. “I bet the only thing that poor man wants is to be left alone. Can you imagine? All you’ve wanted for decades is to spend your last years in peace.”
“I don’t think that’s in the cards for Mr. Archibald McPherson,” Loretta said. “And that’s unfortunate.”
“We should talk to Harold,” Kelly suggested. “Maybe there’s something he can do to help him with his privacy.”
“We can tell him.” Loretta glanced over her phone screen again. “It sounds like this guy was a really big deal back in his day. He won a ton of awards and appeared on several major network’s nighttime talk shows. He even went on and had a movie career, all the while he still played the same character on that soap opera.”
“He sounds like more of an enigma now than an actual person,” Kelly said. “No wonder there’s such a mystique and a following for him.”
“I don’t think it’s his mystique that keeps people like Brigitte and Pauline interested.” Loretta had a hard time pulling her eyes off the screen. She thought about what the man’s life would be like if he was a major star in the current digital day and age. It was something to see such a following after so many decades on screen.
“Well, I wonder if any of The Archie Chasers are going to show up anytime soon?”
“I don’t know about that, but I do know that I have a very hungry kitty still at home who is probably waiting on me to get home and fill his bowl,” Loretta said. Her extra-large tuxedo cat, Milo, was a bit of an enigma himself.
“Do you want me to drive you back home?” Kelly asked.
“No, thanks,” Loretta said. “It isn’t that far to walk. Besides, it’s a nice day and I have a feeling I won’t run into a whole lot of traffic.” The two friends chuckled as Kelly walked her to the front door.
Loretta began her short walk home, surprised to see so many people out strolling around. A Breezy Lake Village Police Department car passed by her slowly. Loretta looked up, expecting to see Harold behind the wheel. Instead, she spotted Scott Medford.
“I have to say I was a little surprised to see you out and about this morning, Miss Barksdale,” Scott said. He leaned out the window of the driver side door.
“Why is that?” Loretta asked easily.
“It’s just that I didn’t expect you to be among those women vying for a look at that poor guy sitting on the bench at the marina,” Scott said. “I expected he’d be a little out of your age range.”
Loretta laughed. “I had no idea who Archibald McPherson was until I showed up. The only reason why Kelly and I came around was to see what the fuss was all about.”
“And you thought I might have been Chief Hargraves, right?” Scott smiled amiably at her.
“Yes, you’re right.” Loretta smiled. “It isn’t a secret that Harold and I are in a relationship.”
“Of course not.”
“Anyway, I think I’m going to continue my walk home now.” She waved slightly and took a few steps.
“Just so you know,” Scott said, rolling the car forward a bit. “You might run into another small group of onlookers hoping to get a look at where the man lives.”
“The Archie Chasers,” Loretta said.
“Pardon me?”
She paused her walk again. “I looked into the guy and found out that it isn’t just the older crowd who stalks the poor guy. There is a whole group of young people who track the poor man, too.”
“Do you have any idea why?” Scott asked.
Loretta shrugged. “Not a clue. Not enough to do, I suppose?”
Scott slowly shook his head. “They sound a lot like those online true crime stalkers,” he said. “Not enough to do and an internet connection. Anyway, just look out for them.” He tipped his hat at her and drove off.
It didn’t take long for Loretta to run into her first group of The Archie Chasers. She encountered the group of about ten younger people walking slowly down the road toward her. Most were younger women, somewhere in their mid-to-late twenties, dressed in yoga pants and oversized sweaters with their hair piled high on their head in messy updos and thick glasses resting on their faces. If Loretta had not known better, she would have assumed that most of them were related to each other by the similarity of their looks. And the men weren’t that much different. Take away the glasses and the yoga pants and add in skinny jeans and man buns and you had the rest of them.
At first, The Chasers simply ignored her. She was nearly past the group when one of the younger women, a shorter girl with brown hair and black glasses, turned to her and pointed. “You!” the girl shouted. “Have you seen Archibald?”
Loretta turned slowly and stared at the group. “I saw him this morning.”
“Where is he now?” the young woman asked. “Surely you know where he went.”
“Yeah, come on, lady,” the young man standing next to the first girl joined in. “Where is his house?”
His words were followed by a chorus of questions from the rest of the group. “That’s what we really want to know,” they said. “Once we locate his house, we can really set up surveillance.”
“Why?” Loretta asked suddenly.
“Why, what?”
“Why are you stalking this poor man?” Loretta asked the first girl.
The girl scoffed and shook her head as she spoke to Loretta over the top of her glasses. “You’re kidding, right?” she said flatly. “This woman wants to know why we are stalking the ‘poor man.’”
“First of all, that’s a terrible way to describe him,” her male companion said.
“You don’t have to answer her questions, Lila,” a blonde girl called behind them. “All she knows him for is his on-screen prowess.”
“You’re wrong there,” Loretta said. “Until earlier today, I had no idea who Archibald McPherson was. I guess I can understand the older women around here chasing him around and going a little crazy, but what I don’t get are the rest of you.”
“Wait a minute,” Lila said. “Are you actually trying to tell us that you don’t know him?”
“It’s the truth,” Loretta said. “I had to ask why everyone else was so interested in him. I had no idea what all the fuss was about.”
“Then you aren’t out looking for him right now?” Lila asked.
“I think that’s what she’s trying to tell you,” the younger man said. He extended his hand toward Loretta. “By the way, I’m Jeremy and that’s my sister, Jessica.” He pointed to the blonde behind him. “We’re just interested in knowing more about the guy. It’s become something of a feat to track him down. Any help you can offer us would be well appreciated.”
“I’m Loretta,” she said, grateful for the kindness she’d been met with. He was much more tolerable than the first girl had been. “I wish I could help, but unfortunately, I don’t know anything about the man you’re looking for. I was just out for a walk, and I have no idea where Mr. McPherson lives.”
“But would you tell us if you did know?” Lila asked.
“Probably not,” Loretta admitted.
“Why not?” she asked. “It’s not like we’re doing any harm.”
“How do you know that?” Loretta asked her. “Have you asked Mr. McPherson? Maybe he just wants peace. It’s bad enough he has all of these fans running around after him. Now you all have made a sport of tracking his whereabouts. As far as I can tell, it’s for no good reason.”
“Why should we ask him?” Lila argued. “He’s a famous person. He knew what he signed up for.”
“He began his career before color televisions were the standard in the American household,” Loretta said. She glanced down at the cell phones they held in their hands. “I truly don’t think he had any idea what he would be in for in his nineties.”
“You just don’t get it,” Lila said with a roll of her eyes. “Archibald McPherson is more than just a star from yesterday. He’s a legend, but not all legends are good people.”
“Well, this just got dark,” Loretta said to herself. “What does that mean exactly? And if he isn’t a good person, why are you stalking his every move?”
“Let’s just say our definition of what a bad person is looks a whole lot different than his definition,” Jeremy added. “To be honest, it would probably even look different to your generation. He wasn’t the most progressive person back in his day. He has a laundry list of offenses.”
“So, that’s why you stalk him? You’re punishing him for having thoughts and opinions from decades ago that you don’t agree with,” Loretta said. “I’m not condoning anything he may have said or done. I’m just trying to understand.”
“The good news is you don’t have to understand,” Lila said dismissively. “We’ve taken up too much of your day already. Have a good day.” With that, she led her group of lookalike ducklings past Loretta and down the road.
The group moved on beyond her, still mumbling about locating his house as they walked. All the way home, Loretta mumbled to herself about the ridiculousness of The Archie Chasers entire existence. They almost seemed to be too much of their own caricature.




CHAPTER THREE



Ten minutes later, Loretta stood inside the laundry room of her home while the large cat at her feet purred loudly. Milo wound himself around her legs until she’d poured enough food in his bowl. When she was finished, she rolled the bag down and stuffed it inside the heavy plastic container and snapped the lid on top.
Given the cat’s ability to scale walls and open cabinet doors with his two front paws, Loretta had been forced to purchase the plastic container to prevent him from overeating, not to mention spilling cat food down into the basin of the washing machine.
Before she stepped around the cat and left the laundry room, she could hear her cell phone ringing where she had left it on the kitchen counter. She rushed down the hall and as soon as she reached it, she sighed heavily.
“Hello, Pauline,” Loretta said.
“Are you at home?”
“I just got here.” She was unsure why her whereabouts mattered.
“Okay,” Pauline said. “What are you doing on Saturday?”
“I don’t have any plans,” she said. “Unless I go to dinner with Harold.”
“Harold has to work Saturday night,” Pauline announced.
“He does? I thought he had that night off,” Loretta said, absently looking at the small calendar she kept in a drawer by the sink.
“Well, he will have to work.”
“I wasn’t aware you made his schedule.”
“You are impossible. I just know he will be working that night,” Pauline said.
“How do you know?” Loretta asked.
“Because I plan to make sure Scott puts him on the schedule,” she announced, still not making any sense.
Loretta rubbed her forehead with the palm of her hand and closed her eyes. “Harold makes the schedule,” she said. “Why would you try to influence when he’s at work?”
“Because,” Pauline huffed. “We need Harold to be at the event on Saturday night. Officially.”
“What event is that?” Loretta asked, quickly losing her patience. “And why does he need to be there officially?”
“We have our reasons,” Pauline informed her. “Anyway, don’t make any plans for Saturday night.”
“Are you going to tell me what this is all about or not?” Loretta asked. She was suddenly struck by the idea that most of this conversation had occurred while she stood in her kitchen with her eyes closed in frustration.
“It’s a Clubhouse Cooks event,” Pauline said, as if Loretta should have already known that fact. “You’re going to need to be there most of the day on Saturday, too.”
“I see you make my schedule as well,” Loretta mumbled.
“What was that?”
“I was just wondering what I needed to make this time.” She could feel the muscles tense in her jaw.
“You’re going to need all of Saturday to prepare the food.”
“Wait a minute,” Loretta said. “Am I the only one preparing food for this?”
“No, of course not,” Pauline said. “You really think a lot of your culinary skills, don’t you?”
“You are too much,” Loretta said. “Start over. What is this event? What do you expect me to prepare? And for how many people?”
“Don’t worry about what the event is all about,” Pauline said. “I want you to prepare homemade New England style clam chowder and cheddar biscuits. Enough for the usual crowd.”
“You want me to prepare enough New England clam chowder for the entire community? I don’t think I have enough cooking pots for that,” Loretta said. “And cheddar biscuits? Why don’t we just order takeout from the seafood place?”
“Because it’s over an hour away and their prices are ridiculous,” Pauline said. “There will be plenty of other entrees that night as well. I don’t want you to mimic anything from a restaurant, by the way. Make it from scratch and make it good.”
Loretta managed to get out “what time is the event” just as Pauline hung up her phone. She set her own phone back down and shook her head. She opened the pantry door and scanned her canned goods. If Saturday was meant to spend all day on her feet in the kitchen cooking, Friday would be an all-day shopping trip. The first thing she needed to buy was more cooking pots.
“Have you heard anything about a Clubhouse Cooks event this Saturday?” Loretta quickly texted Kelly.
“I just did,” Kelly replied. “I was about to call you and ask you what you knew about it.”
“I don’t know anything about it, aside from the fact that Harold is supposed to be there in an official capacity, and I’m supposed to bring enough New England clam chowder to feed a small army,” Loretta responded. “Oh, and cheddar biscuits.”
“Pauline told me it had some sort of nautical, sea faring theme,” Kelly wrote back. “She said it has something to do with some place called Gracie Pointe Bay. Have you ever heard of it?”
Before she replied to Kelly’s text, Loretta opened her Internet browser. She quickly searched “Gracie Pointe Bay” and waited for the results. “Good grief,” she wrote Kelly. “Gracie Pointe Bay is the main setting in the ‘Rich and the Regal’ soap opera.”
“Please be kidding,” Kelly wrote.
“I only wish I was,” Loretta said. She turned once again to the pantry and began making a mental list of the things she would need from the store. Including multiple cans of clams, several pounds of bacon, potatoes, celery, onions, and garlic, she had a lot to do.
Loretta turned next to her cookbook searching for a recipe for savory cheddar biscuits. She was through the third cookbook when she heard a knock at the door. She jumped out of her chair and glanced at the clock on the wall. “Oh, no,” she gasped. She rushed to the front door and pulled it open. Harold stood on the other side, dressed in a white button-down shirt and a pair of dark blue jeans. She felt a shiver go through her.
“Our date! I completely forgot.”
“I’m not sure whether I should be concerned or disappointed,” Harold said, stepping inside the house.
“Give me ten minutes and I’ll be ready,” Loretta called as she rushed down the hallway toward her bedroom. “I’ll explain everything on the way.”
True to her word, Loretta appeared from the bedroom shortly after. She had replaced her jogging pants and walking shoes with a pair of slick black trousers, a cream-colored shirt, and a navy blazer. She was dressed and ready for their late afternoon lunch.
“Are you going to tell me why I’m so forgettable now?” Harold asked as he held the door open for her.
“You are not forgettable at all,” Loretta reassured him. “I was just sidetracked by a ginormous request from Pauline for a Clubhouse Cooks event I had no prior knowledge of and still have no understanding about.”
“Let me guess,” Harold said. He opened the passenger door to the pickup truck for her and waited as she climbed in. “Is this event supposed to take place on Saturday night?”
“As a matter of fact, it is,” Loretta said. She waited while Harold walked around the front of the pickup and climbed in the driver side. “From my understanding, you’re supposed to be there as well.”
“From mine too,” Harold said. “Although I’m still not sure why.”
“I suppose we could say no.”
“We could.” Harold sighed. “But you know she’d get her way anyway.”
They chuckled as Harold drove the pickup truck toward Sunshine Falls. They made it as far as the highway before Harold’s phone rang. He eased the truck over to the shoulder of the road and answered. “I’m sorry,” he whispered to Loretta. “I have to take this. It’s Scott.”
Loretta smiled and turned to look out the window. She paid little attention to the words that were spoken until Harold set his phone down on the console between them and slammed his hands onto the steering wheel.
“I am so sorry,” he said. “But it looks like our date has been canceled.”
“Did something happen?” Loretta asked. Her disappointment was immediate, but she felt a nagging sense of doom.
“I’m afraid so,” Harold said. He backed the truck skillfully down the shoulder and quickly turned around in the road. They headed back to the Breezy Lake Village entrance. “I guess those stalkers found Archibald McPherson’s house after all. Apparently, there was some sort of scuffle, and someone called into the office and reported it.”
“I don’t mean to sound insensitive, but with all the attention on him, is it really that shocking that there was some sort of an incident at his house? And my second question is, why can’t Scott handle this on his own?”
“Because the scuffle got a little out of hand,” Harold said. He turned into the entrance without looking in her direction. “And now we have a murder to deal with.”




CHAPTER FOUR



“I’m really sorry about your canceled plans,” Scott whispered to her when she arrived with Harold a few minutes later.
Loretta simply shook her head. “There are some things that just can’t be avoided. Harold said someone was killed?”
“I’m afraid I don’t have much more information to offer than that,” he said. “All we know so far is that a body was found out behind Mr. McPherson’s house.”
“Was it Mr. McPherson?” Loretta had her suspicions that the attention would someday do the poor man in. How much could a ninety-something year old heart take anyway?
“No,” Scott said. “It turns out one of the Archie Chasers from the online forums found someone lying in the grass close to the lakeshore.”
Loretta was surprised at the amount of detail Scott was giving her despite his declaration that he couldn’t tell her much. “Was it a resident?”
Scott shook his head. “It was one of their own,” he said. “As soon as I got there, I started asking questions. You know I spent some time as an investigator with the state police, right?”
“No, I wasn’t aware of that,” Loretta said as she looked around for Harold.
“I think he’s going to be awhile,” Scott said. “If you want to, get in my car and I’ll take you home.”
“That’s okay,” Loretta said with a smile. “Let me check with Harold anyway.”
“I’m afraid the chief is a little busy right now,” Scott said, moving his body between her and the narrow sidewalk to Archibald’s front door. “You wait here, and I’ll go check with him.”
“Alright, thank you,” Loretta said.
“Honey, you might as well go on home,” Harold said, emerging from the house next to Scott a few minutes later. “This is going to be a long night for me.”
“Scott said the victim was a member of the Archie Chasers?” She followed Scott to his patrol car.
Harold cast a sideways look at his assistant police chief. “We haven’t made a positive identification just yet, but I can tell you that it’s not one of our residents. The county coroner is on her way here right now.”
“How is Mr. McPherson?” Loretta asked as she climbed in the front seat of Scott’s police car.
“I don’t know,” Harold said. “So far, no one seems to be able to locate him.” He waved then closed the door and headed back to the crime scene.
“I don’t think the old man was home,” Scott announced when he climbed in the driver’s side. “As a matter of fact, there were no witnesses. Not a single person saw what happened.”
They arrived at Loretta’s a few minutes later. She didn’t linger too long, although it seemed like Scott wanted to talk for a few more minutes before she got out of the car. She thanked him, then headed straight for her front door.
As soon as she got in the house, Loretta sent a text message to Harold letting him know that she had made it home safely. The second message she sent to Kelly, asking for her to meet her at Lakeview for dinner.
The restaurant, a newer addition to Breezy Lake, was not their usual haunt. Loretta had eaten there a handful of times but typically ate out at least an hour away from the village. Still, it was a convenient alternative to leaving town when time was short.
“I thought you had plans with Harold tonight,” Kelly said when she met her by the entrance. “I know something happened. I heard a siren a little while ago, and I imagined it would have something to do with your plans tonight.”
“We were just leaving town when Harold got a call from Scott that there had been a scuffle over at poor Archibald McPherson’s house,” Loretta told her.
“The siren was for the scuffle then,” Kelly said.
“The phone call to Harold was because of the body they found behind Archibald’s house,” Loretta whispered. She looked around to make sure no one else from the village heard what she had to say. The rumor would get out soon enough, but she was not going to be the one that started it.
Kelly grabbed her shirt sleeve and held on. “Are you serious? They found a body behind his house,” she whispered.
“I’m afraid so,” she said. “Although, I have to admit I’m a little murky on the timeline of events.”
“What do you mean?” Kelly said quietly. They moved toward their table in the corner.
“Just that I’m not sure if he responded to the scuffle and then someone was killed or if he responded to an incident and then a body was found inadvertently,” Loretta explained. “Because the way he made it sound, the body seemed to be like an afterthought. There were no witnesses.”
“What about Archibald?” Kelly asked.
“Apparently he’s missing in action.”
“So, it wasn’t him. Do we know if he’s okay?” Kelly asked.
“I guess we really don’t know,” Loretta said. “I assume he’s okay. Anyway, it was one of those chasers who wound up dead.”
“One of the younger people?” Kelly asked a little too loudly. “I’m sorry. I’ll keep my voice down.”
“According to Scott, yes,” Loretta said. “Anyway, after all this excitement, I didn’t just want to sit at home and eat a grilled cheese sandwich. Thank you for meeting me.”
“Nobody wants to sit at home and eat a grilled cheese by themselves,” Kelly said. She winked at Loretta. “Even people who are single and not dating a hunky cop.”
“Kelly,” Loretta began.
“I’m just teasing,” Kelly said. “I don’t know anyone who isn’t happy for you and Harold. I certainly am.”
“I appreciate that, and I do try to balance my time between the two of you.”
“By the way,” Kelly said, changing the subject. “I did find out a little bit more about this upcoming Clubhouse Cooks event.”
“Oh, boy. I don’t know if that’s good news or bad,” Loretta said. “Tell me what you know.”
Kelly laughed. “Apparently, Brigitte and Pauline got their heads together and decided that they were going to do some sort of themed Clubhouse Cooks dinner to welcome Archibald to the neighborhood,” she said.
“I can’t believe he’d go for that.”
“That’s just the thing,” Kelly said. “I’m not sure he has gone for anything. I think that’s where Harold comes into play.”
“Harold? How so?”
“From what Clay had to say, Pauline tripped all over herself to promise Archibald that Harold, our very own chief of police, would be on duty at the supper to make sure nothing went wrong.”
“Harold is absolutely going to lose his mind over that,” Loretta said. She picked up her menu and read through the entrees.
“Was that your phone?” Kelly asked Loretta shortly after the appetizers arrived.
“Let me check,” Loretta said. She picked her phone up off the table and looked at the screen. “As a matter of fact, yes. Harold is asking for me to have mercy upon him and bring him something to eat when I’m able.”
“Poor guy,” Kelly said. “Do you plan to order something for him from here?”
“I suppose I could,” Loretta said. “That would be just as easy as going home to make him something. Do you think I should get Scott something as well?”
“I don’t think it would hurt,” Kelly said. “It’s awfully hard to know what he would like, of course.”
“The chicken pot pie,” their server said standing over them. Loretta looked up into the face of the young waitress she didn’t recognize. “I’m sorry. I’m new here. I was just suggesting the chicken pot pie because that’s the one thing most people get when they don’t know what to get for someone else.”
Loretta smiled. “You know what? Chicken pot pie sounds just as good as anything else. I’ll take that and your prime rib sandwich with au jus and a salad to go, please.”
After dinner, Kelly insisted that she ride along with Loretta to the McPherson house to deliver the food. Loretta parked her car on the street across the road from the house. A handful of technicians from the county coroner’s office wandered about in the driveway. Loretta tried to ignore the presence of the white van with the back doors open.
“You’re an angel,” Harold declared when Loretta handed him the bag of warm food. “I’ll have to eat in the car, but it’s better than nothing.”
“I second that,” Scott beamed when she handed him the chicken pot pie.
“I just took a guess that this would be okay,” Loretta said, almost apologetically. “I couldn’t deliver food to this guy and not think of you as well.”
“I don’t think we’ve met yet,” Kelly said. She announced herself to Scott and held her hand out. “Kelly Crenshaw, former community manager and current best friend of this gal.”
“Nice to meet you, Kelly,” Scott said quickly. “It just so happens that chicken pot pie is my favorite meal of all time. Thank you so much.”
Loretta nodded politely to Scott. “Any news on Mr. McPherson?” she asked.
Harold shook his head. “No one’s been able to locate him. Although, some of the Archie Chasers said they saw a woman walking around in his house. But she hasn’t been located yet, either.”
“Maybe it was a friend of his or something,” Scott suggested.
“My question is, what were they doing close enough to see through the windows?” Loretta asked.
“There are a lot of questions hanging around that entire subject,” Harold said.
“We do know the identity of the victim now, at least.” Scott said. “Jeremy Stockwell.”
Harold glared at him and looked to Loretta.
“What about his sister, Jessica?” Loretta asked. “Jeremy was the young man that spoke with me earlier out on the road when I was walking home from Kelly’s house.”
“Now that you know more than you should,” Harold said, still glaring at Scott. “I admit that I don’t know anything about her. There are a number of young women in the group. I suppose I’ll be checking into that very soon.” He looked at his sandwich and sighed.




CHAPTER FIVE



Kelly and Loretta agreed to meet for coffee first thing the next morning to discuss what they had learned about the murder. Milo greeted Loretta at the front door when she arrived at home, meowing and waiting for more food.
“What is it with the men in my life today?” Loretta mumbled. “All they want is food.” She stepped over the large cat and walked down the hallway to the laundry room where she found his food bowl empty and upside down in front of the dryer.
“What am I going to do with you?”
Milo replied with a purr when she refilled his bowl with a small amount of food. Once the cat was satisfied, as if they ever were, she decided to change into more comfortable clothing. She was inside her house for the night and had no plans to change that fact.
When she emerged from the bedroom, Loretta found herself restless and irritable. She walked into the kitchen and put the tea kettle on the stove, then turned to her pantry and searched for her favorite collection of teas. She was in the mood for something special, not a run of the mill tea.
As soon as the kettle whistled, Loretta removed it from the burner and poured it over the dark rooibos tea bag. She walked into the living room and set the mug down on the end table next to her usual seat, but hesitated before she sat down. She exhaled slowly and closed her eyes.
The restlessness was enough to drive her to distraction. She exhaled and threw her arms over her head, then padded down the hallway to retrieve her laptop. She returned to her favorite seat and balanced the computer on her lap while she sipped her tea.
Loretta returned to The Archie Chasers’ website, a page she had bookmarked after her previous search. She expected to see news of the death of one of the chasers. She skipped through the website page and found the discussion board. “The Death of Jeremy Stockwell,” was the title of the first post at the top of the page.
She noticed first that the comments for the post had already been locked by a system moderator. She was surprised to see more than three-thousand comments. “Jeez. How many of these people are there?”
She opened the post and began to read details about the death. At first, she saw post after post repeating the same information. Jeremy was found dead in a retirement village in northern Florida. There were no witnesses. He was at the purported house of Archibald McPherson. Law enforcement is currently investigating what happened.
After several hundred similar posts, Loretta noticed another pattern and then the responses. She glanced at the statistics at the bottom of the page and was surprised to see less than four hundred average users. How they were able to turn out over three thousand responses in a matter of a few short hours was beyond her.
But after the first few hundred replies, Loretta began to read through smaller conversations held among a handful of the posters. The conversation threads quickly devolved into bickering over minute details, like the location of Breezy Lake Village, where and when Archibald McPherson had been last spotted, and other fine details.
“No wonder the moderators locked this discussion.”
Loretta sipped her tea again and sat back into the plush chair. She rested her feet on the ottoman in front of her and propped a throw pillow beneath the laptop. She made herself as comfortable as possible and began scrolling through each conversation thread. Before long, she felt an ache forming in her head.
She returned to the main discussion page and found a few older posts from the day before. Soon, she began to understand a little more about the group as a whole. While there were plenty of registered users on the website, only about two or three dozen ever made it out into the world to look for Archibald McPherson. In fact, she found cross posts from other Internet sleuth forums and quickly surmised that many of the same people followed other enigmatic personalities.
Surprisingly, there were several still dedicated to Elvis sightings. Loretta returned to the original post about Jeremy Stockwell’s death and looked over things with fresher eyes. She was surprised to see no mention of his sister, Jessica. Most of the comments had little to do with the actual death and more to do with seemingly benign details. Exactly what time of day did the chasers arrive in Breezy Lake Village? Was Archibald McPherson wearing a red Ascot at his last sighting? How many people were there on site before Jeremy’s body was discovered?
Then there was the discussion about an alleged woman spotted through Archibald’s bedroom window. How they surmised the window belonged to his bedroom, she was unsure. But the woman was described as tall and regal with snow white hair piled high on top of her head, and dramatic, theatrical makeup applied to her face.
A few people claimed they had heard the older woman singing an operetta. Others said they heard no such thing, but claimed she’d been wearing a brown mink coat inside of the house. Loretta was sure the woman would not have been wearing a mink coat given the current weather conditions.
She set the laptop beside her and stood up. After a quick trip to the restroom, Loretta returned to the living room and glanced at the cat who had now moved to lying in front of the door. She tried to parse through the information she had just read, but there was nothing that stood out to her. She wondered, though, if some of the young people she had met were among those posting.
Loretta took her seat again and pulled the laptop back into her lap. She began reading through the names of the most common posters. She found a few predictable names, “Archibald Watcher” and “Drama Diva.” The names of some of the moderators were listed at the bottom of the page, including “J. Stock” and “Prairie Flower.”
Immediately, she was sure that J. Stock had been Jeremy Stockwell’s handle. She looked around for any other names that might spark some familiarity but quickly gave up. A few minutes later she gave up on her search of the Archie Chasers website entirely. There was nothing she had learned that shed any more light on the situation than she had before she looked at the discussion group again.
Around ten, Harold texted her and informed her that he was headed home for the night. He thanked her again for dinner and asked if she was doing alright. Loretta was a little surprised by his concern and texted back that she was headed to bed. She included a short note about looking over The Archie Chasers website and not finding much, aside from infighting and disagreements over minute details.
Harold responded with little interest. Loretta felt herself slightly miffed at his disinterest, but decided she would reserve her discovery for coffee with Kelly early the following morning. She was sure Kelly would be interested in the fact that the young internet sleuths insisted they saw a woman inside his house.
She woke early the following morning and glanced at the clock beside her bed. It was just before five. Milo was not in his regular spot at the foot of her bed. Loretta stood up and wrapped a robe around herself. It was earlier than she planned to get up, but she was eager to see Kelly for coffee. She sent a quick text to her best friend asking her if she was available to meet at 6 instead of seven.
Kelly responded quickly and enthusiastically, claiming she had not been able to sleep the night before. Loretta showered and dressed then decided she would drive, rather than walk to the coffee shop. Around five thirty, Loretta opened the front door to let a breeze in, but the air was sweltering and heavy.
Just as she was about to turn away from the front door, Loretta noticed movement on the road out of the left-hand corner of her eye. She opened the storm door and stepped out on the small front porch. In the low morning light, it was difficult to see, but she soon made out a figure walking on the road toward her house. The gait was slow, but the shoulders were tall and erect. Wispy silver hair moved as the man walked. Archibald McPherson had reappeared and was on his way down the road in front of her house.
Loretta rushed to her bedroom to retrieve her cell phone and then went back to the front door. Archibald was directly in front of her house when she returned. His eyes remained fixed on the scenery in front of him. He didn’t turn his head to look when the front door creaked as she opened it again. She hesitated for a moment, then raised her cell phone and snapped a photo of him from the back. She was sure he hadn’t seen her do it, but it was clear it was him. She considered running out and trying to have a conversation with him but decided he had probably been through enough the day before.
“Look who just walked in front of my house,” she wrote in a text and attached the photo and sent it to Harold.




CHAPTER SIX



“He just walked right by your house?” Kelly gasped when Loretta met her twenty minutes later. “All out in the open and everything?”
Loretta guided Kelly to their regular table near the window after they ordered at the counter. “He acted like there was nothing in the world around him but whatever was right in front of him.” Loretta sensed Kelly’s confusion and shook her head. “I guess you’d have had to be there to see what I mean, but I know my door creaked when I opened it the second time. You’d think that he’d get used to people gawking at him, but he acted like nothing in the world was going on around him. That doesn’t seem like the same thing to me.”
“I have to say, I can see why,” Kelly said. She stirred her coffee with her spoon. “I mean, this poor man has entire groups of people dedicated to watching him wherever he goes, not to mention his old fans. I can only imagine how much simpler life has to be for him after learning to tune things out.”
“I guess you’re right,” Loretta said. She picked up a scone and bit into the end. “But I do think it’s strange.”
“I know you went back online and looked at The Archie Chasers website last night, didn’t you?” Kelly asked.
Loretta nodded and smiled. “Of course I did,” she said. “Although, I can’t say my return to the website provided any fruitful information.”
“Yeah, for calling themselves internet sleuths they really spend a lot of time nailing down the details, don’t they?”
“You noticed that too?” Loretta asked. “The only interesting thing I found was more claims about there being a woman spotted through the window of his home.”
“I saw that, but Pauline said there is no woman.”
“You spoke to Pauline about this?” Loretta set her coffee mug down on the table in front of her.
Kelly shook her head. “You should know better than that. No, Pauline stopped by my house with that dog of hers just as I was leaving to meet you. All she could talk about was the rumor that there was some woman inside his house.”
“I wonder where she heard about it?”
“Where do you think?” Kelly laughed. “The Breezy Lake rumor mill, hard at work.”
“I suppose you’re right. The rumor mill here has a life of its own.”
“According to the rumors, there is no mystery woman,” Kelly continued. “She was eager to tell me that the prevailing assumption is that one of the female residents has taken up with Mr. McPherson, but she refuses to believe it.”
“A resident from Breezy Lake?”
“Yes, and all the ladies are now trying to figure out who was there,” Kelly said. “Distrust is at an all-time high around the lake. Pauline can’t manage to handle herself about any of it. It was almost as though she didn’t believe it was true, but was also desperate to know which woman had gotten her claws into Archibald.”
“Oh, good grief,” Loretta said. “That’s just what Harold needs.”
“I’ve seen something like this happen before,” Kelly said. “Back when I was the full time community manager, rumor about an affair between one of the members and a mystery woman started and it was the husbands who went crazy. Once the men are in charge of the rumor mill, that’s when the stuff hits the fan around here.”
“What happened? Loretta asked, suddenly intrigued by the tale.
“A fist fight broke out at Johnson’s Market,” Kelly said. She leaned in and whispered to Loretta, “Edwin had to break up the fight but wound up with a black eye. The sheriff was called and two of the men spent a weekend in jail.”
“You have to be making this up,” Loretta said.
“I wish I was,” Kelly said. “Both of the men are gone now, but you can ask Clay. He’ll back me up.”
“I’ll take your word for it,” Loretta said. She sipped her coffee and gazed out the window at the lake.
“What’s on your mind?” Kelly asked. “Aside from the obvious, of course.”
“I don’t know,” Loretta said. “There’s just something about this whole situation that seems off to me.”
“Did you expect a murder to make sense?”
“No, but I did expect a murder to raise more alarm, I guess. I just can’t get over how silly and banal the comments on that website discussion group were last night.”
“I think you’re right,” Kelly said. “Do you think one of them was the victim’s sister? I can’t believe she’d be so upset about such silly details.”
“I guess it’s possible Jessica hadn’t been on the website last night,” Loretta said. “I suppose if my brother was murdered, an online discussion group is the last thing I would think to participate in.”
“But you would think that the rest of them would have a similar mindset,” Kelly said. “I mean, if one of your good friends was murdered almost right in front of you, wouldn’t you be upset?”
“I would think so, but then again, maybe these people aren’t actually friends.”
“What do you mean?”
“I just mean there’s no guarantee any of these people are super close friends,” Loretta said. “Maybe these online investigations are all they have in common.”
“If that’s true, that will definitely make this murder even harder to get to the bottom of.”
“I’m afraid you might be right. It’s a whole lot easier to unravel tightly wound knots than it is to follow long, loosely separated threads to their source.”
“Oh, I nearly forgot,” Kelly said suddenly. “Pauline said Archibald has been formally invited to the Clubhouse Cooks event.”
“Formally invited? I thought it was already a foregone conclusion that he was invited,” Loretta said. She didn’t say so out loud, but she thought it was strange that Pauline needed to make Kelly aware of the invitation in the first place.
Kelly shrugged. “I don’t have anything to do with it, so I’m not sure what they’re up to,” she said. “All I know is that Brigitte and Pauline are going crazy with their preparations for this event. They asked me to bring along some drinks, since that’s really all I can do well. I might be a part of the club now, but I’m no cook.”
Loretta laughed. “Do you really think Archibald is going to show up at a meal in his honor?”
“Given the fact that he hasn’t made a public appearance in more than two decades, I’m not going to hold my breath,” Kelly said.
“They’re going to drive him out of the community.” Loretta said.
“Why do you say that?”
“Why do you think he chose such an obscure place? We both read online that Archibald moves around quite often in his retirement just to get away from prying eyes.”
“You know what I really think? If he wound up in Breezy Lake Village, that could mean he’s running out of money,” Kelly observed.
Loretta stared at her best friend over the rim of her coffee mug. “You know, I hadn’t thought of that before, but I bet you’re right. I’m sure his funds were limited when he retired.”
“I don’t know about that,” Kelly said. “But moving around all the time has to eat into what money he had.”
“Maybe he receives royalties from reruns of the Rich and the Regal?”
“No, I can tell you that for sure,” Kelly said. “I checked last night. The Rich the Regal has not been in syndication for more than thirteen years.”
“Really? Thirteen years?”
“If you think about it, that’s still a pretty good run,” Kelly said.
“You’re right,” Loretta said. “Especially for a soap opera that went off the air many, many years ago.”
“Why do you two insist on calling it a soap opera,” Lila appeared at the edge of their table and said. “Archibald McPherson was insistent that he was part of the cast of a dramatic daytime drama, not a soap opera.”
Loretta was speechless at first. She couldn’t have been more shocked than if Archibald McPherson stood at the edge of her table speaking to her himself. “Lila, I’m surprised to see you here,” she said at last.
“I don’t know why you’re surprised,” Lila snapped. “I’m sure you’ve heard about what happened yesterday. Everyone else has. I just wish you had a coffee delivery service here.”
Loretta nodded her head slowly. “Of course I heard,” she said. “I’m just surprised to see you at a coffee shop this morning. I’m sure that this situation has been hard on you and everyone else.”
“How are you doing?” Kelly said.
“I’m just fine,” Lila said curtly. “I can say I’m sick and tired of hearing all the little rumors buzzing around about me and my friends.”
“Were you friends with Jeremy?”
“I knew him,” Lila said. “We weren’t exactly close or anything.”
“Do you have any idea what happened?” Loretta asked.
She shook her head. “Everyone was so fixated on some woman inside that house.” Her voice sounded natural for the first time. “I guess we just all lost track of each other.”
“Do you know who called the police?” Kelly asked.
“I have no idea,” Lila said. “It wasn’t one of us. That I can tell you without a doubt.”
“How is Jessica?” Loretta asked.
“How do you think she is?” Lila’s acidic tone returned. “She just lost her boyfriend.”
“Boyfriend? I thought they were brother and sister,” Loretta said.
Lila’s eyes widened. She looked around the coffee shop suddenly and narrowed her eyes at Loretta. “That’s just what they tell people. Jeremy and Jessica are not siblings. She uses the same last name to pretend like they are, but they most definitely are not.”
“I’m not sure I understand,” Kelly admitted. “Why wouldn’t Jeremy and Jessica just be upfront with people? What is the point of hiding their relationship and telling everyone they’re related?”
Lila shook her head and rolled her eyes. “You obviously have zero experience in the world of online sleuthing,” she said. “I don’t have the time this morning to explain it to you, but our community, as loosely gathered as it is, has a lot of really weird quirks and unwritten rules about it.”
“Is one of those rules that fellow community members are not allowed to be in relationships with one another?” Loretta asked.
“Generally, no,” Lila said. “But when those two people are the de facto leaders of that community, yeah, things can get complicated.”
“I guess I thought you were more organized than that,” Kelly said.
“We are, and we aren’t,” Lila answered.
“I still haven’t heard how Jeremy was killed,” Loretta said carefully. “Because surely if he was shot or stabbed, there’s enough evidence to quickly point to the killer.”
For a moment, she was visibly shaken. “It was a rock,” she said. “I think that’s why no one saw it coming, and maybe why no one saw it happen.”
“You mean, someone hit him in the head with a rock?” Kelly asked, her voice quiet.
“On the side of his head, near the left temple,” Lila said. “The rock was as big as my fist. Looking at it, you wouldn’t think that would have been enough to kill him.”
“I’m so sorry,” Loretta said. “You’ve been through a lot. Are you staying close by?”
Lila nodded but didn’t disclose where she was staying. “In some rental type place. Look, I have to go. I need to get back with the rest of them. Hopefully this will be over soon and the rest of us can go home.”
“Do you think this experience will change your enthusiasm for online sleuthing?” Loretta asked.
“I don’t know right now,” she admitted. “To be honest with you, this doesn’t feel a whole lot like sleuthing. It just feels like stalking someone, and I’m not sure that’s what I signed up for.”




CHAPTER SEVEN



“Let’s go for a walk,” Kelly suggested after Lila exited the coffee shop. She stood and approached the front counter. “Hey, Gertie? Can I take a coffee to go?”
“I’ll take one, too,” Loretta said. The older woman smiled briefly before glaring at them over the top of her glasses.
“So, what are you two up to right now?” Gertie asked. She poured first Kelly’s coffee then Loretta’s and fixed the travel lids on top.
“Just heading out for a morning walk,” Loretta offered.
“I know you two better than that,” Gertie said. She leaned over the counter and lowered her voice. “I know what you’re up to.”
“Care to tell us?” Kelly took the coffee from the older woman and placed a dollar in the tip jar.
“All these people running around out here looking after that guy from the soap opera, and I bet the two of you are working on figuring out who the lady was inside his house,” Gertie said.
“Not that we are, because we are not,” Loretta said. “But why would we be looking into that rather than trying to figure out who killed the young man behind his house yesterday?”
“Because that’s not the hot topic going around right now,” Gertie said. “All anyone wants to know is who the lady was inside his house. Some people are saying it was Pauline Pendleton.”
“Pauline!” Loretta’s mouth fell open.
“I don’t think it was her,” Kelly said. She glanced sideways at Loretta. “In fact, I’m rather sure it wasn’t.”
“What makes you so sure?” Gertie asked.
Kelly shrugged. “I don’t know, just a hunch.”
“Besides that,” Loretta added. “Let’s be honest. If it was Pauline, there’s no way she would keep it a secret.” She added her own dollar to the tip jar and thanked Gertie. The older woman appeared satisfied by her parting words.
“It’s like there are two competing worlds existing at the same time,” Kelly said when they walked out of the coffee shop and headed down the road.
“Between this mystery lady and the actual murder, you mean?”
“Yup. All of the drama surrounding Archibald McPherson, and more importantly, Jeremy Stockwell’s death,” Kelly explained. “On one hand, you have Jeremy’s peers. They lost a member of their group, and they’re dealing with the circumstances of his death. And then you have the ladies around the village who are gossiping and trying to figure out who the woman was inside Archibald’s house. It’s almost like they’re oblivious to the fact that a young man was murdered.”
Loretta said nothing as she walked. She could only nod her head in agreement. Kelly was absolutely right, and it didn’t give Loretta a moment’s peace to think that a young man’s death could be so easily overlooked by members of her own community. She knew she thought about things differently than most, but this just made no sense.
They walked along a little further. Loretta was lost in her thoughts when she spotted a now familiar figure up ahead. “Kelly,” she whispered. “I think that’s Archibald.”
“I think you’re right,” Kelly said. “I’m surprised there’s not a flock of people gathered around him.”
“Yeah, so am I,” Loretta said slowly. Archibald walked slowly around the curve close to the lake.
“Are we going to say something to him?” Kelly asked.
“What do you want to say?” Loretta asked. “He doesn’t seem very talkative.”
Kelly shook her head and continue to walk beside Loretta. They were just ten feet from approaching him when he looked up suddenly and smiled. “Good morning,” a gruff, thick voice said.
Loretta felt her heart quickened in her chest. She was surprised the man acknowledged them in any way, let alone bid them good morning. “Good morning to you, sir,” Loretta said quickly.
“Nice weather we’re having,” Kelly said.
“It is rather sticky for me,” Archibald replied. He looked out toward the lake. “I must say, you have a beautiful place here.”
“That was the first thing that struck me about this place when I moved in,” Loretta said. “This lake is beautiful. My favorite time is early in the morning when the sun is coming up.”
“I can see why that would be your favorite time of day,” Archibald said. “Based on the location of your house, you have an excellent view of the sunrise.”
“You know where she lives?” Kelly gasped awkwardly.
“Mr. McPherson passed my house early this morning,” Loretta said, although Kelly was already aware of the fact.
“I did pass by your house early this morning.” Archibald smiled. “And you had the courtesy not to address me. I want to thank you for that.”
“It was my pleasure not to say anything.” Loretta chuckled. The older man’s eyes widened and sparkled. Loretta was surprised to see a smile curve the corner of his mouth upward.
“It has to be exhausting,” Kelly said suddenly.
“It is. Draining, exhausting, soul sucking,” Archibald answered. He turned his gaze back to the lake.
“Do you regret winding up here at Breezy Lake?” Loretta asked.
“In light of what happened to the young man yesterday, of course,” Archibald said. “In terms of the house and the area, this is the most comfortable I’ve been in a decade.”
“Will things calm down for you?” Loretta asked. “I mean, do you think these people will go away eventually and leave you alone?”
“Trolls,” Archibald said. “I know that term has another meaning online, but to me, that’s what these kids are. Trolls.”
“Like the kind hiding under the bridge when the billy goats tried to cross.” Loretta nodded.
“Exactly that,” Archibald said. He raised a wrinkled hand and pointed at her with his index finger for emphasis.
“Does that ever stop?” Kelly stood close to Loretta and asked.
“Does it make me a monster if I’m beyond caring at this point?” Archibald asked. “Whether they huddle in front of my front door or kill each other in the backyard, part of me no longer pays them any mind.”
“It has to be a lot to deal with,” Loretta said. She could feel the conversation coming to an end. “I’m sorry you’ve been caught up in all of this.”
Archibald glanced at her then looked away. He shook his head slightly. “I’m not sorry, not entirely, anyway,” he said. “I’ve had a very good life. A very, very good life.”
“It’s sad what these younger people have done to you,” Kelly said. “Even sadder what they’ve done to themselves.”
“Done to themselves?”
“I just mean that one of them wound up dead,” Kelly said quickly. She blushed at his question.
“I don’t know what happened with that,” Archibald said. “I didn’t see anything.”
“Did you call the police?” Loretta asked. “I know someone called the authorities.”
“It wasn’t me,” Archibald said with a dry laugh. “I learned my distrust of law enforcement many years ago.”
“I wonder what happened,” Kelly said. “And I wonder if these so-called Archie Chasers will get a new hobby after this.”
“I don’t have any more to say about that,” Archibald announced suddenly. “Sometimes people get what they deserve.” He tipped his hat to them and moved on faster than Loretta thought his legs could carry him.
Kelly and Loretta walked along without speaking for a moment. “That was strange,” Kelly said at last.
“You can say that again.” Loretta looked back over her shoulder, surprised again at the speed Mr. McPherson could move. “I have no idea what to make of any of that.”
“He sounds like a man at the end of his rope,” Kelly said. “Like he doesn’t even care anymore.”
“I wonder if he’s beyond trying to understand why people pursue him so fanatically,” Loretta said. “Maybe that’s what he meant. Maybe that’s why he said they got what they deserved.”
“I hope that’s what he meant,” Kelly said. “Because otherwise, it sounds a lot like someone who thinks Jeremy’s death was his own fault.”
“Do you think Archibald had something to do with Jeremy’s murder?” Loretta asked carefully.
Kelly gazed out at the lake and shrugged. “Honestly, I have no clue what I think. I was hoping you’d have an opinion by now.”
Loretta laughed softly. “I’m just as confused as I was the second I heard the news,” she admitted. “I have my suspicions of Mr. McPherson, yes. But I also have a lot of questions about Jeremy’s fellow Archie Chasers. If Jessica was his girlfriend, maybe there was a jealousy issue? Or maybe there was a leadership crisis. We just don’t know at this point.”
“It sounds like the killer could be anyone,” Kelly said.
“That’s what I’m afraid of.”




CHAPTER EIGHT



After their brief run-in with Archibald, Kelly and Loretta parted ways at the coffee shop and returned separately home. Just as she pulled into her driveway, Loretta spotted another familiar figure walking down the road toward her. Pauline’s hair bounced in the wind as she walked. Her Pomeranian, Nigel, skittered along next to her.
“Loretta,” Pauline shouted. She raised her free hand over her head. “Wait a minute, Loretta! I want to talk to you!”
She sighed and waited outside of her raised garage door. Pauline was still about forty feet away when Nigel began yipping at her.
“Hush, Nigel,” Pauline scolded. “Don’t go inside just yet. I want to talk to you.”
“I heard you the first time,” Loretta said, suddenly yearning for her quiet chair next to the lake in the back yard.
Pauline continued toward her, breathing heavily as she approached. “I wanted to talk to you about tonight,” she said.
“What about tonight?” Loretta asked. She motioned for Pauline to follow her through the garage and into the back.
“Where are we going?” Pauline asked as they walked.
“Chairs,” Loretta said, pointing to her favorite white Adirondack chair. “Have a seat and I’ll grab a water bottle for you.”
Pauline said nothing but headed for the chair. Loretta worried a bit about the sweat forming on the older woman’s brow.
“Thanks,” Pauline said when Loretta returned. She tipped the bottle up and drained half of it before she stopped to take a breath.
“What do you want to talk about?” Loretta asked her again.
“I want to talk to you about tonight,” Pauline said when she had recovered from her walk. “We’ve decided to move the Clubhouse Cooks event honoring Archibald McPherson to tonight.”
“What? You have to be kidding me,” Loretta exclaimed.
“Why do you assume I’m kidding?” Pauline asked. “We decided that in light of everything that’s going on, tonight would be a better night for the event instead of waiting until next Saturday.”
Loretta sat in stunned silence for a full thirty seconds. She could hear the waves lapping the shoreline in the background, but nothing penetrated her shock. “Pauline, what are you doing?” Loretta asked. “I don’t mean to be disrespectful, but a young man just died.”
“I fail to see what that has to do with a Clubhouse Cooks event,” Pauline said.
Loretta shook her head. “You have to be kidding,” she said again. “A young man was murdered. Do you remember? A young man was murdered less than two days ago. Here in the Village. And he was murdered at the house of the person for whom you are throwing this event. Don’t you see the conflict?”
Pauline raised her hands and gestured toward the lake. “I fail to see how that has anything to do with a Clubhouse Cooks event,” she said. “Those kids running around with their tablets and cell phones and whatever on the internet are not part of our community. That case is separate from this event entirely.”
Loretta shook her head again and covered her mouth with her hand. All she could do was sit and stare at Pauline for a moment. “Be reasonable,” she said, removing her hand from her mouth. She spoke in a quieter tone. “Jeremy Stockwell was killed while he was behind Archibald’s house. The only reason he was there was because he’s part of that online group that tracks Mr. McPherson’s movements. It seems incredibly inappropriate to me that we would host a social event centered on Mr. McPherson less than forty-eight hours after a young man was killed in his backyard. Please tell me that you see the issue now.”
Her comments were met with a smug grin from Pauline. “You know what, Loretta Barksdale? Maybe I know something you don’t know this time,” she said. “Maybe this time I’m the one that’s going to figure out what’s going on around here and you will be the one stunned by the revelation.”
“I have no idea what that means,” Loretta said. “I sincerely do not know what you’re talking about.”
Pauline stood up suddenly. She pulled on Nigel’s leash and moved him from the lake where he was busy drinking water. “Be at the clubhouse tonight at six and bring the clam chowder I asked you to prepare.” She turned to leave. “Oh, and don’t forget the cheddar biscuits.”
“Pauline,” Loretta called after her. “Pauline Pendleton, turn around and talk to me.”
“Make the clam chowder, Loretta. Be there before six and bring Kelly with you.”
She watched as Pauline made her way around the side of the garage. She was shocked enough that it took her another minute to get inside the house. Once inside, she stood in the middle of the kitchen floor and stared at her empty counters.
If the Clubhouse Cooks event was to be held tonight, she had some shopping to do. Once her senses returned to her, Loretta picked up her phone and called Kelly. “Pauline just changed the Clubhouse Cooks event featuring Archibald McPherson to tonight,” she said before Kelly could say “hello.”
“I just got a text from her,” Kelly said. “I guess I don’t have to open it to know what it says now.”
“Sorry for spoiling the surprise.” Loretta chuckled. She shook her head. “I just don’t understand how she thinks this is appropriate.”
“What do you want to do?” Kelly asked her. “I guess you could just stay home for once. Let them figure this out for themselves.”
“I considered that,” Loretta said. “But there was something Pauline said before she left that made me wonder if there’s more going on than we think.”
“What did she say?” Kelly asked.
“She said that maybe this time she’s the one that knows what’s going on and I would be the one surprised by something,” Loretta said. “Or something along those lines.”
“Do you think Pauline is keeping something from us?” Kelly asked.
“I’m quite sure she is,” Loretta admitted. “But just what that might be, I have no idea. It’s so hard to tell with her.”
“I think we need to go to the store, then,” Kelly said. “I’ll come over and help you with the clam chowder. Maybe I’m not much of a cook, but I can sure help you if you tell me what to do.”
“Let me get a shopping list together,” Loretta said. “We can go to the store together. You drive.”
“I’ll be there in a few minutes,” Kelly said.
“I suppose it was time for me to add to my kitchen wares,” Loretta said sarcastically two hours later. They had just returned from Sunshine Falls and a major shopping trip.
“Right, because what single woman doesn’t need four cast iron Dutch ovens?” Kelly carried two large bags of groceries and set them on the table with a huff.
“As long as I’m part of the Clubhouse Cooks, I suppose these will be put to use,” Loretta said. She set the first of her three new Dutch ovens in the sink. “I’m going to get these washed up so we can get busy.”
“What do you want me to do?” Kelly asked.
“For now, just take the groceries out of the bags and place them on the table,” Loretta said. “By the time you finish that, we’ll be ready to start cooking.” She turned her attention to her three new pots and washed each carefully with hot soapy water. When she turned back to the table, Kelly was taking the last package of bacon out of the bag.
“I never realized how much bacon clam chowder has in it,” Kelly said.
“When it’s made right, there’s quite a bit,” Loretta said. She stood next to Kelly and surveyed the table. “First things first. I’ll start chopping the bacon. You work on the potatoes.” Loretta picked up all four packages of thick cut bacon and moved to the kitchen island. She made space for Kelly and set out two cutting boards and two sharp knives.
As soon as the bacon was chopped into small pieces, Loretta began placing the bacon in the already hot Dutch ovens. The meat sizzled when it hit the bottom of each cast iron pan. While Kelly was busy cutting, peeling, and dicing the potatoes, Loretta went to work slicing onions, mincing garlic, and dicing celery. Soon enough, the kitchen island and the kitchen counters took on the look of a large salad bar.
“Another thing I didn’t realize about clam chowder was the amount of vegetables that goes into it,” Kelly said. “How do you keep all of this straight in your head?”
“Years of running my own restaurant,” Loretta said with a shrug. “You get the recipe in your head and go along step-by-step until it’s done.” She added the onions, celery, and garlic to the frying bacon in each pot, then placed another chunk of cold butter in the pan. While the vegetables cooked, she used a slotted spoon to remove the bacon, setting it aside to drain on paper towels.
As soon as the onions were translucent, Loretta added a dusting of flour to each Dutch oven. She moved quickly to whisk the flour into the bacon grease in two pots, and instructed Kelly on the other two. Next, she added dry white wine to each pot and whisked quickly to avoid lumps.
Once the wine was thickened sufficiently, Loretta added potatoes, canned clams, and seasonings. She poured chicken stock in each pot and left them to simmer while the potatoes cooked. As soon as the potatoes were tender, Loretta checked on each pot.
“The last thing we add is half and half,” Loretta instructed Kelly. “But be sure to use the slotted spoon to fish out the bay leaves.”
While Kelly minded the pots, Loretta went to work preparing the cheddar biscuits. In the interest of time, she settled on her standard baking powder biscuit recipe, simply adding shredded cheddar cheese to each batch before she mixed the batter.
An hour later, the kitchen smelled like her old bistro in New Hampshire. Loretta wiped the flour from her forehead and rested against the counter. They still had to load each pot into her car and transport them to the clubhouse.




CHAPTER NINE



“Do you know what’s going on here?” Harold cornered Loretta and asked her as soon as she arrived at the clubhouse. “Because tonight is not the night this event was supposed to take place.”
Loretta bit her tongue to keep from pointing out the obvious. She knew it was not the original night, and her arms began to ache from carrying the large Dutch ovens into the kitchen. “I just found out about it a few hours ago myself,” she said.
“Who’s in charge of this?” Harold asked.
“I guess it’s Pauline,” Loretta said. “That’s all I know.” She’d begun to put the pots on the stove to keep them warm. Just moments after Harold left, Kelly joined her with the cheddar biscuits.
“Do you know where we are supposed to set things up?” Kelly asked.
“Oh, good,” Pauline interrupted before Loretta had a chance to answer. “I knew you would come through for me. Just bring the soup and the biscuits out to the buffet table.”
“But Pauline, the soup still needs to heat up a little,” Loretta protested.
“Just bring it out here,” Pauline said, impatiently. “We’re ready to eat.”
“Why don’t I just bring one out there for now and make sure the other pots stay warm,” Loretta suggested.
“No! We don’t have time for that,” Pauline said. She moved past Loretta and grabbed one of the Dutch ovens.
“Why is this so heavy?”
“Because it is cast iron and full of soup,” Loretta said. She turned off the burner beneath the chowder and followed Pauline to the dining room. Kelly was already at the large buffet table in the center of the room arranging the cheddar biscuits on an oval platter.
Pauline moved to the center of the room. She clasped her hands together in front of her chest and cleared her throat. “Hello, everyone,” she said loudly. “Please, everyone take your seats. We will get started soon.”
“Get started with what?” Clay called from the back of the room.
“Just have a seat and you’ll find out,” Pauline said. The smile had disappeared from her face. She moved to the edge of the room and began buzzing around like a busy worker bee corralling everyone toward the seats in the center.
Loretta remained behind the buffet table close to Kelly, unsure what else to do with herself. They stood together behind the biscuit platter. At least half of the community members had already arrived, she guessed. But she was surprised to see the door open, and a group of strangers walk inside. It was the Archie Chasers, led by Lila Finch and Jessica Stockwell.
“What are they doing here?” Kelly leaned over and asked Loretta.
Loretta just shook her head and sighed. “Darned if I know,” she whispered. “I have no idea what on earth is going on here.”
“Don’t look now, but it just got a bit more complicated.” Kelly nodded in the direction of the kitchen where a confused looking Archibald McPherson emerged from the kitchen door. His face was ashen, and his eyes were wide. Loretta’s heart broke for his sudden vulnerability.
“What is the meaning of this?” Archibald’s thunderous voice boomed over the clubhouse dining room.
“I would like to know the same thing,” Lila called out from the other side.
Pauline clapped her hands and grinned. “Everyone is here now,” she said. She headed directly for Archibald pushing a chair in front of her. “Here, Mr. McPherson. Please, have a seat.”
“I will do no such thing until I know what is going on here,” Archibald said.
“You will find out shortly,” Pauline said. “Now, please.” She pushed the chair toward him. Archibald’s shoulders slumped in defeat. He walked around to the front of the chair and collapsed into it. He appeared slightly out of breath. Loretta wondered if he might have walked right back out through the kitchen if he had been able.
Scott Medford stepped out from the rest of the crowd and joined Pauline in the middle of the room. Loretta cast a questioning glance at Kelly. Kelly shook her head and shrugged her shoulders slightly.
“The rest of you internet kids might as well just have a seat yourselves as well,” Pauline announced. “I’ve gathered all of you here for a special purpose.”
“And just what purpose is that?” Rosalie Johnson called from the back of the room.
“As you all may know, a few days ago a tragic death happened within the walls of our community,” Pauline said.
“We don’t have walls in our community,” another voice called out.
Pauline’s face blanched with frustration. “This is going to go a lot faster if you all will just be quiet and listen,” she shouted. She resumed her smile and turned back to the crowd. “The shocking murder of a young man right here in Breezy Lake Village has confused and confounded all of us including local law enforcement.”
“Pauline, what are you doing?” Harold called from the other side of the room.
“It’s okay, Chief. I’ve got this.” Scott smiled and cast a satisfied look toward Kelly and Loretta.
“I’m here to reveal to you the identity of the murderer,” Pauline said. She raised her arms above her head in a swoosh, the dangling bracelets on her wrists jingled as she moved.
“This is preposterous,” Archibald roared. “Madam, I don’t know what you think you’re doing but this is most certainly not the way crimes are solved. We are not in the theater.”
Loretta wondered then if Pauline was putting on this show for Archibald’s benefit. She locked eyes with Harold and shook her head. Someone had to step forward and stop this madness.
“Pauline, if you have evidence about the death of Jeremy Stockwell, I’m going to need you to come with me to the station so we can talk,” Harold said. He stepped in the middle of the room about ten feet from Pauline and Scott.
“I agree with the chief,” Clay called out. “This is neither the time nor the place for this.”
“Everyone, please,” Scott said. “I’m the assistant chief of police and I’m telling you this is the time and the place. All will be revealed shortly. Just bear with us.” He placed his hand on the top of his service weapon. Loretta wondered if anyone else noticed his thumb slip down and unsnap the holster.
“Loretta,” Kelly whispered in her ear. “I’m starting to get a little worried about this.”
“Me, too,” Loretta said. “I don’t know what’s going on, but I hope Harold saw what I just saw.”
“I think I saw it too,” Kelly said.
“Many of you may have heard the rumors surrounding the events two days ago,” Pauline continued. “I’m here to announce that we have discovered the culprit.”
“Then who is it already?” a voice called out. “The food is getting cold.”
“How can you concern yourselves with food at a time like this?” Brigitte Waldorf shouted. “We’re talking about a murder here.”
“Because we are at a Clubhouse Cooks dinner,” Rosalie Johnson said.
“Fine,” Pauline pouted “I know everyone has speculated on who they think killed the young man named Jeremy Stockwell, but I’m here today to announce to you that the murderer is none other than Lila Finch.” Pauline pointed at the young woman in dramatic fashion.
“What? What are you talking about?” Lila gasped.
“It was you,” Pauline continued in her dramatic fashion. “You killed Jeremy out of a jealous rage. You discovered that Jessica was not his sister, but his lover and you killed her, I mean him, in a fit of jealousy!”
“Pauline Pendleton,” Harold yelled. “Stop this nonsense at once.”
Without a word to anyone, Scott crossed the floor to where the group of Archie Chasers stood. In one swift move he went behind Lila and secured the young woman in handcuffs. “Lila Finch, you are under arrest for the murder of Jeremy Stockwell,” Scott began. “You have the right to remain silent.”
“Medford, stop it,” Harold shouted. He moved toward his assistant police chief but was stopped when the younger man pulled his weapon and pointed it directly at him.
“Hey, that wasn’t supposed to be part of this,” Pauline said.




CHAPTER TEN



“I’ve got this, Chief,” Scott said to Harold. “I already told you that. Just back off and let me handle this.” As he spoke, he waved his service weapon around in the air. Loretta felt a sharp pang of panic tear through her middle.
“Okay, okay, Scott,” Harold said. His posture changed immediately. He held his hands out in front of him, palms facing out, as if he was trying to appear unthreatening. “Why don’t you and I sit down and talk about the evidence you have, okay? I don’t think all of these civilians need to be in here for this.”
“No, they all should see this,” Scott said. “This is the way Miss Pendleton wanted it. We wanted to show Loretta that we could solve crimes, too.”
The knowing pain in Loretta’s middle gripped tighter. “What did he just say?” she whispered to Kelly.
“I don’t know, but I think this is all for your benefit somehow,” Kelly said.
Scott turned his attention to Loretta. “You, see? I solved this faster than Chief Hargraves ever thought possible,” he said.
“Loretta doesn’t have anything to do with this, Scott,” Harold said. “In fact, I think this is a conversation that should be between just you and me.” Loretta wondered if he was doing his best to momentarily distract Scott.
“Kelly, sneak out and go back to your old office,” Loretta whispered. “See if you can find any records that show who called the police. Do your best not to be seen. Go now.” Kelly nodded and moved slowly toward the crowd behind her. Out of the corner of her eye, Loretta watched as she moved to the back of the crowd toward the kitchen door.
“What are you doing, Assistant Chief? You said you were going to arrest Lila, but that’s all,” Pauline cried. “I don’t like this one bit.”
“Then you can go and stand in the back with everyone else,” Scott snapped at Pauline. He pointed his gun in her direction. “I’m the one who figured this out, anyway. You were just along for the ride. You only wanted to show up your rival.”
“No, this was your idea,” Brigitte said. “You told Pauline you wanted to show the chief that you could solve a crime.”
“Shut up,” Scott shouted. “I don’t want to hear anyone else speak but me right now.”
“I didn’t do this,” Lila cried out. “Please, somebody. Get this guy away from me.”
Loretta cringed when Scott turned his attention back to the younger woman. The situation was grave, and she was frightened. Scott clearly was not who she thought he was, and she feared for the young woman in handcuffs.
“You’re right,” Loretta said suddenly. She stepped away from the buffet table and held her arms out. “I think you did solve the murder.”
“No, please,” Lila whined.
Loretta’s words seemed to influence Scott. He loosened his grip on Lila’s arm slightly. “I am very capable of solving crimes,” he said. “I was the one who figured it out.”
Loretta nodded her head quickly. “I can see that,” she said. “You did it faster than the chief could. You must really know what you’re doing.” She searched her brain for any words that might delay the situation a little longer. In her heart, she prayed for Kelly to hurry up.
“Why don’t you let me take Miss Finch to the police station?” Harold spoke up.
“Not so fast, Chief,” Scott said.
“Okay, what is it you want me to do?” Harold asked carefully.
“I want you to admit that I am a superior officer,” Scott said. “And I want you to resign so I can be put in as chief.” Loretta was surprised at the simplicity of the request.
“I think that’s a terrific idea,” Loretta said. “And we’re all gathered here together for this supper to celebrate!”
“Loretta Barksdale, will you please shut your mouth,” Pauline said. “That’s not what this is about at all.”
Scott turned around quickly and faced Pauline. He pointed the gun toward her again. “I don’t want you to say another word against Loretta,” he hissed. “Do you hear me?”
Pauline stared at him with her mouth open. The color drained from her face. Loretta was instantly scared she might collapse in a heart attack. “It’s okay, Scott,” Loretta said. She kept her voice as sweet and calm as possible. “As soon as everyone tastes my New England clam chowder, they will know who the better woman is. Right, Pauline?”
“Uh, right, Loretta,” Pauline said. Her voice was small.
All eyes were on Scott, who stood in the middle of the clubhouse dining room with his gun in one hand and Lila Finch in the other. Harold was just a few yards away from him, ready to pounce the moment he got the chance. Loretta stood on the other side of the room just a few feet in front of Archibald McPherson who was still seated in a chair.
“Now what, Scott?” Loretta asked. “Now that you’ve solved the murder, what do you want us to do now?”
“I already told you,” he said impatiently. “I want to be sworn in as the Chief of Police after Harold resigns.”
“Alright, let’s do that,” Clay said. His eyes fixated on Harold as he moved to the front of the crowd. Loretta noticed a slight nod of Harold’s head toward Clay. “Chief Hargraves, can you raise your right hand, please?”
“No, no, no,” Scott shouted. “He doesn’t raise his right hand, I do!” The end of the gun moved with every word he spoke.
“This is Chief Hargraves’s formal resignation,” Clay said. He smiled openly at Scott. “Next we’ll swear you in, okay?”
“Okay, go ahead,” Scott said, seemingly satisfied.
Clay turned back to Harold. “Chief Hargraves, do you hereby, um, resign your post as Breezy Lake Village Police Chief?”
Harold raised his right arm and formed an angle with his elbow. He stood rigid like a soldier in front of a drill instructor. “I hereby resign my position as chief of police,” Harold said dramatically.
“Hand over your weapon,” Scott insisted.
A shadow crossed Harold’s face. Loretta could read the panic in his eyes. “This is my own personal weapon,” he said quickly.
“Hand it over, now,” Scott yelled.
Harold glanced sideways at Clay, then pulled his pistol out of his holster and handed it over. Clay stared at the gun for a moment, then accepted it from Harold. He dropped his arms to his side and turned to Scott. “Let’s get you sworn in immediately,” he said with a toothy grin.
“Hand me the gun, first,” Scott said.
“In just a second. We need to do this properly if you want to be taken seriously,” Clay spoke faster than Loretta had ever heard him speak. “Raise your hand and repeat after me.”
“Hand over Chief Hargraves’s weapon,” Scott demanded.
“Enough already.” Archibald McPherson stood up suddenly and threw his arms over his head. “I have had quite enough of this. If this is your idea of some sort of live action show, I think I will skip out on the final act.”
“Mr. McPherson, sit down,” Pauline whispered loudly. “I don’t think he’s kidding around.”
“Of course he is,” Archibald continued. “That’s all this is! You all are putting on some dramatic production for my sake, and I don’t appreciate it.”
The room was silent for a moment. Scott seemed stunned by the man’s words, but quickly regained his senses. He raised his weapon again, this time pointing it in Archibald’s direction. “I can assure you this is not for your benefit,” he said. “You have questions to answer yourself about all of this.”
“Questions like what?” Archibald pressed forward. “Let me guess. You want to ask me about the woman who was in my house.”
“For starters, yes,” Scott raised his voice. “I think you need to explain who was in your house and what she was doing there. Was that a distraction? Did you have a woman in your house so no one would watch what was going on outside? Are you working with Lila Finch?”
At first, Loretta found herself completely confused. Soon it dawned on her that Archibald McPherson was indeed a fine actor.
“Oh, my goodness,” Loretta declared. “Is that true? Were you in on this as well, Mr. McPherson?” She took two wide steps back in Scott’s direction and turned her body to face Archibald.
Kelly appeared suddenly in the kitchen doorway behind him. She glanced at Loretta and held a small piece of paper against her chest. She mouthed the words ‘no one’ and shook her head.
“Answer the question, Mr. McPherson,” Scott demanded.
Before he could open his mouth again, Loretta heard movement behind her. She forced herself to remain facing forward and prayed that Harold had seized the opportunity. A second later, she had her answer. Harold reached for Scott’s arm with one hand and removed his weapon with the other.
“Drop it, Medford,” he said. His voice was low and husky. “It’s all over now.”
“I will do no such thing,” Scott shouted. “I am the chief of police and I demand you drop your weapon!” Scott attempted to turn his body toward Harold, but Harold was too fast for him. In one instant, he moved his foot under Scott’s legs. The gunman tumbled forward and fell to the floor, without his weapon still in his hand. A collective gasp fell over the crowd.




CHAPTER ELEVEN



“I’m just so glad things turned out how they did,” Pauline declared, seated across the table from Loretta.
Clay held one finger out and pointed it at Pauline. “You are never, ever to do anything like this again. Got it?”
Pauline didn’t answer but sank lower in her chair.
“I think you need to revisit your hiring procedures, Mr. Fulton,” Archibald McPherson said. He sat next to Pauline and sipped a glass of water.
“I will agree with you there, Mr. McPherson,” Clay said.
“Do you think Lila Finch is going to be alright?” Brigitte asked. She faced them at the end of the table.
Kelly shook her head. “I’m not sure, but I have a feeling the Archie Chasers are going to go on hiatus for a little while.”
“One could only hope,” Archibald said. “I must give it to you, Miss Crenshaw. You and Miss Barksdale really were on top of things.”
“What are you giving them credit for?” Pauline asked finally. “They still don’t know who killed Jeremy Stockwell.”
“Yes, they do,” Archibald said. “Scott Medford did it. He set this whole thing up. I know I’m merely an actor, but I can spot a story a mile away. I know a plot when I see one.”
“He did?” Brigitte asked. “Pauline Pendleton, you didn’t know that?”
“Well, neither did you, Brigitte Waldorf,” Pauline hissed.
Brigitte ignored Pauline and turned back to Archibald. “How did all of you know?”
“Ladies, would you like to explain?” he asked.
“For one thing, no one ever called the police,” Kelly said. “That’s what Loretta had me go back and check. There was no record of a call to 911.”
“No one called the police?” Pauline asked.
“Right,” Loretta said. “When Kelly told me no one called, that’s how I knew it had to be Scott. Otherwise, how else would he have known? He killed Jeremy and then arrived and declared someone had called the police. That’s also why Harold never heard about it until Scott called him while we were on our way. We also knew that Jeremy and Jessica were dating and not brother and sister. Lila Finch told us that herself. They were protecting their relationship to the extent of telling lies about it, so it wouldn’t have made sense for her to have killed him.”
“I guess he had you fooled,” Brigitte snickered at Pauline.
“Shut your mouth,” Pauline said. She stood up from her chair and sulked out of the room.
“Mr. McPherson,” Clay said after Pauline disappeared into the kitchen. “Do you think you’ll stick around for a little while? Or are we a little bit too much for you here?”
“I don’t know right now,” Archibald said. “On one hand, I feel reasonably safe with your chief of police on duty. On the other hand, some of these ladies are a little batty. And quite a few of you are much too concerned with any lady friend I might have had in my home. Has anyone considered she likes her privacy just as much as I do?”
“Maybe they’ll change their ways,” Loretta said, smiling when she realized Archibald had a companion and it wasn’t something more sinister. “I have a feeling you won’t be bothered for a little while at least.”
“I’ll tell you what, Miss Barksdale,” Archibald said. “If I can find a friend in you and your crew, I think I might give this place another shot.”
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